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Abstract
With a strong increase in the number of people on the move, migration and its management have
become central in the global debate once again. There are ongoing discussions on how to categorize
these people on the move. The focus of these discussions are on the factors that lead to this
migration. Such categorizations influence the way migration policies and interventions are shaped
(inter)nationally.
This research aims to contribute to this ongoing debate by studying the recent movements of the
Rohingya in and around the Andaman Sea. The Rohingya are a stateless, much persecuted people in
Myanmar. This has caused them to seek refuge in surrounding countries including Bangladesh,
Thailand, Malaysia, and recently also Indonesia. During their journeys across different borders, they
encounter several actors, each with their own ideas and plans regarding the movement of (these)
people. These actors include international agencies and organisations dealing with migration
movements such as the UNHCR and IOM, governments, but also less formal actors like family
members or friends as well as smugglers along the route. All these actors potentially influence, in their
own way, how the Rohingya perceive, plan and undertake their journey. The stories of Rohingya
interviewed as part of this research for this research show how encounters or interactions at the
interface, where their strategies meet planned interventions of the different actors, influence their
journeys in many ways - be it in a positive or negative way. The main question is thus as follows; "How
do Rohingya construct and inform their migrational decision making at the interface of planned
intervention?"
This thesis contributes to existing academic research of refugees and the actors that influence
decision making during their journeys. Focusing on the actor orientation approach, and using the
Theory of Planned Behavior to gain insight in the intentions of the Rohingya refugees, this thesis
proves that whereas the Rohingya may be bound by policies and interventions by formal actors like
governments and the UNHCR, they clearly strategise and exploit room for maneuver to shape their
own plans. They inform themselves about the possibilities and grasp opportunities to pursue the best
possible outcome for themselves and their families they hope to take care of - be they in Myanmar,
Indonesia or Malaysia.
Key words: Rohingya, statelessness, refugees, migration, decision making, agency, actor oriented
approach, Theory of Planned Behavior.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background
The Rohingya of Myanmar
The Rohingya have faced decades of persecution in Myanmar, their home-country. Discrimination and
hindrance in their daily lives has been going on since at least 1948, when the country became
independent and the military-led government singled them out as illegal immigrants. This has led to
several peaks in physical conflict between the military and the Rohingya, but also between other local
groups and this minority group. The outburst of attacks in 2012 forced many Rohingya to leave the
country, either to Bangladesh, Thailand or Malaysia.
April-May 2015
Even though only sporadically mentioned in the news, maritime movements have been and still are
everyday's business in the Bay of Bengal and Andaman sea. In the beginning of 2015, with a peak in
April and May, there was another increase in number of people fleeing the country due to heightened
(fear for) conflict. Thousands of Rohingya from Myanmar and Bengali nationals boarded vessels in the
hopes of reaching safer and more promising havens. They were not willingly granted this fate. After
being abandoned by the smugglers who made them these promises, different countries - Thailand,
Malaysia, Indonesia, Bangladesh and Myanmar - started a series of push-backs, where boats were not
allowed to land on shores or were pushed back into international waters after providing basic needs
like water and (little) food. It is expected in times like these that the states in Southeast Asia, bound by
international ratifications, fulfill their part in the search and rescue as well as providing asylum to
these migrants. Yet rumors are that Malaysia turned away two boats from its shores, each with over
800 people on board, and that Thailand kept a third boat - carrying hundreds more people - from
landing on their shores (Sengupta, 2015). None of these countries wanted to take responsibilities for
the individuals on board of the vessels. These rumors have been confirmed by respondents during this
fieldwork. The boats had been abandoned by the smugglers driving them after Thai authorities
announced a hard-handed approach on human trafficking (Amnesty International, 2015) after finding
large mass graves in the jungle. Dozens of these boats were kept at sea for weeks, some even
months.1 They were continually rejected, pushed back from shores and sometimes even accompanied
out of territorial waters by the navy or other authorities from Thailand, Malaysia, Myanmar and
Indonesia (Amnesty International, 2015). Of these, only five landings (spread between Indonesia and
Malaysia) have been confirmed. Between the 10th and 20th of May 2015, 1807 Rohingya refugees
and Bangladeshi nationals spread over three of these boats were rescued by local Acehnese
fishermen.2 Reluctantly, but pressured by international powers, Indonesia permitted these people to
land and - temporarily - stay in Aceh, where the Rohingya now stay in four camps. Malaysia agreed to
temporarily shelter the rest of the passengers on two other vessels (Amnesty International, 2015). The
Indonesian government has stressed from the onset that these individuals are not allowed to stay
longer than a year from the day they were settled. However, the process of resettlement is slow and
no alternative (more permanent) solutions have been offered. At the same time, the Rohingya are not
able to return to Myanmar. On the one hand, this is due to the ongoing discrimination and conflict in
their home-state. On the other, it is due to their statelessness: the Myanmarese government does not
1

Based on interviews conducted by Amnesty International, it was estimated that the passengers of these vessels spent an average of 76 days
at sea (Amnesty International 2015).
2
Geutanyoe Foundation (February 16, 2016) 'Geutanyoe Foundation Nominates Acehnese Fishermen for the Nansen Refugee Award 2016',
Yayasan Geutanyoe. Viewed on: February 20, 2016. URL: www.geutanyoe.org/media-publication/refugee-program.

1

MSc Thesis

L. Lamboo

recognize them as legal citizens and the Rohingya are not able to claim their citizenship. These factors
combined may increase the intention or desire to move onwards, to continue the journey.
Leaving Aceh
During conversations with Rohingya refugees in Aceh, Amnesty International found that some fled
Myanmar not knowing where to go. The ones who did have a destination in mind, all aimed to reach
Malaysia (Amnesty International, 2015). Different sources confirm this, and have found that many of
the refugees currently in Aceh hope to move on to Malaysia, where they may have better chances of
finding work or in order to reunite with their families who are already there.3
IRIN news researchers found that most of the Rohingya refugees who had been rescued last
May have since disappeared from the camps where they were staying.4 It is believed that they have
once again trusted smugglers to take them to Malaysia. Exact numbers are not known, but UNCHR
reports that less than 400 Rohingya refugees remain in the temporary shelters in Aceh and North
Sumatra provinces.5 News reports estimate that only about 250 Rohingya remain in the four camps in
Aceh province which means that over 800 people have left from the camps - including the repatriated
Bangladeshi. Many Rohingya may have tried to move onwards using other channels.6
Migration management
Governments can decide on different ways to deal with the influx of people into their countries. There
are, however, several international protocols and regional agreements they have to adhere to. These
protocols and agreements can be used in favor of the governments' policies and ideals to either
welcome or try to keep migrants, asylum seekers or refugees away. The difference between the
categories is that refugees leave their country of origin because of a well-founded fear of persecution
or a natural disaster. The country where they seek asylum is obligated to offer them the assistance
and safety they seek. Some countries, especially in the ASEAN, have never ratified the Refugee
Convention of 1951 and its 1967 Protocol, which gives them some wiggle room. Migrants, in
comparison, cross borders for every other reason; be it economical reasons, to seek education, family
reunification or otherwise. Their country of origin always remains responsible for them and their
wellbeing.
Difficulty arises in situations where individuals are on the move because of accumulative reasons, or
when different people find themselves within the same direction of movement with different reasons.
This is what was seen in the Andaman Sea nearly two years ago. Rohingya were leaving from Myanmar
because of heightened conflict, but with many other factors playing a role as well. They were joined
on the vessels by Bangladeshi nationals, who (as is said) mainly migrated with the hopes of economic
gains. The blurring and coming together of these categorizations makes it understandably hard for
governments to react adequately. In this case, it becomes even more difficult considering the fact that
the Rohingya are stateless. They are not recognized by the Myanmarese government, who thus will
not take responsibility over their wellbeing (Human Rights Watch, 2000).

3

Channel News Asia (January 17, 2016) 'Honoring guests: How Aceh welcomed Rohingya refugees with open arms.' Channel news Asia.
Viewed on: February 20, 2016. URL: www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/honoring-guests-how-aceh/2371394.html
4
Vit, J. (April 15, 2016) 'Where are the Rohingya boat survivors now? No happy ending for Myanmar refugees', IRIN news. Viewed on: April
30, 2016. URL: www.irinnews.org/news/2016/04/15/where-are-Rohingya-boat-survivors-now?.
5
Vit, J. (December 14, 2015) 'Rohingya refugees vanish from Indonesia', 2015. IRIN news. Viewed on: April 30, 2016. URL:
www.irinnews.org/report/102293/rohingya-refugees-vanish-indonesia.
6
Hasan, N. (May 2, 2016) 'A year after landing in Indonesia, hundreds of Rohingyas remain stuck in camps', Benar News. Viewed on: May 2,
2016. URL: http://www.benarnews.org/english/news/indonesian/rohingya-year-05022016180108.html
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Even though considering the definitions it might be blurred, in this thesis, I refer to the Rohingya as
refugees. At least for the individuals that arrived in Indonesia in 2015 - who make up the pool of
respondents during the fieldwork of this research - the UNHCR in Indonesia considers them to be
refugees.

1.2 Statement of problem
Much of the existing research and literature address refugees as immobile actors, as individuals who
solely await the interventions that are planned for them by the other social actors around them. Even
though the international community and governments have certain ways of managing migration,
refugees and migrants have ways to maneuver around, between and with these policies and
frameworks. There are many other, less formal or institutional actors within their lives that play a large
role in the creating and shaping of their intentions and actions.

1.3 Research aim
This research aims to explore the agency of the Rohingya from Myanmar during the flight from
Myanmar and Bangladesh and along the whole journey that landed them in Aceh or Malaysia. Agency
is a central concept of this research and the fieldwork and is used to show how the Rohingya deal with
policies and interventions of the main actors they encounter during their flight. The Theory of Planned
Behavior is used to address and explain the intentions the Rohingya had, whether and how these
intentions changed during the journey and by whom their intentions were influenced.
All in all, this thesis contributes to existing academic research of refugees and the actors that influence
migrants / refugees decision making during their journeys.

1.4 Research questions
Main research question
How do Rohingyas construct and inform their migrational decision making at the interface of planned
intervention?
Sub research questions
1. How do the international community and governments understand and manage (regional ASEAN)
migration?
2. What have been the reasons and motivations for Rohingya to leave Myanmar and Bangladesh
during the Andaman Sea 'crisis' in May 2015?
3. What are the intentions of Rohingya in Aceh and how have their intentions changed within the year
that they were allowed to stay in Aceh?
4. Who are the influential social referents for the Rohingya regarding their migrational intentions?
5. How do the Rohingya that moved onwards to Malaysia from Aceh look back on the decisions they
made along the journey?

1.5 Thesis outline
This first chapter provides an introduction to the topic of this thesis and its fieldwork and addressed
the aim of the study. The research questions that the rest of this thesis will built on were set out.
Chapter 2 focuses on the theoretic framework that was constructed for the research. The concept of
3
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agency and the theory of actor oriented action is central. This is followed by the explanation of the
Theory of Planned Behavior, with the aim to find out the intended actions and referents for the
Rohingya during the conversations and interviews. The last section of chapter 2 describes the different
forms of migrational movement and the ways in which this is dealt with internationally and nationally.
Chapter 3 then, focuses on the existing literature on the position of the Rohingya in Myanmar and the
way in which Indonesia, being the country they first landed in the spring of 2015, dealt with their
arrival. Chapter 4 sets out the choices that were made considering the design and methodology of this
thesis and the fieldwork that was conducted. This is followed by the findings of said fieldwork. The
following chapters are built on the data collected during observations, conversations and interviews
while in the field. Chapter 5 will focus on the reasons people had for leaving Myanmar, a decision
based on several factors as well as influences in their lifeworlds at that point in time which they
weighed. This journey led them to Aceh, an unintended destination. With their arrival here, a new
interface can be sketched. The (new) encounters and interactions that took place within this interface
are described in chapter 6. Then, in chapter 7 the focus is on those that made the decision to continue
onwards to Malaysia. This decision in turn is based on a number of factors and actors, added up and
weighed. The chapter describes the new interface in Malaysia, with all its encounters - with new and
established actors - and how it influences the way in which this part of the journey is viewed and
possible future plans that the Rohingya have. Chapter 8 contains the analysis of all the information
gathered, bringing together the theory, literature and the fieldwork. In chapter 9, you will find the final
conclusions.

4
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2. Theoretical framework
2.1 Agency, knowledge and power
The phase between flight from persecution and resettlement is a phase of the refugee experience that
is often overlooked in research and when researched, it is often described as a time spent 'in limbo'
where refugees passively await the next phase. Chan and Loveridge (1987) for instance, describe how
refugees living within camps are often "cast into roles of passivity" (p. 746), considering they have little
to do for days on end. However, the scholars express the importance of considering what happens in
the time between different phases of migration, the time spent in transit camps in first asylum
countries. To follow these remarks, the next part of this chapter will firstly elaborate on the
importance of the actor oriented approach and the concept of agency before continuing with the
Theory of Planned Behavior, which will be discussed as a tool that can be adopted to analyse people's
decision making. Chapter 2.2 then goes into the ways in which different forms of migration are
portrayed and managed internationally.
2.1.1 Agency
It is extremely important not to depict refugees solely as disembodied social categories or recipients
of intervention. As described by Ansems de Vries; "Migrants (and I include all migrants, refugees and
asylum seekers in this category) are often depicted as passive victims, objects or commodities rather
than as people with political agency, and with their own histories, experiences, skills, ideas and
dreams".7 Individuals should be considered active participants, even when they find themselves living
in a state of insecurity, who process information and strategise in their dealings with other actors and
institutions. It is important to acknowledge that every social actor possesses - within the limits of
information, uncertainty and political, normative or economic constraints - knowledgeability and
capability. Individuals will attempt to solve problems, learn to intervene in the flow of social events
around them and to some degree monitor their own actions, by observing and reflecting on how
others react to their behavior, as well as taking note of the probable circumstances (Long, 1990: 16).
Long (2001) argues for the use of actor oriented approaches to understand social change. The actor
oriented approach is centered around the idea that every human being is a social actor and has some
form of agency. People, both individually and in groups, develop social strategies in dealing with
everyday life. These strategies in turn are based on their knowledge, resources and power and
constantly shaped and reshaped, influenced by local actors as well as outside institutions (Long, 2001).
The different actors will be influenced by on-going interventions. Interventions can both serve as
resources or as constraints for the strategies that individuals and groups have and develop.
The interventions and interactions take place within what Long calls the interface. This
interface is an abstract sphere in which encounters and interactions continuously take place between
actors. This should be seen as an ongoing process of negotiations, adaptations and transformations of
meaning. Within the interface, the processes of planned interventions enter the lifeworlds of people
and become (part of) resources or constraints to their social strategies (Long, 2001).
Agency, migrants, refugees
For migrating humans it is also important to acknowledge the agency they are able to retain in their
strategizing and decision making. As Missbach notes; "they are not just mobile actors but also actors of
7

L. Ansems de Vries (30-09-2016) Open democracy. 'Spaces of transit, migration management and migrant agency. Rethinking the 'crisis'
narrative among the stories of transit, refuge and hope'. Viewed on November 6, 2016. URL: https://www.opendemocracy.net/leonieansems-de-vries/spaces-of-transit-migration-management-and-migrant-agency
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their own mobility" (2015: 18). Accordingly, social actors should not simply be depicted as immobile,
as they are active participants and strategists (Long, 2001). Even when migrants or refugees find
themselves in a phase of transit, they are not necessarily inactive. Too often, this time is described as a
period 'in limbo'. With this, the individual is politically disabled, immobilized, while several studies
show that they do not always experience this period as such. Several studies show that migrants
actively strategise and pursue their next steps during this phase. There is also an ongoing interaction
with the states. And even though states may believe they are managing these migrants or refugees,
these individuals themselves are continuously strategizing and weighing their options (Long, 2001).
Often, they tend to make the best of the phase they spend in transit by putting their skills to use,
learning new skills and working to improve their financial situation.
2.1.2 Theory of Planned Behavior
The idea that every individual, in whatever situation, bound by its restrictions, is able to make well
considered decisions enables us to look at the Theory of Planned Behavior to address and explain
these choices. Other theories and models were explored with regards to migrational decision making.
Transnationalism focuses on the different relationships that migrants may have across geographical,
cultural and political boundaries and how these relationships are put to use in order to migrate to new
places. A weaker point to this theory is how the focus is mainly on the links between just two places.
Migration, as shown before, is not solely between departure and arrival, and this research thesis
especially focused on the period spent in between. Hence, the theory used should include the
experiences of mobility, the experiences during the journeys between places of departure and arrival
(Schapendonk & Steel, 2014).
Neoclassical theories, like push and pull, focus especially on economics when looking at
decision making. These models put income maximalisation central, focusing on the labor market or
economic globalization on macro level. On the micro level there is more attention for individual choice
as well, yet the migration is still considered to be economically driven (Massey et al., 1993). Where
this may be party true for a lot of the journeys, it does not cover the decision making as an individual
gage of opportunities, but as driven by the economy.
Theories taking into account the individuals' network or interpersonal ties are interesting
where they are based on rational choice theory. Behavior, based on the actors perspective, as well as
the micro-macro link is taken into account (Haug, 2008). Yet, where the network may influence where
the migrant will go, based on possibilities the established network may give them, this may not be the
factor deciding to go. The decision to leave may have been taken already, after which the options are
considered. With these other options in mind, the decision was made to focus on the Theory of
Planned Behavior.
The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is an extension of the theory of reasoned action (TRA) and can
be used to research the intentions of people to engage in behavior. It can thus be fitting to situations
where people are seen to have agency. The central factor of planned behavior is the individual's
intention to perform a given behavior. These intentions represent an individual's motivation to plan or
decide to take part in particular behavior (Ajzen, 1991). TPB can thus be used as a method to extract
intentions of individuals. TPB argues that intentions are the function of three important determinants;
attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioral control (Conner & Armitage, 1998). Van Uffelen
adds a fourth determinant: perceived vulnerability. The determinants of these predictors of intentions
are also called 'indirect determinants of intentions'.
6
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Attitudes
The first predictor of behavioral intentions is attitude. Attitudes are the functions of salient beliefs
about the behavior in question, based on evaluations of the said behavior by an individual. They are
determined by beliefs about the expected outcomes and attributes of performing the behavior and
the (positive) evaluation of these outcomes (van Uffelen, 2006: 46). Thus, an individual can consider
performing a certain behavior when he or she has considered the possible outcomes and believes
these will have the - positive or negative - effect that he or she seeks.
Subjective norms
Subjective norms are the second predictor of intentions. These are based on a person's beliefs
whether (important) others - be it individuals or groups of people - think he or she should or should
not engage in the behavior and the value the individual holds to these others' ideas; the motivation to
comply with these others (Conner & Armitage, 1998). This predictor encompasses the perceived social
pressure regarding the behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1991). An individual can feel that important people
around him or her - including family-members, friends, respected elders, but also formal institutions
like the government or the law - wish he or she would or would not perform the intended behavior.
When person - or group of people - is considered important enough, this opinion might be considered.
However, in some cases the individual might also feel more pressured to comply with the other, be it
through physical or emotional pressure.
Perceived behavioral control
The control an individual feels he or she has over engaging in certain behavior is influenced by beliefs
concerning whether one has the access to necessary resources and opportunities to successfully
perform the behavior (Conner & Armitage, 1998). It encompasses the perceived ease or difficulty of
performing the behavior. An individual bases this on past experience as well as anticipated obstacles
one may encounter (van Uffelen, 2006). This predictor includes both internal control factors (eg.
information, personal deficiencies, skills, abilities, emotions) and external control factors (eg.
opportunities, dependence on others, barriers) (Conner & Armitage, 1998).
Perceived vulnerability
The Theory of Planned Behavior was extended by van Uffelen (2006) by adding a fourth determinant
to the previous three. This was based on the idea that adding this determinant would make the model
more applicable to "hazard prone or risky [behavioral] contexts" (van Uffelen, 2006: 1). Van Uffelen
describes that it was found (through research) that adding this variable was instrumental in analyzing
the context-specific nature of risk and individuals' abilities to cope with these risks.
The determinant 'perceived vulnerability', is thus a measure of the potential for harm or disruption
associated with the behavior in question. It can be used to measure the level of risk regarding said
behavior in relation to the perceived ability to manage this risk (van Uffelen, 2006).
2.1.3 Application of TPB
The Theory of Planned Behavior can be used to gain insight in migratory intentions and behavior. Van
Uffelen shows this in his thesis on return behavior of refugees and IDPs in Sudan (2006). Using this
knowledge to apply TPB to onwards migration has not been done and proves interesting. Definitions
of transit migration often imply that migrants have concrete plans for specific routes and destinations.
Yet, this intention might not always be clear at the beginning of the journey, especially when the
individual is forced to flee. Usually, a journey is influenced by the situation the migrant finds in the first
7
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country he or she arrives (Papadopoulou, 2005). Thus, a country that was initially considered to be a
temporary place to stay may turn into a country of permanent settlement, or the other way around.
Migrants perceptions and intentions are fluid, always subject to change.
At the initial level of analysis, migratory behavior is believed to be determined by the
intention. At the second level, this intention in turn can be explained by the attitudes, subjective
norms, perceived behavioral control and the perceived vulnerability (van Uffelen, 2006).
In practice, the application of the TPB involves two stages of data gathering. The first stage focuses on
the identification of salient outcome beliefs and salient social referents. This could be based on a small
representative group. A salient belief is that what comes to mind when considering a particular
behavior, beliefs that are considered to be 'on the top of one's mind' (van Uffelen, 2006: 49). The
following stage can incorporate these beliefs and referents into structured interviews. With these
interviews, the behavioral intentions can be identified.

2.2 Migration and its management
Migration is defined as movements across borders or within states. Being this broad, the definition
includes all kinds of people, length and cause of the movement (IFRC, 2012). It also encompasses all
reasons for individuals or groups to move; be it voluntary or forced, regular or irregular, temporary,
seasonal or permanent. Voluntary migrants could be seeking work or possibilities for studying,
whereas forced migrants will be fleeing from persecution or (the possibility of) natural disasters.
Regular migrants are considered those who travel with documentations, irregular migrants do not
carry these. The move can be made with the intention of temporary or permanent stay, or even just
for one or two seasons (often for people who do seasonal work). All these factors can change or
overlap during the process of migration. Someone leaving their country for fear of persecution can
also have economic improvement in mind. Someone who left with the intention of doing seasonal
work might consider staying permanently. Demarcations thus also change during the process. When
an individual fleeing from conflict or natural disaster stays within national borders, they are referred to
as IDPs. When he or she crosses international borders, they become asylum seekers. Once asylum is
granted by the country they reside in, they will be considered refugees (UNDP, 2010).
With these definitions being so dynamic, they are too often used interchangeably in the public
debate or media. Whereas this is understandably difficult, especially considering the many reasons
one could have for the movement he or she makes, it is especially problematic when considering that
migrants and refugees need different assistance.8
What was seen during this particular flight in the Andaman Sea was a so-called 'mixed flow of
migration'. The vessels held both economic migrants from Bangladesh as well as asylum seekers from
Myanmar. The difference lies within the fact that refugees are forced to flee from their country of
origin due to a threat of persecution and lack of protection. A migrant, in comparison, leaves his or her
country of origin for reasons not related to persecution, like employment, family reunification or study
(UNHCR, 2011). This difference is important for the way in which they are accepted by the countries of
arrival. Where countries are internationally bound to care for individuals who embarked upon their
journey as a result of force, a conflict or natural disaster that has or will put their lives in danger9, this
8

UNHCR (16-04-2016) ‘Refugees’ and ‘Migrants’ – Frequently Asked Questions. UNHCR. Viewed on: December 29, 2016. URL:
http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2016/3/56e95c676/refugees-migrants-frequently-asked-questions-faqs.html
9
According to the 1951 Refugee Convention, an individual is considered as such when he or she; "is unable or unwilling to return to their
country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group, or political opinion" (UNHCR 2010: 3).
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is not the case for migrants, who remain under the protection of their own government. Countries
that are signatories of the Refugee Convention of 1951 and the 1967 Protocol are obliged to comply
with refugees' right to asylum. Moreover, they are expected to maintain basic minimum standards
regarding the treatment of refugees, including rights to access the courts, primary education, work,
and providing documents. Furthermore, all countries are bound by the principle of non-refoulement.
This entails that no refugee is to be expelled or returned, in any manner, to a territory where he or she
fears threats to life or freedom (UNHCR, 2010).
Once individuals are granted refugee status by UNHCR, there are three 'durable solutions'. The first
would be voluntary repatriation to the country of origin. This is mostly stimulated when there is a
post-conflict situation in the country of origin. The second solution is integration into the local society
of the receiving country. In this case, however, the host government, local authorities and the local
community have to be willing to accept the refugees. The third durable option is resettlement to a
third country (UNHCR, 2003).
The problem with these stark definitions of these different groups makes it difficult when an individual
has several reasons for embarking upon a journey. Reasons for leaving the country can be multiple
and can even overlap. Someone can fear persecution or violence within his country of origin, for which
he or she flees, but might at the same time consider the employment or schooling options within the
destination country to be better. Thus, according to UNHCR standards, this individual might be
considered a 'refugee', for they are threatened if they stay. Yet at the same time they also seek
economic gain, in which case they would be considered 'migrant' by UNHCR definitions. Additionally,
these categorizations can be problematic in cases where we see mixed migratory movements, where
different groups of people meet in one place, migrating with different motivations and goals. In many
cases today, it is not as black-and-white as UNHCR describes, and more often than not, the different
categories overlap. This in turn, makes it difficult for destination or transit countries to decide how to
respond to the arrival of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers.
2.2.1 Externalisation of migration control
It is up to the leaders of these destination or transit countries to deal with the influx of migration. In
literature this is named the management and control of migration flows (Içduygu, 2005). There are
several ways in which the government can do this, taking into consideration factors like domestic
concerns, the capacity to absorb more laborers in the local market, the relations between the country
and the migrants' countries of origin as well as relations between the transit country and migrants'
intended countries of destination if they plan to move onwards in the future, and the countries'
participation in regional trading blocs (Cassarino & Fargues, 2006). With their policies, governments
can either work together with other countries in the region or find ways to shift most (or all) of the
responsibilities to the other countries surrounding them. Governments are however also bound by
international laws and protocols, like the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.
Transit migration, the moving through different places with temporary stops before an end
destination is reached, is often linked to irregular migration (Triandafyllidou, 2016). Hence, it is also
connected to human smuggling, trafficking and organised crime within migration literature (Düvell,
2012). For governments, making this link enables them to criminalize undocumented migratory
movements and with that to introduce and justify extreme measures against this form of migration
(Missbach, 2015; Dimitriadi in Triandafyllidou, 2016). Both in Europe and the US, transit was formed
9
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into a tool to 'externalise migration control' (Düvell, 2012). The idea of transit migration and the transit
state are utilized to push for changes with the aim to control irregular migration flows. There are
several ways in which the governments can do this, taking into consideration domestic concerns, the
local markets' ability to take up more laborers, relations with migrants' countries of origin as well as
relations with possible countries the migrants could move on to in a later time, and the countries'
participation in regional trading blocs (Cassarino & Fargues, 2006). With the chosen policies,
governments can either work together with other countries in the region or find ways to shift most (or
all) responsibilities to countries surrounding them. Often, externalisation measures are part of an
exchange, where destination countries offer aid or development incentives in exchange for enhanced
border controls and policing by the transit country (Hugo, Tan & Napitupulu, 2014). By entering in
such exchanges, the transit country can shift the responsibility for the migrants or refugees towards
the destination countries. In turn, destination countries can negotiate for the development and
implementation of policy interventions in their benefit (Hugo, Tan & Napitupulu, 2014).
Often these externalisation measures are aimed at the migrants, criminalizing them and their
movements. By addressing the case as such, governments can thus justify neglect or extreme
measures in preventing individuals to enter or leave the country (Oelgemöller, 2010 in Triandafyllidou,
2016). This is problematic considering that with this criminalization, the detention, expulsion or even
refoulement of migrants or refugees could be justified by the government.10 Due to the higher degree
of migration control by both destination and transit countries, there is an increase in the amount of
people who find themselves in transit. As borders are increasingly controlled, refugees and migrants
are hindered in their onwards movement.

10

UNHCR (2015) 'Subregional Operations Profile - South-East Asia', UNHCR. Viewed on: April 28, 2016. URL:
www.unhcr.org/pages/49e488116.html
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3. Literature research
This chapter gives an overview of the existing literature on the Rohingya from Myanmar, giving an idea
of the situation for them in Myanmar over the past decennia up to this moment. Section 3.1.1 shows
how the group sees itself and how it is seen by other groups in the country. The next section then
shows what this has meant for their (lack of) legal status within Myanmar and the trouble this has
brought with it. Part 3.1.3 deals with the situation in Myanmar right now, considering the new
government that was installed and the recent spikes in conflict in Arakan state. Chapter 3.2 then deals
with Indonesia's migration management, for this is the country where over 1,800 Rohingya refugees
landed in the spring of 2015 after fleeing from Myanmar and Bangladesh. The way in which the
Indonesian government chose to manage the arrival, stay and future possibilities for the Rohingya
refugees has considerable influence on their intentions regarding (onwards) movement.

3.1 Rohingya in Myanmar
3.1.1 The (self-)identification of Myanmar’s Rohingya
The population of Myanmar consists of 135 different ethnic groups, as recognized by the government.
One of the minority groups that is not recognized are the Rohingya, who mainly live in Arakan State
(also referred to as Rakhine State) located in the Western part of the country. The state's government,
as well as the dominant ethnic group in Rakhine State - the ethnic Buddhist Rakhine - have opposed
the use of the name 'Rohingya' ever since it was introduced as a means of self-identification by the
group. 'Rohing' derives from the word 'Arakan' in the Rohingya dialect and the added 'ga' or 'gya'
means 'from' (Albert, 2015). Scholars believe it provides the group with a collective, political identity.
It puts a linguistical claim on the land they live on as well, which is one of the main reasons why the
name is rejected by opponents (Albert, 2015), who believe the group has no right to this land..
It is estimated that there are one million Rohingya in Myanmar, making up nearly a third of the
population of Arakan State (Albert, 2015). The Rohingya are one of the country's few Muslim groups
(together with the Kannan Muslims and the Arakanese Muslims), whereas the majority of the
country's different ethnic groups are Buddhists (Htike, 2015). Although it is said that there is a
"country-wide anti-Muslim sentiment" in Myanmar (Albert, 2015: 2), this difference in religion is but
one of the factors that have troubled the relation between the different groups, as well as the
(power)relations between the government and the Rohingya. Successive governments have
systematically ignored the existence of the Rohingya as Myanmarese citizens, rendering them
stateless and (therefore) ignoring their needs and violating human rights.
Arakan state lays in the border region of Burma, India and Bangladesh. In this region, different ethnic
peoples have moved around in the last two thousand years (Smith, 1995). The Rohingya are believed
to be a result of this movement, historically closely related to the Chittagonian Bengali people, mixed
with the Arakanese Buddhists and Arabic sea traders between the eight and twelfth century (Human
Rights Watch, 2000; Human Rights Watch, 2009). Most Rohingya communities speak Burmese, but
they also speak a Bengali dialect (Human Rights Watch, 2009). Although this dialect is different from
the Bengali as spoken in Bangladesh, this has been a reason for majority groups in Myanmar to claim
that the Rohingya are in fact Bengali immigrants that came to Myanmar illegally. The government
considers the ones living in Myanmar today to be 'resident foreigners', explicitly not calling them
citizens (Human Rights Watch, 2000). Successive (military) governments have stated that the Muslims
in northern Arakan are Bengalis, who have only recently arrived in Myanmar. The migration that took
place during the British colonial rule is considered illegal, which provides grounds to refuse citizenship
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to the Rohingya, many of whom migrated to and settled in Arakan State during this period (Human
Rights Watch, 2000). This exclusion has been the basis for discrimination and violence directed
towards the Rohingya since the country's independence in 1948.
3.1.2 The Rohingyas' legal status
The legal status of the Rohingya is one of the most pressing issues for this group. In the 1950s, the
Rohingyas' claim to be recognized as an indigenous ethnic group was ratified Myanmar's Prime
Minister at the moment, U Nu. But ever since the military took control of the country in 1962, this
status was revoked and ever since been denied (Human Rights Watch, 2000). This took official forms
when the 1982 Citizenship Law was put into practice, specifically designed to deny the Rohingya
citizenship in Myanmar (Human Rights Watch, 2000). This law created three categories of citizens; 'full
citizens', for those whose ancestors settled in Myanmar before 1823 or are member of one of the 135
recognized national ethnic groups, 'associate citizens', for those who have applied for citizenship
under the 1948 law. Amongst others, this includes the South Asian and Chinese minorities living in
Myanmar. The third category encompasses those who resided in Myanmar on or before 1948
(Zawacki, 2013). The government purposely excluded the Rohingya from these groups as only a few
possess sufficient knowledge of the law and even less have the necessary proof of presence in
Myanmar before 1948 (Human Rights Watch, 2009; Zawacki, 2013).11
As the Rohingya are not granted citizenship status, the majority does not have access to legal
documents, which renders them stateless in accordance with the 1954 Convention relating to the
Status of Stateless Persons12 (Albert, 2015). It is however, a human right to have a nationality. This is
important because in many states only nationals can claim full civil, political, economic and social
rights. Further, nationality enables individuals to receive their nation's protection both domestically
and internationally and allows a state to intervene on behalf of a national under international law. The
1954 Convention also establishes minimum standards of treatment for stateless people in respect to a
number of rights. These include, but are not limited to, the right to education, employment and
housing (Weisbrodt & Collins, 2006).
The problem here is that, like many countries, Myanmar is still not a signatory of this
Convention. This means that the Rohingya, as non-citizens in the eyes of the government, have no
protection from the state. Aside from this, several policies have been introduced that violate their
human rights, including but not limited to "restrictions on movement, forced labor, land confiscation,
forced evictions and destruction of houses, extortion and arbitrary taxation, denial of registration of
birth, and restrictions on marriage, employment, health care and education" (Zawacki, 2013: 19; also
see Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup Hangzo, 2010). This has led to a seemingly endless cycle in
which systemic discrimination has rendered the Rohingya stateless, and this lack of status validating
further discrimination and persecution by the state and other citizens (Zawacki, 2013).
In the 1990s, Rohingya were allowed to register as temporary residents and were given temporary
identification cards known as 'white cards'. These cards, however, were not legally - or socially 11

The newly installed government under Prime Minister Htin Kyaw, working closely with Suu Kyi, has expressed the willingness to improve
the situation for Myanmar's ethnic minority groups. One way in which the government plans to address this is by installing a Ministry for
Ethnic Affairs. Suu Kyi, has however dodged calls on multiple occasions to specifically condemn anti-Muslim violence in the country (Holmes,
O., 21 March 2016, 'Aung San Suu Kyi unlikely to take seat in Myanmar government', The Guardian, viewed on: March 21, 2016. URL:
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/21/aung-san-suu-kyi-unlikey-to-take-seat-in-myanmar-government). What this will mean for
the Rohingya remains to be seen.
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Following article 1 of this convention, ratified in 1955, a person is defined as stateless when he or she 'is not considered a national by any
state under the operation of law' (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup Hangzo 2010: 1).
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recognized as proof of citizenship (Albert, 2015) and soon the distribution of the cards was
discontinued, between 1998 and 2007. Though, under severe pressure UNHCR pressure, the
government had issued Temporary Registration Cards (TRCs) to over seventy-five percent of those
eligible by late 2009 (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup Hangzo, 2010). In the period leading up
to the 2014 national census, there seemed to be some improvement; the group was permitted to
identify themselves as 'Rohingya'. Buddhist nationalists protested against this, threatening to boycott
the census, which led the government to the decision that the Rohingya could only register - and vote
- if they identified themselves as Bengali. Many of whom refused to do so. Pressure from the Buddhist
nationalists intensified in 2015 and after a referendum, President Thein Sein was pushed to cancel all
temporary ID cards, thereby revoking the Rohingyas' right to vote (Albert, 2015).
When stateless persons are on the move and find themselves crossing boundaries, a major problem
arises. Once they cross a border, they can be arrested and detained for illegally trying to enter another
country. When detained, it is impossible for Rohingya to go or be sent back to Myanmar, as they
cannot prove their nationality and the Myanmarese government does not want responsibility. If
returned, breaching international principle of non-refoulement, Rohingya most certainly face
persecution (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup Hangzo, 2010). Even so, many Rohingya have
been repatriated to Myanmar in the past. There has been international pressure on Myanmar's
government to stop military action, in order for this to happen safely. Minority Rights Group
International notes that many of these repatriations were not voluntary (Minority Rights Group
International, 2008).
3.1.3 2015-2016
Over the past year that she has been in office, Myanmar's newest (de facto13) leader - San Suu Kyi has been ambivalent to the Rohingyas' plight. She has repeatedly refused to use this name, possibly
fearing of offending the country's Buddhist majority. In May of 2016, she even requested the
American embassy to refrain from using the term "Rohingya", arguing that it was controversial.
Different people have expressed the belief that the new government will probably try to park the
Rohingya issue. Suu Kyi does not have the political power within Myanmar to help the Rohingya, and
she is aware that they won't be able to do much damage, seeing that they don't have an armed wing.
Hence, there is little domestic incentive to do anything at all to better the position of this group of
people.14
As of the 9th of October, there has been an increase in violent attacks in the northern Rhakine region.
It is said that this started after some deadly attacks by a 'Rohingya movement' on police officers. The
government initially linked them to a group called the Rohingya Solidarity Organisation, a military
group that has been silent for decades. Later they came back from this statement, saying that the
assailants were members of the jihadist group Aqa Mul Mujahadin. As a response to these attacks the
military locked down several areas, not only preventing the Rohingya from leaving, but also
humanitarians or independent journalists to enter. This has led to biased news coverage of the
situation, and over 150,000 aid-reliant persons left without food or medical assistance. Dozens of
women have claimed to have been sexually assaulted by military personnel during this lockdown.
13
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State media has reported that these rape allegations were made up, and that the villagers had burned
their own homes to attract attention from the government and the international community.15 Since
the attack on October 9th, over 100 people have been killed during counter insurgency operations in
the districts Maungdaw, Buthidaung and Rathedaung, including those seen as prospect attackers as
well as civilians.16
At least 30,000 people are thought to have fled from the area since the attacks started. On
November 12th, the army fired from helicopters on villages near Maungdaw. According to stateoperated newspapers, some 60 armed assailants attacked the army's soldiers, killing one. As a
response, the army started firing from helicopters. In just two days that followed, 15,000 people were
displaced.17
Hundreds of people tried crossing the Naf river to enter Bangladesh. It is said that some have
been gunned down while they tried to cross the river. Spectators say that nearly 72 people were killed
when the military shot into the crowd on the riverbank. Others arriving by boat were pushed back by
the Bangladeshi border guards. It is highly unlikely that they returned to their homes, thus it is
believed that they may be stranded at sea or somewhere along the border.18 The commanding officer
for the border police of the Cox's Bazar region responded that they tried to enter Bangladesh with two
boats, and that they prohibited them to enter and will continue to do so. Patrolling was reinforced and
additional forces have been put into power to "ensure security in this border area".19 However, even
during armed conflict, the government should at least abide international humanitarian law and
ensure the protection of their civilians as well as enable them access to assistance when needed.20
The recent clashes and Suu Kyi's response, or actually the lack thereof, show how little power the
government has over and compared to the still very powerful military.

3.2 Indonesia's and Malaysia's migration management
Worldwide, the number of Rohingya reaches up to two million. Today, there are 32,000 registered
Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, who live in UNHCR camps with access to basic healthcare,
education, food and shelter (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup Hangzo, 2010). The two
recognized camps in Bangladesh are in Cox's Bazaar and Chittagong (UNHCR & PDES, 2011).
Notwithstanding, the vast majority of Rohingya in Bangladesh remain unregistered and
undocumented. Estimations are that approximately another 200,000 unregistered Rohingya live in
informal settlement camps in the Cox Bazaar region, in the Eastern part of Bangladesh (Wolf, 2014). As
of December 2014, there were 40,000 Rohingya living in Malaysia (Albert, 2015). Although Malaysia21
does not distinguish between refugees, asylum seekers and illegal migrants, the government has
issued temporary residence permits for stateless people (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla & Khan Khup
15
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Hangzo, 2010). Increasingly, Rohingya are seeking refuge in Indonesia, but the number of refugees
here remains quite low compared to other countries in the region; in June 2015, the estimation was at
2000 people (Albert, 2015). Some of these are hoping to migrate elsewhere in the near future or are
forced to move onwards.
Historically, Indonesia was not considered by many as a destination country. It did use to function very
well as a stepping stone in the journey to Australia. Australia was the ultimate destination in the
region for many refugees and migrants (Missbach, 2015; also see Joudo Larsen, 2010). This has
changed since 2001, when Australia introduced the 'Pacific Solution'. This policy was used to validate
the rejection of asylum seekers reaching their shores and actively intercepting boats carrying them
whilst still at sea. Once captured, the vessels would be redirected to islands outside of the Australian
migration zone (e.g. Nauru and Manus), making it impossible for the passengers to start claims and
processes for protection. Asylum seekers were since only able to seek temporary protection from
Australia (Missbach, 2015). The policy was abolished by the government in 2008, simultaneously
allowing recognized refugees living on Nauru and Manus to resettle in Australia. After a new increase
in migration, however, the policy was reinstalled just four years later (Missbach, 2015). These harsh
policies are probably the main reasons why Australia has become less interesting as a destination
country.
In return for increased aid funding, Indonesia has allowed Australia to influence their
migration policies. Successive governments have thereby increased their abilities to mediate in the
movement of asylum seekers to and from Indonesia (Sampson et.al., 2016). This has resulted in a
hardening of the actions against migration, including detention in Indonesia, and a "'crackdown' on
people smuggling, increased Australian sea patrols in Indonesian waters, and training of Indonesian
police" (Sampson et.al., 2016: 2). Conform the Regional Cooperation Arrangement (RCA), which was
signed by the Australian and Indonesian governments and the IOM in 2001, IOM took responsibility of
supporting intercepted irregular migrants headed to Australia (including support with food, health
care, accommodation and repatriation) (Sampson et.al., 2016). People who are not necessarily headed
to Australia are not covered by this RCA.
This could be one of the reasons for a shift in the ideal destination country for migrants in the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). One of the countries that today is seen as 'ideal
destination' by many migrants in the region is Malaysia.22 Reasons are the growing economy and labor
shortages, and thus with that the need for foreign (low-skilled) laborers (Kaur, 2008). It is a Muslim
country and has a well represented Rohingya community, as many have sought refuge here in the past
(Coates, 2013). As a result, many Rohingya feel they will be welcomed there. A lot of migrants also
already have family or friends living there who have migrated in earlier years with whom they want to
reunite and who could provide them with a reliable network. But perhaps most importantly, Malaysia
has weak border security, which provides smugglers and traffickers with the opportunity to easily land
their boats and allows migrants to live in the country with relative security.23
Within the Indonesian archipelago, Sumatra has always played a significant role in receiving
migrants on their way to Malaysia due to its close vicinity. This route has been well established over
years of use, with many interconnected agents facilitating the journeys (Hugo, Tan & Napitupulu,
22

Although Brunei, Singapore and Thailand are also much sought after destinations, especially for labor migrants. Joudo Larsen (2010) shows
that it is estimated that 75 to 80% of all illegal workers in Thailand originate from Myanmar. However, I imagine ideal destinations to differ
for refugees compared to labor migrants.
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2014). Indonesia is attractive as transit stop on the way to Malaysia - or other destinations for that
matter - owing to its geographical position, porous borders and weak border control, but also to the
political situation (Sinanu & Missbach, 2012).
Indonesia has not signed the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol. In practice this
means that they are not obligated to offer formal rights to asylum seekers and refugees (Missbach,
2015). From the onset of - mainly Vietnamese - migration in the region, the Indonesian government
has been persistent on not receiving refugees permanently. Any time they did allow migrants to
transit through the country, it was under international pressure that they could not resist regarding
the humanitarian grounds. During these times, they actively sought and supported efforts to find
more permanent solutions for migrants - elsewhere (Missbach, 2015). Political instability in the late
1990s made Indonesia less interesting as a transit space (Missbach, 2015). During this period of
instability, the government completely ignored the presence of (transit) migrants, hoping that they
would not extend their stay. This caused conditions to be harsh for asylum seekers and refugees in
Indonesia, causing them to leave, many to Australia.
The Indonesian government continues to frame the situation of the Rohingya in Indonesia as an
emergency response. Following this frame, they confine them to badly organised camps. Rohingya
living in these camps are not allowed to leave the grounds, causing them to rely on service providers
for their basic necessities. Rohingya with refugee status that live outside the camps in other parts of
Indonesia also lack freedom of movement as they are denied any kind of documents.24 Trying to
sustain the temporariness of their stay, all migrants and asylum seekers are legally forbidden to
integrate into the local communities. The government manages this in several ways. Migrants are not
allowed to work, and if they find illegal jobs, the workplace is often shared with co-nationals or
migrants from other nationalities. Residences are usually shared only with other nationals. Places of
worship are often the only places where they might encounter any form of interaction with locals
(Asis, 2004).
As Indonesia is not a party to the 1951 Convention Relating to the status of refugees or the
1967 Protocol and lacks a national refugee status determination system, UNHCR is authorized to carry
out the country's refugee protection mandate and solve all refugee-related problems.25 Resettlement
to safe countries, as the most desirable durable solution, is left to the UNHCR. However, the heavy
administrative workload enforced by the unwillingness of third countries to settle (more) refugees
cause it to take very long (Missbach, 2013). Many refugees in Indonesia have been waiting for years
on end for the promise of resettlement to be fulfilled. Yet UNHCR has expressed that the resettlement
of Rohingya is top priority, as they are considered to be especially vulnerable. Countries like America
and Australia have not complied with their international duties by not accepting many resettling
migrants, or any at all. Adding to the fact that other ASEAN countries like Malaysia, Indonesia and
Thailand have only agreed to temporary settlement, makes for the question if resettlement is going to
prove to be the solution for these individuals.26
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3.3 Conclusions
Definitions used in the realm of migration are very dynamic and often used interchangeably, especially
in (popular) media. This is not necessarily a problem in everyday language use, but when taken up by
those who shape and control the policies regarding migration it becomes highly problematic. Take for
instance the main difference between refugees and migrants; their reasons to leave their country of
origin. This means that they also need a different approach in their arrival in the 'new' country. The
previous chapter showed that governments have different ways in managing migration and several
reasons for doing so. There are international agreements to uphold, but they might also have regional
agreements.
The Rohingya face a difficult life in Myanmar, where the government has never acknowledged
them as citizens. There might be different reasons behind this, including religious, cultural, or
concerning land-ownership. As a result of this, the Rohingya are stateless people, which in turn means
that they do not enjoy the (human) rights or protection that comes with being citizen of a state. There
has also been armed confrontations with the military as well as other groups in Myanmar during the
past decennia, with the goal to drive the Rohingya out. Much hope was vested on the youngest
government - led by San Suu Kyi - to bring change to their situation within the country. Up until today,
this hope has been unanswered. The leading government does not seem to prioritize this case.
The situation in Myanmar has caused many Rohingya to seek asylum in surrounding countries.
In the past, Indonesia was mainly seen as stepping stone to reach other countries. Australia was
considered the ideal destination. This all changed when regional agreements were made between
these countries. In return for increased aid funding, Indonesia stepped up the control and intensified
the measures in dealing with incoming and outgoing migrants and refugees. Adding to this the harsh
way in which Australia deals with refugees, a shift took place in destinations. Now, many seem to aim
for Malaysia. As many countries within the ASEAN, including Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, have
not signed the Refugee Convention and Protocol, they are not internationally bound like other
countries to comply with the agreement. This means that they do not necessarily need to provide
assistance to refugees entering their countries' borders. In practice, this led to UNHCR becoming one
of the main actors in refugees' lives, being that they were given all responsibilities in dealing with
refugees' needs. From initial settlement to status determination, health care and livelihoods
assistance, UNHCR is in charge. Governments in Indonesia and Malaysia have let go of all formal
responsibilities.
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4. Research design and methodology
In the following chapter, the research design and methodology for this study and its fieldwork is
described. Reasoning for conducting the fieldwork in Aceh and Kuala Lumpur is addressed in chapter
4.1, followed by the study sample in chapter 4.2. Chapter 4.3 shows how the data was collected and
chapter 4.4 goes into the analysis of this data. There were some limitations to the study, which are
discussed in chapter 4.5. Chapter 4.6 addresses the several key respondents that were - or were
deliberately not - part of this research. The final chapter serves as an introduction to the research
findings and the way they are presented in the chapters that follow.

4.1 Research design
The first part of the fieldwork for this thesis was done in the province of Aceh, in the Northern part of
Sumatra, between July and August. Here, I visited three of the four refugee camps and conducted
interviews in two. These were the two biggest camps in and around Langsa. The decision to interview
in these two camps was mainly based on time. The second part took place in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia,
in the last two weeks of August. Soon after the first interviews I decided it would add an interesting
aspect to the research if I could conduct interviews here as well. Based on the first couple of
conversations, I learned that none of the individuals still in Aceh still had the intention to move
forward to Malaysia. By going to Malaysia myself for more interviews, I enabled myself to shed light
on the decisions that these individuals made, the reasons behind them and the ways in which they
made the journey possible.
4.1.1 Sumatra
The recent boat landings in the Aceh province made Sumatra a good starting point for the data
collection for this thesis. Between May and June of 2015, over 1800 people - Rohingya and
Bangladeshi nationals - divided over 3 boats, landed in different places along the shores of the
province. Initially, the government had turned the boats around and pushed them off towards
Malaysia. When after some days, Acehnese fishermen rescued the passengers and took them to
Sumatran shores, they breached the authorities' decisions. However, being that the passengers had
been brought to shore and under pressure from the international community, the national
government agreed to accept these individuals. They were received by the local authorities and
shelter was sought or established within the areas where the groups landed. One of these areas was
Langsa, the other Aceh Utara.
4.1.2 Langsa
In and around Langsa, three camps have been established to house the Rohingya that arrived here.
The camps were set up within the district where the boats landed. This means that the boat landings
and their passengers were under the mandate of different district authorities as well.
Initially, there were only two camps, one in the Eastern part of the city; Bayeun camp, and one near
the harbor; Kuala Langsa. The Bayeun camp is still in use, although more shelter was built after the
refugees arrived. This meant that they were housed in tents until these shelters were inhabitable. The
Kuala Langsa camp was temporary. Shortly after the arrival of the Rohingya, new shelters were built in
Timbang Langsa, just outside of the city, and a governmental building was rebuilt within the city, this
became the Lhok Banie camp. The Lhok Banie camp was financed by the government and several of its
(international) partners. The establishment of the Timbang Langsa camp was financed by NGOs.
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The male Rohingya that were in the Kuala Langsa camp were moved to the Timbang Langsa camp
around March/April. The Timbang Langsa camp is inhabited solely by men, with the exception of one
family - husband, wife and one child (girl). This family is here because there was a problem with the
sanitation in their shelter and not enough space in the Bayeun camp for the family to stay together
there.
The camp encompasses quite a large area, with many shelters. There is space for two
individuals per shelter. At the time of fieldwork, many shelters were already vacant due to the amount
of people that have left from Aceh. There are shared facilities like toilets, showers and a kitchen. On
the encampment, there is a school where the refugees would get their daily English and Bahasa
Indonesia lessons. Sometimes these classes would be given by the International Organisation for
Migration (IOM), but most of the time by local teachers connected to a small scale local organisation
named Dompet Duafa. There is also a small health care post, where the camp residents can go with
minor injuries or when they are ill. An office is available for the camp director, as well as a place for
meetings. However, during all of my visits to this camp, I have only seen the director at the camp once
and never anyone in the health care post.
The camp is relatively far from the city, but within a compound that houses local Acehnese.
Considering that the refugees staying here have no or little means to move around, they are often
found within the camp. They are, however, allowed to leave from the camp, as long as they return in
the afternoon. There is no work in or around the camp for these men, aside from the herding of a
group of ducks that counts up to around 200. Some of the men tell me that they leave the camp, to
visit the market, or friends that are staying in the Bayeun camp - even though that is about a 40
minute drive away and many of the men don't have the financial means to get there. During one of my
visits at the Timbang Langsa camp, one of my respondent is visited by a friend of his who stays in the
Bayeun camp. When the men leave the camp, they return in the evenings.
The women were transferred to the Lhok Banie camp around August of 2015. Even though the
number of women and children on board of the boats during the 2015 'crisis' was much higher
compared to earlier years, Lhok Banie is a fairly small camp, especially compared to the others in
Langsa. The camp is closed off by a gate, with constant security. There are facilities for classes and
cooking, which were both taking place at the moment of visit. This camp is the smallest, and is run by
the police. The other camps are controlled by individuals not connected to formal institutions, most
had some experience within the NGO field.
The Bayeun camp is for families as well as single men. There are many children, especially around the
age of 5. This means that many children were on the boats last year.
There are 15 families in this camp, of which 6 new couples that have been married after
arriving in Aceh. The families inhabit the bigger shelters, which are full at the time of visiting.
Additionally, there are 8 separate shelters for the single men. In this camp there is also a space where
(English) classes are given to the children as well as to the interested adults. Within the recent past,
several organisations were able to advocate successfully for the children over 7 years of age to attend
public school within the city.
This group of people was sheltered in this camp since their arrival in Aceh. The men, however,
were housed in tents in the beginning, until their shelters were constructed. These were finished
around February 2016.
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Separation of men and women
The decision to separate the males and females into different camps is based on two things. Firstly, to
comply with Sharia Law - which predicts that women and men cannot share the same facilities if they
are not related or married. The second fact, which pushed for the separation, came forward after
several accounts of sexual harassment had taken place in the Kuala Langsa camp. Manty Hassan tells
me that there were some cases of mishandling, and even (fear of) harassment against the women
during their stay in the Kuala Langsa camp. This finally pushed for the separation of the (single)
women from the men.27 The decision was made by officials, in consultation with UNHCR, IOM and the
local organisations working in the camps, but only after the women had reported these harassments.
4.1.3 Camp statistics
The makeup of the different camps in Aceh changed drastically within a short period of time, which is
visible in the following charts. This data was provided by YG, some stemming from their own research,
some based on UNHCR data. UNHCR data is on the camp populations shortly after their arrival, YG
data is more recent. There is no more recent data available from UNHCR. There is only information on
how many people were in the camps at the time of arrival and how many there are now. UNHCR
expresses that they do not track these individuals and thus do not know where they have gone if they
left from the camps. The data from UNHCR shown here was shared with YG. It was not shared directly
with me by UNHCR.
Some of the data is incomplete, or differs from data collected in other camps. This is how I
received the data. The following charts show data collected soon after arrival of the boats in Aceh and
data from around a year after this.
Table 1. Population statistics of Bayeun refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: UNHCR, 21-05-2015)
Age

1-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

>45

46

35

65

94

52

29

12

3

4

1

Total population
341

Of the total population of 341 presented in table 1, there were 122 women and 219 men. The data
presented by UNHCR shows that a majority (185 individuals) travelled to Aceh alone. There were 50
people who travelled in pairs. These included, but were not only spouses. There were also parents
travelling with a child or pairs of friends who left Myanmar together. 106 people travelled in a group
of 3 or more people; most of these groups were families with several children, some were groups of
friends. The largest group staying together in the Bayeun camp consisted of 7 people.
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Table 2. Population statistics of Bayeun refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 1-07-2016)
Age

<0

1-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

>45

3

5

11

18

32

10

8

3

1

2

1

Total population
103

YG was not able to identify 6 individuals by age at this time, thus they are not included in table 2. Of
the people that remained in the Bayeun camp a little over a year after the first count, 23 were female
and 80 male. YG expresses in additional data that 4 people remained 'undetected' at the time of
count. These are people that were thought to still be in Aceh at the time, but not at the camp at the
time of inquiry.
Within little less than a year, the population of the Bayeun camp declined with 238 individuals. The
number of women that left the camp was at 99, and the number of men at 143. Relatively, the
amount of women that left was higher compared to the men.
The biggest decline was within the age groups 16-20 (-62 individuals), 11-15 (-47 individuals),
21-25 (-42 individuals), and 1-5 (-41 individuals). This should be seen relatively as well, as most of the
people who landed in Aceh were around 20 years old. These numbers are, however, in line with the
idea that mainly women left from the camps with their children.
Three children were born in this period within the camp. Some from new couples, that met and got
married in the camp, other as newest additions to couples that had married in Myanmar and travelled
to Aceh together.
Table 3. Population statistics of Kuala Langsa refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: UNHCR, 21-05-2015)
Age

0-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

37

32

38

87

28

14

3

4

1

1

1

Total
population
246

Of the total population presented in table 3, 101 were female and 145 were male. As in other camps,
the majority of the refugees stated to be on the journey alone - 138 of the people staying in the Kuala
Langsa camp. There were 22 people travelling in pairs. The biggest group within this camp counted a
total of 5 individuals and the number of individuals staying in groups with 3 or larger was 86.
The population of the Kuala Langsa camp was separated between the Lhok Banie camp and the
Timbang Langsa camp. The (single) women and children, were moved to the Lhok Banie camp after
just two months in Kuala Langsa. The men, who were moved to the Timbang Langsa camp, spent
about 10 months total in the Kuala Langsa camp before the Timbang camp was ready for them to
move in. Before and during the move, about 173 individuals left from the Kuala Langsa camp. These
were especially women and children. The members of age groups 16-20 were most represented in
those who left the Aceh camps in this period.
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Table 4. Population statistics of Lhok Banie refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 01-04-2016)
Age

0-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

8

8

3

9

2

2

0

0

0

0

0

Total
population
32

Considering that the (single) women and children were housed in the Lhok Banie camp, the majority
of the population presented in table 4 was female (21 out of 32). There were 11 boys at the camp at
the time of this count and no men, considering that there were no males in this camp over 13. There is
no set age at which the boys are transferred from this camp to another camp. Within the time that the
refugees have been in Aceh, it only occurred once that a boy was transferred, this was from the
Timbang Langsa camp to the Lhok Banie camp, and on his own request. After some time in the Lhok
Banie camp, he moved back to Timbang Langsa, because "he became too big to only play with the
younger children" (M13). Yet, he was alone with no family in Aceh. It is not clear what would happen if
a boy becomes 'too old' to stay in the women and children camp. Chances are that they would be
transferred as a family to the Bayeun camp. However, this had not been necessary (yet), hence it is all
speculative.
Table 5. Population statistics of Lhok Banie refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 01-07-2016)
Age

0-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

5

6

2

4

1

2

0

0

0

0

0

Total
population
21

Comparing the data in tables 4 and 5, it shows that between April and July of 2016, 10 people left
from the Lhok Banie camp. Most of the 'leavers' were between 11-15 and 16-20 years old. This is in
line with what respondents and literature research argue; that a considerably large group of women
left from the camps in Aceh - often travelling with children.
Table 6. Population statistics of Timbang Langsa refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 01-04-2015)
Age

0-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

0

0

1

25

5

8

1

1

0

0

0

Total
population
41

The male refugees travelling solo or with other males was housed in the Timbang Langsa camp. Table
6 shows that the average age of the men staying in the Timbang Langsa camp is between 18-24.
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Table 7. Population statistics of Timbang Langsa refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 01-07-2015)
Age

0-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

1

0

1

25

6

8

1

1

0

0

0

Total
population
43

In contrast to the other two camps, the total population of the Timbang Langsa camp did not decline
in the period between April and July 2016. In fact, it grew. The child that came to this camp between
April and July is the girl that was mentioned earlier, who together with her mother, had been
reconciled with her father in the Timbang Langsa camp, rather than moved as a family to the Bayeun
camp. Hence, the female population in the Timbang Langsa camp was now at 2.
One of the possible explanations for the fact that the number of residents in this camp was stable is
that they were only transferred to this camp recently, about 8 months after their arrival in Langsa.
Compared to the people living in the other two camps, they spent a longer time in the Kuala Langsa
camp before their space was ready in Timbang Langsa. Most people that had the intention to move
onwards, had already done this by the time of the move.
4.1.4 Aceh Utara
Several boats also landed in Aceh Utara, a northern province within Aceh. The people on these boats
were housed in a camp in the city of Lhoksuemawe. This camp was named the Blang Adoe camp.
The initial plan was to divide my time in Sumatra between Langsa and Aceh Utara. After a
month of research however, I felt that I had not collected enough data in Langsa yet. Moving onwards
to Aceh Utara at this point would have meant establishing new contacts there, making field visits,
familiarize with the context, before I could start conducting interviews here. In doing so, I would risk
not being able to collect all the data I wanted in either area. Thus, I decided to focus on Langsa and
collecting the needed data here, rather than spreading my time.
Table 8. Population statistics of Blang Adoe refugee camp, Aceh, Indonesia
(reference: YG, 25-05-2016)
Age

<0

1-5

6-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

41-45

> 45

4

5

5

16

32

3

6

4

1

1

1

Total
population
78

There are no statistics available for the first period, in 2015, shortly after the Rohingya arrived in the
Blang Adoe camp. It is thus not possible to compare the amount of people that remain in the camp
with the amount of people that were settled in the Blang Adoe camp. However, according to YG staff
active in this camp, a large part of the Rohingya population had left from the camp within a year after
their arrival. This is comparable to the situation in the other camps.
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4.1.5 Kuala Lumpur
Within some weeks, and several interviews, it became clear that as assumed beforehand Aceh indeed
functions as a point of transit for most of the individuals that had landed here in the year before. This
became clear from the statistics alone, showing that over 74,58% of the Rohingya refugees that
landed in Aceh left within the year. What these statistics do not show is where these people went.
During interviews with the Rohingya in the different camps, as well as in conversations with colleagues
from YG, I learned that most had moved onwards to Malaysia, their intended destination in the first
place. This was when I decided that visiting Malaysia myself to conduct interviews with these
individuals could be an enrichment to my data. When I was no longer allowed to conduct research in
the Acehnese camps28, I moved onwards myself. Based on information from YG, I decided to focus on
Kuala Lumpur. Many of the Rohingya that had left the Aceh camps to go to Malaysia had ended up
here, which meant that I could find enough people to approach for my research to allow for a
representative group.
In Kuala Lumpur, there is a big Rohingya community. Many live in surrounding cities/suburbs, many
with friends or their families or even with several families in one apartment. This is the first big
difference between Aceh, where the Rohingya live in camps, and Kuala Lumpur, where they could be
called 'urban refugees'.
Another difference between Kuala Lumpur and Aceh is that many Rohingya have been living in
Kuala Lumpur for a long time already. Several respondents expressed how they had a network in Kuala
Lumpur even before they moved there, be it friends, family or spouses, who had been living in Kuala
Lumpur for years.
4.1.6 Observations and conversations
The research focused mainly on observations, as well as informal and formal conversations with my
respondents. In total, 25 interviews were conducted with Rohingya refugees - 12 in Aceh and 13 in
Malaysia. Several informal conversations took place with colleagues at YG, including the directors.
Three more formal interviews took place with the directors. One with each and one follow-up
conversation focusing on the situation in Malaysia/Kuala Lumpur once I moved there. With all other
key informants, one interview took place.
For the more formal interviews, a list of questions was drafted. This was not followed strictly during all
conversations, for sometimes the respondent would not know the answers or avoided answering the
question. In this case, most of the time they were not pressured for an answer, for I deemed it more
important to maintain respect for their stories than to make sure they had answered all questions.
Enough individuals were interviewed to get a good grasp on the entire context and to get sufficient
(personal) information about their lives and journeys.
The interviews were structured with the TPB framework in mind, with the aim to grasp the different
determinants of the behavior of the Rohingya.

28

After running into hesitations from the side of immigration authorities in Langsa, I was asked by YG to discontinue my visits to the refugee
camps, to not put the respondents, the organisation, or myself in any risks. As a result, it did not make sense to stay in Aceh much longer.
Considering that it could prove interesting to conduct interviews in Kuala Lumpur as well, I moved onwards on 27-09-2016, after six weeks of
fieldwork in Langsa.
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4.2 Study sample
4.2.1 Selection of respondents
Selecting respondents was completely random. In Aceh, either with my translator or the employee
from YG, I would walk up to people, tell them a bit about my research and ask them if they were
willing to talk to me about this topic. Whomever would have the time and was willing, we would talk
to. I set out with the intention to achieve a broad diversity of gender and age, with the minimum age
being 18.
In Kuala Lumpur, the selection was slightly more focused, as I was reaching out to people who
had landed in Aceh within the previous year and had spent some time within any of the camps here.
I interviewed a total of 25 individuals; 12 in Aceh and 13 in Kuala Lumpur. 8 of my respondents are
women, of whom 1 was interviewed in Aceh and the others in Kuala Lumpur.
Several reports state that 1,807 individuals were received in Aceh in May of 2015.29 Around the time
of research, the total number of Rohingya still in the Acehnese camps is 256.30 The respondents
interviewed in Kuala Lumpur, each having stayed in one of the camps in Aceh thus make up 0,72% of
the total number of Rohingya that arrived in Aceh a little over a year and a half before the time of
fieldwork.
4.2.2 Women vs. men
Men were (over)represented in the Acehnese pool of respondents. The reason for this is threefold.
Firstly, we spent most of the time in the male camp and family camp. These were the biggest camps,
so I started here. I had planned to visit the female camp during the latter part of my time in Aceh to
conduct some more interviews with female Rohingya. However, we were not able to visit the Lhok
Banie camp more than once since the time was cut short and I was not able to complete the planning.
Secondly, it proved harder to interview women in the camps in Aceh. Relatively more women
than men had left the camps already, which decreased the number of women in the Langsa camps
greatly. The women that were still there were often caring for the children or cooking.
Lastly, men, and especially younger men, were clearly more interested and curious about my
visits to the camp and my research. Hence, they often came up to me/us to ask questions and from
there it was easy to ask them to sit down for an interview.
I tried to compensate this by interviewing (slightly) more women in Kuala Lumpur, because it is
interesting that relatively more women had left from the camps in Aceh. One of the speculations
regarding this was that the women would have already had husbands living in Malaysia with whom
they wanted to reunite or that they had been promised to marry a Rohingya man living in Malaysia.31
In Kuala Lumpur, contact and selection went through my translator completely. He approached
people, often friends whom he had met either on the boat or during his time in the Langsa camps,
asked them if they were willing to help, and set up the meetings. The only criteria that I asked him to
keep in mind was that the respondents had to have landed in Aceh and stayed in one of the camps for
some part of the previous year. I made clear to him that I wanted to interview some more women
than men, which he was able to set up.
29

Geutanyoe Foundation (February 16, 2016) 'Geutanyoe Foundation Nominates Acehnese Fishermen for the Nansen Refugee Award 2016',
Yayasan Geutanyoe. Viewed on: February 20, 2016. URL: www.geutanyoe.org/media-publication/refugee-program
30
As counted by the Geutanyoe Foundation in July of 2016.
31
It was difficult to establish in the interviews which was the case; whether the partners were already married in Myanmar or whether this
marriage was arranged with the woman leaving from Myanmar to marry her husband in Malaysia.
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To keep the selection slightly random, I asked him to not only contact his friends, but also ask
the respondents if they knew any other people that had been in Aceh during the past year. This led to
a diverse group of respondents, who had stayed in the different camps in Aceh.
I was able to interview a total of 17 men and 8 women. The average age was 20,5 years old, with the
oldest (male) at 45 and the youngest (male) at 15. Half of the respondents was married at the time of
interviewing, including all but one of the women interviewed. 20 of the respondents were living in
Myanmar when they decided to leave, the other 5 in the refugee camp in Teknaf, Bangladesh. The
individuals who were born or lived in Bangladesh learned English within the refugee camp. For the
people who grew up in Myanmar, this was less self-evident. Twelve of my respondents answered that
they got some education in school. In Myanmar, this was a Buddhist school in most cases, where they
were thought the national Buddhist language. None of the women interviewed had been able to
attend school.
4.2.3 Permission from husbands to interview women - and their presence
To meet with - and interview - women, we had to ask permission from their husbands. More often
than not, the husband also wanted to be present during the interview, which means that we had to
take their schedule into consideration as well. In most cases, the husbands were in the room during
the interview. In one or two instances, they left the room to only drop in a couple of times during the
interview.
4.2.4 Age
What proved difficult throughout the data collection was to diversify in age of the respondents. It
proved that the younger (men) were more curious and interested to take part in the interviews
compared to their elder camp mates. I had decided beforehand not to interview minors. However, it
became clear to me that the largest group that had landed in Aceh were young men, many of whom
underage. In order to get a pool representative to the group of people that had arrived in Aceh, I let
go of this preference and interviewed several minors.
4.2.5 Rohingya (vs no Bangladeshi)
As shown before, there were both Rohingya and Bangladeshi on the boats. The main reason why the
focus for this research was on the Rohingya in Aceh, as opposed to also interviewing the Bangladeshi,
is because these Bangladeshi were no longer in Aceh at the time of the fieldwork. As UNHCR
determined them to be migrants rather than refugees, almost all of them were repatriated within a
short time after landing in Aceh. The repatriations started within a month after their arrival, sending
back small groups of around 10 men at a time. In all, it took well up to 6 months to repatriate all of
them. There was some stagnation in the process when there were some problems with the
Bangladesh authorities, since most of these arrivals did not carry - or did not own - any official
documents.32 After their arrival, the Bangladeshi did not stay in the same camps as the Rohingya. They
were assigned another location, near the Kuala Langsa port.

4.3 Data collection
4.3.1 Space and place of interviews
In Aceh, no decisions had to be made regarding the locations for the interviews. The Rohingya were
officially not permitted to leave the campsites for longer periods of time. There was no intense
32

Conversation with Manty Hassan , Director YG (03-09-2016)
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security in any of the camps that would stop them from leaving, although they were stricter in some
compared to others. The women in the Lhok Banie camp, for instance, were watched more closely
compared to the other two camps around Langsa. In addition, none of my respondents - and as far as I
was able to learn, none of the Rohingya in either camp - had the resources to buy or rent their own
means of transportation. This would have meant that if I'd asked them to leave the camps to conduct
the interviews, they would have needed to take public transport.
Visiting the camps to conduct the interviews made it quite easy to just walk up to people and ask them
if they would be interested and willing to talk to me. Many agreed and were able to sit down right
away. This means that it was often not even necessary to schedule the interviews beforehand. Access
to the camps was guaranteed before I arrived in Aceh by the local organisation I was working with. An
available employee brought me to and from the camps by motorcycle and accompanied me to all of
these visits, guaranteeing that when we would meet camp- or immigration-officials, he would be able
to introduce me as a volunteer for the organisation.
Once someone had agreed to talk to me, I would ask them to choose a space for this to take
place. There were several quiet spaces around where we could sit down, for instance under a
gazebo33, in the school-areas, in the camp-officials office, or in a small café/shop just outside the
campsite (in Timbang Langsa) - which was more often than not closed. Some would prefer to seek a
quiet space, where we would not be disturbed by others, others were more open to an audience.
Often, several friends or camp members would drop by during the interview. When the respondent I
would be talking to at the moment didn't mind, they would hang around. Only in some occasions, the
respondent would ask them to leave, or become clearly uncomfortable, in which case I would kindly
ask them to leave us.
In Kuala Lumpur, the situation was very different as the Rohingya do not live in refugee camps. This
meant that my translator and I had to seek them out, establish contact and make appointments to
meet. In most cases, we met them in their homes. In one case, we met the respondent in a café. This
was not ideal, as it was his brothers' café, where the respondent works. Near the end of the interview,
it became more crowded, so he had to help serve and prepare the food and beverages for the
customers and the interview was stalled. When meeting the respondents in their homes, more often
than not there were family-members or visiting curious friends around. In this case, it was harder to
ask them to leave the room when the respondent was uncomfortable. When interviewing women, it
was with great exception if the husband would not be in the room. It happened often that the
husband would answer questions or fill in blanks, asked and unasked. The women were not clearly
uncomfortable when their husband was in the room during the interview. Yet myself, I found it
difficult sometimes to ask more personal questions.
4.3.2 Intent to leave
In Aceh, since the selection was mostly done random and in the moment, it was difficult to identify the
people that had intentions or plans to leave Aceh before the interviews took place. It would only be
during the interviews that this topic would come up. I tried to broaden the selection by asking all of
my respondents if they had knowledge of anyone within the camp that had intentions to leave. This
was denied by nearly all respondents. It did not become clear if they really didn't know anyone or
were not willing to share this information with me. Based on these conversations and conversations
33

A small, roofed but open, space within the camp some meters away from the shelters or other communal areas. The most quiet space in
many of the camps. Since it is open on all sides, other camp members are able to see the interview taking place.
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with the YG staff, it seems most likely that most people still in Aceh at the time of fieldwork did not
intend to leave Aceh but were willing to await the outcomes of the resettlement process, provided
that this would not take much longer.
4.3.3 (Not) recording
It was a resolute decision not to record the conversations with the Rohingya refugees during the
fieldwork. Where it might have made it easier during the conversations and given me the chance to
listen back while analysing the data, I wanted to first and foremost make sure that the conversations
were open. I was certain that we would have to build trust before having these (sometimes rather
intimate) conversations. The time-span for us to build this trust was very limited. I did not want to add
to this pressure by asking the respondents to record our conversations. Plus, it was rather easy to
keep up while taking notes during the conversations. In most cases, I was accompanied by a translator,
who would be able to translate the next question, while I was still writing down the answer to the
previous one.
I made sure to write down feelings and observations about the interview as soon as
completed. This gave me the chance to go back to these notes and get the feeling of the conversation
again. I also transcribed my field and interview notes as fast as possible, in order not to forget details.
Considering these factors, I did not see the added value of recording or re-listening to the
interviews. It would have always been possible to go back to a respondent if I had further questions
regarding our conversation.
The last interview was an exception to this rule. This conversation was with the person who
had been translating during the interviews in Kuala Lumpur, during the two weeks prior. This meant
that we had established quite a connection, and a great amount of trust between us. We started the
conversation without recording, but when I realised that he spoke very quickly and had already asked
him to slow down twice, I decided to ask him if he'd be comfortable if I would record the conversation.
He had done a quite some interviews with different parties - researchers, journalists, etc. - already,
thanks to his level of English, so he was used to telling people his story and comfortable enough
sharing it whilst recording as well.
Lastly, I recorded the interview with UNHCR as well. This interview took place via Skype, and I wanted
to permit myself to jot notes without having to go into too much detail and going back to the
recordings after when transcribing.
4.3.4 Translators
Only few Rohingya in the Aceh camps spoke quite a bit of English. This was shared with me by my
colleagues at YG. However, their level of English was often below my expectations after hearing this
and often not good enough to hold more than a general conversation. So it became clear to me very
quickly that I would need to work with a translator during the conversations. However I decided to
conduct interviews with 3 people who did speak English well enough before starting with a translator.
My reasoning for this was because I wanted to get a better grasp of both the context and my
questions first. Also, I wanted to understand a couple of words in Bahasa Indonesia, which would
enable me to understand some context of the conversation and answers between my translator and
the respondents.
Yet I chose not to talk to all of the individuals in the camps who spoke English, since these
were also the people journalists and international NGO-staff would talk to when visiting the camps. I
wanted to be wary of exhaustion with these respondents, or the possibility of them - with the
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experience they have had talking to other researchers - telling me the stories that they would think I'd
want to hear.
It was not possible to ask one of the YG employees to assist me as a translator, due to their own level
of English, which was very poor. So I approached one of the employees working for another local
organisation, Dompet Duafa, who provide English classes in the Timbang Langsa camp. This meant
that he already knew (some of) the respondents, which would make it easier to engage in
conversation with them. He was not able to make the time, but arranged for me to meet his colleague
who had worked with them until recently. He both knew the guys and had time, but had also learned
quite a bit of the Rohingya language during the time that he had worked with the Rohingya. The
interviews still took place in Bahasa Indonesia since it was the translators' mother tongue and the
Rohingya had a good understanding of it by then after taking intensive lessons. But his knowledge of
the Rohingya language gave him the opportunity to translate a question in Rohingya if it was necessary
or allow the respondents to answer (partly) in Rohingya if they found it difficult to answer in Bahasa.
He had worked together with other researchers in the past, so he understood how I wanted to
proceed. Since he had taught English in two of the camps (Timbang Langsa and Bayeun) and spent a
reasonable amount of time with the people there, he had connections with many of them. He was
able to make them feel at ease before we would start asking (personal) questions.
When I decided to continue my fieldwork in Kuala Lumpur, YG offered to put me in contact with a
Rohingya man who himself had landed in Aceh in the previous year. He stayed in one of the camps for
several months, after moving onwards to Malaysia. Now living in Kuala Lumpur, he was still in contact
with YG and very active within the Rohingya community in and around Kuala Lumpur. This made him
the ideal translator. He was able to set up meetings for me, as well as translate the conversations
during these meetings. He had learned English in the Bangladesh refugee camp where he grew up, so
his level and understanding of English was very well. Being known within the community and having
lived similar experiences made access easy, but also the conversations themselves, since people
trusted him and felt comfortable sharing their stories with him.

4.4 Data analysis
Observations were written down as soon as there was a chance to, the same for informal
conversations that were held in the YG office or during field-trips with my colleagues or translators.
During interviews, notes were jotted down in a journal, which were transcribed as soon as possible
after the conversation had taken place.

4.5 Limitations of study
4.5.1 No focus groups
Originally, the plan was to set up some focus groups as well during the fieldwork period. I thought that
this could prove interesting since some people might feel more comfortable in a group setting to
share their ideas or plans, or that people could help each other remember details. A little over halfway
through my time in Langsa, I started setting these up. I drafted key topics that I wanted to touch on
during the focus groups. The planning was to conduct one focus group in the Bayeun camp and one in
the Lhok Banie camp. During our last visits to the Bayeun camp, we asked some guys if they would be
willing to participate and they showed interest, they were even enthusiastic about the idea. However,
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this was the same day on which my translator and myself had to leave the camps, and were not
allowed in anymore.
Where this is of course too bad, because it could have provided me with interesting information, I also
realize that many of the interviews took place with other Rohingya being in the same space. While this
is not to be compared to a focus group, it often so happened that the person we would be in
conversation with, would ask the 'visitors' about some details they had forgotten, or they would add
to the answer that was already given by the respondent.
In Kuala Lumpur it was not a priority to set up focus groups. Firstly, I wanted to conduct some
interviews with individuals who had come from the Aceh camps. It was hard enough to find these
individuals and setting up meetings with them. It proved too difficult to also try to get multiple
persons in the same place at the same time to do a focus group. However, compared to the
conversations that took place in Aceh, these conversations in Kuala Lumpur were even more
'crowded'. Often family members or friends were around to catch some of the conversation. Especially
in the case of the women I spoke with, husbands would often interrupt or answer questions for them.
This was good when the respondent herself forgot some details, but was also challenging when one
would prefer the women to answer the question herself and not rely her answer upon what her
husband says.
4.5.2 No questionnaires
It was a well informed decision not to conduct questionnaires for the data collection. First and
foremost, I wanted the research to focus on peoples personal stories, intentions and plans and leave
as much room as possible for them to tell me what they could or needed to share and felt comfortable
enough to do so. The ultimate goal was an ethnography, inspired by all of these conversations. I was
told by the one of YG's directors that people would not be comfortable answering questionnaires.
Since the research encompasses quite personal information, it was very important to me to allow
everyone to feel at ease and comfortable sharing this information for me to use. I did not want to risk
gathering incomplete or perhaps even false questionnaires because people did not feel comfortable
doing them. Thus while a questionnaire might have added interesting data to the information I
gathered during the conversations, it felt that within the time-span of this research it was not possible
to build a connection with the respondents where the questionnaire would have the desired
outcomes.

4.6 Key respondents
There were several key respondents during this fieldwork, with whom I have engaged in conversation.
These were selected after due consideration.
UNHCR
UNHCR is one of the key actors as it is the specialized agency within the UN system to deal with
refugees and promote sustainable solutions. The preferred durable solution is voluntary return to the
country of origin. This is only possible when the country is marked safe by the UNHCR, who then
facilitates this choice with education, legal aid and family reunification. For those who cannot return
to their country of origin, be it due to ongoing conflict or persecution, integration into the host society
is another possibility. For this durable solution, both the individual and the receiving society have to
agree and work together. Many countries acknowledge the benefits that refugees can have to their
new society. The last solution for those who cannot return to their homes is resettlement to a third
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country. This process is facilitated through cultural orientation, language training and access to
education and employment within the resettlement country by UNHCR. However, of the 14.4 million
refugees of concern to UNHCR around the world, less than one per cent is submitted for resettlement
(UNHCR, 2013).
Firstly, I wanted to interview UNHCR, being one of the biggest referents for the Rohingya in Aceh at
the moment, as became clear during the interviews. Initially, I had hoped to interview both a
spokesperson for UNHCR Indonesia as well as a spokesperson for UNHCR Malaysia. When they
realised that I was interested in this, they offered to set up a meeting with someone working for the
regional office, who would have knowledge of the movements and projects in the entire ASEAN
region. This meeting was set to take place in Kuala Lumpur, but was then cancelled. This meant that
we
had
to
reschedule
and
conduct
a
Skype-interview
instead.
During the time spent in the camps as well as during this interview, it became clear that the
UNHCR is far removed from the daily life in the camps. Their headquarters are within the city and visit
the camps once weekly at the most. In the beginning, as several respondents tell me, they came every
day, this slowly decreased to every two days, and now down to once a week or even every other
week. The respondents in Aceh still seem somewhat positive about UNHCR, whereas respondents in
Kuala Lumpur were less happy with the way they were treated, both while still in Aceh but especially
in Malaysia.
Yayasan Geutanyoe
Key respondents were also the two directors and staff working for Yayasan Geutanyoe (YG). I had
several (informal) conversations with the different employees working for YG, especially the one who
accompanied me to the camps for observation and interviews. However I deemed it valuable to also
sit down with the two directors for a more 'formal' conversation where I could ask all the remaining
questions. The organisation has been working with the Rohingya refugees since they were accepted in
Aceh, and thus had good insights for my research. I sat down with one of the directors twice. She
spreads her time between Kuala Lumpur and Aceh, so she was able to provide me with a lot of
interesting information about the situation in Kuala Lumpur as well. With the other director I spoke
once formally, but a couple more times in between works for quick or stand-alone questions that
came up.
Other NGOs
During the fieldwork, I did not speak to any other local, regional or international organisations. There
were only few local organisations still working in the camps, most had left after the initial emergency
aid. The ones still working in Aceh, like Dompet Duafa, mainly focused on education. I was told by the
international director for YG that they were one of the few local organisations still working with the
refugees in Aceh, which clarifies why I was not able to identify or speak with any other organisations.
YG mainly focuses on providing basic needs for the Rohingya in the camps, including health care and
education. They conduct regular checks and research on the conditions in the camps and needs of the
refugees, which they aim to address to their best abilities. Additionally, they organise skill-building
activities that will increase the possibilities of livelihoods when the Rohingya arrive in another country.
The IOM was still present in Langsa, and visiting the camps weekly. I never saw them during
the time I spent in any of the camps, which made it difficult to seek contact. According to the Rohingya
I spoke to, their main activities entailed handing out food packages. It was made clear to me both by
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YG and the Rohingya in the camps that there was not much they knew about other things going on,
which decreased the priority to speak to them regarding my research.
Hasson
My translator in Kuala Lumpur, a Rohingya refugee himself. He grew up in the Rohingya refugee camp
in Teknaf, Bangladesh, where he learned to speak English. During the interview I followed the general
questions that all respondents were asked, but I was able to ask him additional questions as well. Since
he was a known, and very well liked, person within the community - both in Aceh in the camps and in
Kuala Lumpur - people told him things. During our travel-time, going to or coming from interviews, I
was able to ask him some more general questions I had which he then tried to answer. The questions
that he was not able to answer, as well as information that I wanted to verify, I put forth to other key
respondents.
I was allowed to listen in on an interview that took place with Hasson, by South African
humanitarians who visited the RPI school in Malaysia. It was very good to just sit and observe this
interview and the way Hasson responded to their questions. Although I didn't pay too much attention
to the story he was telling at the time, but more so to his body language and the way he spoke, it
came across very rehearsed. This can be due to the fact that he had been interviewed quite frequently
already, both in Aceh and in Malaysia. Comparing this to when I was interviewing him myself, it felt
very different. He was very tired during our interview, but he never appeared to be rehearsed in his
answers. Considering that we spent a lot of time together in the two weeks prior to this interview, we
had established a connection and some trust, which possibly also influenced his openness towards
me.
Immigration officials
It was discussed with an employee from YG to set up a meeting with immigration officials for an
interview. However, I decided not to proceed this. I was visible enough already within the area, which
caused me many questions, some delay, and in the end even forced me to leave Aceh earlier than
planned. Expressing the interest to conduct interviews with the immigration officials might have
honored or flattered them, but chances are that it might have also increased my visibility and
questions about my activities even more and with that risking more opposition and less room for
movement.

4.7 Presentation of the research findings
Within the journey that the Rohingya have embarked upon, three main 'behaviors' can be identified.
The following chapters will describe this journey of the Rohingya that were interviewed during this
research in chronological and geographical order; from Myanmar or Bangladesh to Aceh and then (for
some) on to Kuala Lumpur. The interface of planned interventions will be sketched for each of these
three journeys, keeping in mind the most important factors and actors that have had some sort of
influence on the decision to either stay or leave.
Chapter 5 will focus on leaving Myanmar, the reasons that have led the interviewed people to make
the decision to leave their country of origin. A decision based on several factors and influences in their
lives. After weighing all these factors, they went on to find or create ways to make the journey
possible.
The journey led them to Aceh, an unintended destination. With their arrival here, a new interface can
be sketched. In this space, some actors lost importance or disappeared altogether, where at the same
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time new ones may have come up. These encounters and interactions are described in chapter 6. For
some Rohingya that were interviewed during this research, the unexpected landing in Aceh and the
new interface of planned interventions, influenced their intended behavior. This shifted the intentions
for some, where they remained the same for others. In Aceh, some outside influences like family
members or the network in Malaysia became less important or disappeared altogether for some
respondents. At the same time, new important influences (like the UNHCR or the local Acehnese
NGOs) arose. These influenced the decisions for some to stay in Aceh and for others to leave and
continue the journey to Malaysia.
Then, in chapter 7 the focus is on those that made the decision to continue onwards to Malaysia. This
decision is, again, based on a number of factors and actors, added up and weighed. For some, the
expected outcome of going to Malaysia weighed heavier than the possibilities that would come from
staying in Aceh. So they sought ways to continue onwards. The chapter describes the new interface in
Malaysia, with all its encounters - with new and established actors - and how it influences the way in
which this part of the journey is viewed. Also, it describes possible future plans that the Rohingya
have.
No Rohingya that leaves Myanmar experiences a similar journey. Some will decide to travel on to
Bangladesh or Thailand. They may have different reasons for travelling there or encounter other
actors with their planned interventions that influence their decision making process. However,
considering that this route was taken by a great number of people and the current research gap, it is
interesting to follow these particular journeys.
Differences in decision making and the way that people deal with interfering outside factors
can also be seen between men and women, as well as between age groups. This will be described
within these chapters as well.
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5. Leaving Myanmar
This chapter will focus on the reasons for leaving Myanmar, written from the perspective of those who
left. It is nearly impossible to conduct research on Rohingya in Myanmar. It is known that the
government makes it difficult for foreigners to enter Arakan state, let alone conduct research here.
Hence, I decided to ask the Rohingya who had already left about the reasons behind this decision.
Their expectations of the destination they hoped to reach are then addressed. Important to every
individual is, of course, the hope to find safety and stability. However, this is not the only reason for
leaving their country. Other reasons include seeking work, the possibility of further education and
family reunification. The referents that were important in this decision-making process are discussed
in chapter 5.3.
The following chapter focuses on the level of control that the Rohingya I interviewed feel they had
over the decision-making process and the following journey. Lastly, the differences between men and
women are discussed, for there have been relatively more women on the last journeys compared to
earlier years. Chapter 5.6 looks at possible reasons behind this increase. Additionally, this chapter
addresses the reasons why there are considerably more young adolescents that embark upon these
journeys.

5.1 Reasons to leave
As described before, the Rohingya were excluded from the Citizenship Law when it was introduced in
1982. Not being able to claim their nationality within Myanmar, this rendered them stateless. With
this, successive governments have had means to deny any claims to economic, social and cultural
rights and were able to justify arbitrary treatment and discriminatory policies against the Rohingya.
Severe restrictions have been implemented on their movements and they are not allowed to seek
employment in education or the health sector. Rohingya children do not receive a birth certificate and
in order to get married, authorization needs to be sought from the state (Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla &
Khan Khup Hangzo, 2010). Aside from all this, they are not protected by the state against human rights
violations committed by (other) groups within Myanmar.
Their statelessness is thus central to the way they are treated within Myanmar, including their lack of
protection against this treatment. The constant (threat of) persecution, the lack of rights and with that
the possibilities to work or seek education are some of the main reasons to leave Myanmar.
Additionally, friends and family members may have left Myanmar in the past, which could fuel the
desire to join them abroad. More often than not, these reasons overlap or coincide.
5.1.1 Ongoing persecution
Since the 1970s, massive persecution has forced tens of thousands of Rohingya to flee from Myanmar.
Many fled to neighboring Bangladesh; others crossed the sea to Indonesia, Thailand or Malaysia
(Sengupta, 2015; Albert, 2015). In 1978, the army started an actual 'ethnic cleansing' campaign Operation Dragon King - directed towards the Rohingya. This campaign was aimed at killing, raping
and persecuting Rohingya civilians, with the goal to take action "against foreigners who have filtered
into the country illegally".34 In this period, over 200,000 people sought refuge in Bangladesh (Human
Rights Watch, 2009). In 1992, a new campaign was launched, mainly focusing on forcing Rohingya to
perform manual labor for low to no pay, in addition to continuing executions, torture and rape
34
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(Zawacki, 2013). There have also been quite some conflicts between Arakan State's Buddhist majority
and the Rohingya minority. A major peak in violence occurred in 2012, when groups of Buddhist
nationalists burned Rohingya homes and killed over 280 people, causing about 120,000 people to flee
(Albert, 2015).
Even though we learn about these spikes in conflict through the media, the Rohingya interviewed for
this research share that there is ongoing harassment and hindrance in everyday life against them in
Myanmar. During these heavier periods of conflict, more people will logically be inclined to leave the
country to seek refuge elsewhere. However, several of my respondents address that they were
continuingly being tortured by the government or by other groups within the country or their state.
The respondents for this research often refer to these others as ‘Buddhists’. Facing the possibility of
this every-day persecution is named as one of the main reasons for them to leave Myanmar. As
respondent M4 says: "The government was torturing us and there was no one left to protect me."
Respondents M3 and M9 say the same; continuous harassment and torture by either the military driven by the government, or by Buddhist groups also living in Arakan State did not allow them to live
a life in safety. Respondent M11 did not feel safe any longer; "I was afraid the Buddhists might torture
me if I would stay alone in Myanmar". Respondent 8 explains: "the Buddhist government was killing
Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar. So some people decide to go to Bangladesh, and some to Malaysia.
There are so many Buddhist in Bangladesh also, so that's why I thought it would be better to go to
Malaysia. There, there are also Buddhist, but not as many as in Bangladesh or Myanmar, only few." He
decided to leave the moment he got into a fight with the Buddhist police, who wanted to take his
mobile phone from him.
At the time of field research, the situation in Myanmar had calmed significantly. There was a sense of
hope with my respondents that the newest government would bring change for the Rohingya in
Myanmar. Though at the time of writing this thesis, violence in Myanmar has spiked again between
the Rohingya, the military and other ethnic groups. This proves that once again it will be increasingly
unsafe for Rohingya to live in Myanmar.
5.1.2 No work, no support
This fear of harassment or conflict is only one of the reasons that this group of people felt they
needed to leave their homes. What came back a couple of times during the interviews was that the
respondents decided to go to Malaysia to find work to support their family, who would stay behind in
Myanmar. One respondents' story: "My elder brother had already married and separated from us. He
doesn't support us. So I had to quit school and support my family. But they were torturing us, so if I
would go out to look for a job, they would take the little money I had. I told my father about this and
we decided I should leave and try to find a job somewhere else. I need to collect money to support my
big sisters also. And it's impossible in Myanmar." (Respondent M10). In many of the conversations, as
in this case, it proved that there were simultaneous and overlapping reasons to leave Myanmar.
Another example is respondent M1's story. He says; "I left Myanmar because the Buddhists were
torturing us. It was impossible for me to stay there. My family was facing a lot of problems. So I
thought that if I would go to another country, I could be safe and also find a job to save and send some
money to my family." In these cases, the situation in Myanmar rendered it impossible for these men to
take care of their families; something they felt was their duty. Thus they decided to leave to seek this
opportunity elsewhere.
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5.1.3 Possibilities for (further) education
Some respondents were able to attend local schools, where they would be thought in the Buddhist
language. Others never had this opportunity. Especially for women it is impossible to attend school in
Myanmar. Still, many young men who had the possibility to enjoy some form of education had to
leave school in order to support their families, like respondent M10 as shown in the previous
paragraph.
The respondents, who had lived in refugee camps in Bangladesh for some time, were able to attend
classes here. Their level of English was clearly higher compared to the Rohingya who attended school
in Myanmar and often never even received any English classes. However, even within these camps it
was not possible to continue to receive classes after a certain grade. For respondent M13, the
possibility of studying in another country also played a role; "School didn't let me continue. I thought I
had nothing left to do and I should leave. I talked to my mom about it; they needed someone to
support the family as well. My older brother separated from our family and was living with his own."
Education was a factor to leave for respondent M2 as well, aside from seeking safety, not for herself
but for her children; "In my village... Buddhists would come and torture us. My children cannot go to
school. I was really afraid."
5.1.4 Reuniting with family members
The women I spoke to clearly stressed the joining of family members, husbands or husbands-to-be
who were already living in Malaysia. Like respondent M11 mentions; "My brothers asked me to come
to Malaysia. All my brothers live in Malaysia. I thought I could be in trouble if I would stay in Myanmar
without any family to help or support me there. I was afraid that they [the Buddhists] might torture me
if I would stay in Myanmar alone. So I agreed to travel to Malaysia with my sister and her children."
Another woman told me that she didn't want to come to Malaysia, but changed her mind because her
husband was there; "I didn't know the place, and my husband told me that it was not good in Malaysia
at that time. The police was arresting many people. But suddenly I decided that I should go anyway: I
wanted to meet with my husband." (Respondent M12).

5.2 Expected outcomes of leaving from Myanmar
The respondents for this research left Myanmar with expectations in mind. Except for a couple of
people who say they just wanted to go anywhere else, most of them left with the intention to reach
Malaysia. Malaysia is popular as destination country for different reasons. These include the prospect
of work, the opportunity to enjoy (further) education for themselves or their children, and the
presence of a pre-established network that can help the arriving refugees to settle.
5.2.1 Work
The prospect of work was a reason often named by the respondents for attempting to reach Malaysia.
People say they heard stories from contacts that had already been living in Malaysia for some time.
Like one respondent describes: "I come from a very poor family. My parents have no job, no money. So
when friends invited me to come to Malaysia, friends who already lived there, they told me that there
are many jobs there." (Respondent 9). Another man shares that nobody told him about work
opportunities but that he knew that his neighbor from Myanmar went to Malaysia and found a job
there. "So I thought if I would go, I could do the same." (Respondent 7).
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What no one tells them, however, is that it is very difficult to find this said work once the Rohingya
arrive in Malaysia. As the Malaysian government does not distinguish between refugees, asylum
seekers and irregular migrants, the Rohingya do not have the right to work - regardless of their status.
This means that they have to find work in the informal labor sector. Aside from hesitant employers
(who are afraid of repercussions if they hire informal laborers), the Rohingya face constant
harassment and risk extortion, arrest, detention, and in some cases even deportation when they are
found working anyway (Equal Rights Trust, 2014: 17).
5.2.2 Studying
Something that especially some of the younger males hoped to find in Malaysia was the possibility of
starting or continuing their studies. When this would no longer be a possibility in Myanmar or
Bangladesh, they decided to try their luck in Malaysia. Like one respondent mentioned: "I wanted to
go to Malaysia. Someone told me if you go to Malaysia you can study there." (Respondent M7)
Respondent M13 was able to go to school in Bangladesh; "First, I went to school in the camp, until they
closed it. Then I made a fake ID, pretended I was Bangladeshi and went to the government school. Until
class 9 this went well, but then they discovered that I was Rohingya and I wasn't allowed to go
anymore." This was when he asked his friends who were living in Malaysia whether he would be able
to continue his studies there. They told him: "everything is possible, if you try."
Some of the respondents expressed that they wished to continue learning and studying to be able to
find better work or go back to Myanmar one day to improve the situation within the country.
However, none of the respondents who moved from Myanmar with this intention has been able to
attend formal school in Malaysia so far. As respondent M7 shares; "I wanted to go to Malaysia.
Someone told me if you go to Malaysia you could study there. But when I came here I saw it was a
problem. I cannot study here. So I have to work now and send money to my family." There are,
however, some possibilities of attending classes - especially in English language - organized and taught
by the Rohingya community itself. The Rohingya Peace Institute is an example of a Rohingya-led
organisation that has set up classes for children and adults in Kuala Lumpur.
5.2.3 A supportive network
Researchers Wake and Cheung, who conducted a thorough study on the lives and livelihoods of
refugees in Malaysia, found that the decision to go to Malaysia was often supported by the fact that
there is a large Rohingya community in the main cities. It was considered very important to have preestablished contacts (networks) within Malaysia, for it could help the refugees once they arrived.
Many of the interviewed Rohingya refugees acknowledged that their friends, family and villagers
helped them to get established upon arrival in Malaysia (Wake & Cheung, 2016). Men mainly
addressed the possibilities that this network would offer them a place to stay for the first period after
arriving in Malaysia or connections to jobs. For example respondent M13, tells me that he was able to
stay with friends in the first period after arriving in Malaysia, to get settled. Through an elder
community member, he was able to find his first job.
Many of the male respondents were the first of their families to leave Myanmar, as responsible elder
sons, who were to take care of their parents and siblings. This means that they often did not have any
family members living in Malaysia already. Their network there usually consisted of individuals that
were not related to them. Often it included friends or people from the same village in Myanmar who
had moved to Malaysia prior. There are a couple of examples however, like respondent M7, who
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shares that his brother was already living in Malaysia when he decided to go as well. He says that his
brother didn't tell him much about what life would be like in Malaysia, so he did not really know what
to expect. He argues his brother did this "because he wanted me to join with him". For women, joining
their husbands in Malaysia was one of the main expectations when leaving from Myanmar.
Respondent M9 shares that her children "wanted to come to their father". Another woman told me
that she didn't want to come to Malaysia, but changed her mind because her husband was there; "I
didn't know the place, and my husband told me that it was not good in Malaysia at that time, the
police was arresting many people. But suddenly I decided that I should go anyway, I wanted to meet
with my husband." (Respondent M12).

5.3 What do referents say?
Regarding the decision to leave Myanmar, the most important referents named by my respondents
are family members and connections in Malaysia. However, many respondents also say that they
never inquired any opinion from anyone, but made the decision to leave by themselves. In some cases
they shared this decision before leaving, in other cases they withheld this information until they were
either at sea or had reached Aceh.
5.3.1 Family
Leaving Myanmar and Bangladesh was often not discussed with the parents. These are often
individual decisions, especially by the younger men - who would not call their parents to tell them that
they had left until they arrived at sea or landed in Aceh. Like respondent 1 says; "I made the decision
[to leave]. I did not tell anyone that I was leaving, just my mother. But she did not give me permission
to go. So I left without telling her. When I called her from the Thai border, she was crying, asking, why
did you leave?" Another - 18 year old - respondent (7) says that he didn't tell his family either. "I left
hidden, it was a secret. After I would arrive in Malaysia, I thought I would call them and be able to send
them some money." Respondent 2 says the same; "When I decided to leave Bangladesh, I did not tell
anyone, not my family, not my friends. They thought I was out buying things for my shop. I only called
them when I reached the Thai border, to tell them where I was and that I was ok." Respondent M13
says that he knows that if he would have told his family, they would have never let him leave. So he
didn't. It seems that these individuals did not want to be held back by the opinions of their family and
thus did not discuss their intentions with them.
Some of the women (respondent M9, M12) tell me that they decided at some point that they
wanted to leave, and then called their husbands - who were already living in Malaysia - to tell them
this and to ask them to send money for the journey.
Sometimes leaving Myanmar was discussed with the respondents' family. For respondent 5, it was a
'family plan' as she calls it herself. The family decided that the two sisters would go to Malaysia to join
their brother. After landing in Aceh, she decided not to go through with the plan. Her sister, who came
with her, did go to Malaysia. She says that she hasn't had any contact with her family because of this
decision; "Because I didn't go, they haven't called me since. I don't know if my mother is angry or what,
but she was crying when she called me the last time, when she heard that I didn't leave with my sister."
One respondent (6) tells me that he didn't actually want to go to Malaysia, that he'd preferred to go
somewhere else. But that his mother told him "go, go now, because we don't have any money."
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A mothers' opinion
What is very apparent in all situations is that the mothers are very often named as the most influential
person in the respondents' decision making. At first, I thought this might be a translation-issue, with
the idea that the respondents might have meant to say 'parents' more in general. So I asked my
translator in Aceh to clarify this. He then told me that they really all said 'mother', arguing that he
believed that mothers are considered more important in this sense. A researcher working in
Myanmar35 confirmed this, stating that she also sees that women - especially as they become older are the people to go to for advice. Sometimes, people will also go to the community leaders or
religious leaders, but in such personal matters as deciding whether or not to leave the country, people
might prefer to ask people closer to them. Fathers, she said, play a very small role in the life of their
children in Myanmar and thus would not be the person they seek out for advice. My translator adds to
this that many of the respondents interviewed may no longer have a father, since people die younger
or might have been killed during the conflict. Hence, they would only be able to talk to their mother.
5.3.2 Network in Malaysia
Several respondents share that they seek, or receive without asking, advice from friends and family
living in Malaysia. Some say that they based their decision to leave Myanmar on stories they heard
from others who successfully made the journey and found work. Like respondent 3, who says that his
friends living in Malaysia told him to join them and that they could help him seek work. Similar case for
respondent 9, who shares; "Some of my family and friends who have jobs there said it would be good
to go there if I wanted to work." So he decided to take this advice and leave for Malaysia.
5.3.3 UNHCR
Researchers Caballero-Anthony, Bhalla and Khan Khup Hangzo (2010) argue that the UNHCR is active
in Rhakine state, advocating for reducing statelessness among Rohingya. They have successfully
pushed for the (re-)introduction of the Temporary Registration Cards for Rohingya. Despite receiving
these cards, the Rohingya are still not considered citizens by law and the document is just a temporary
document that proves residence, not citizenship. And even though many people managed to receive
these cards, there is no mention of a birthplace for the registered person. The Rohingyas' ethnicity is
referred to as Bengali on the card.
Interestingly enough, none the Rohingya spoken to during the period of fieldwork address that they
have ever been in contact with any UNHCR staff before leaving Myanmar. For them, the UNHCR was
thus not a referent in the decision-making process at this point.

5.4 Differences between men and women
Equal Rights Trust found that the refugees and asylum seekers registered with UNHCR in Malaysia are
70% men and 30% women. A slight shift seems to be taking place however. There has been an
increase in the number of Rohingya women and families coming to Malaysia, especially since the spike
in violence in Rhakine state in 2012 (Equal Rights Trust, 2014: 14-15). There has also been an increase
in the number of unaccompanied minors travelling to Malaysia. Key respondent M13 tells me: "it's
mostly young people who come." He says that the reason for this is that the oldest son is the one who
is expected to take care of his family, and goes seeking a job outside of Myanmar to support younger
siblings and the parents. For women, it's different; "some women leave with their children because
their husband is here already. But there are also women that leave and don't have a husband yet, but
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for instance meet a husband here. Usually, this marriage is arranged from Myanmar, and they come
here to meet them. The boyfriends pay everything for them to come." (Respondent M13). Equal Rights
Trust supports this observation, stating that there have been a number of women as well as child
brides who came to Malaysia to enter into marriages arranged by their parents or future husbands.
What became clear during this fieldwork was that the women who were married and whose husbands
were already living in Malaysia often discussed their plans with their husband. However, some women
express that they had already made up their minds to leave Myanmar to join their husband and simply
ordered him to pay the money for the journey. Just two out of the eight women I spoke to say that
they relied on the opinions of their family members in the decision to leave Myanmar. For instance,
respondent M11 says that her brothers really wanted her to come join them in Malaysia, to which she
complied. Respondent 4 tells me that it was a family-plan. She was to go to Malaysia together with her
husband, children and younger sister to join their brothers. But interestingly enough, once she
reached Aceh, she decided she no longer wanted to proceed with this plan. When she told her parents
about this decision, they got very angry with her and haven't contacted her since. Her sister on the
other hand, did move onwards to Malaysia from Aceh.
Some of the male respondents shared that friends or family members in Malaysia shared stories about
work they could possibly find. Others simply thought that they would try their luck in Malaysia, for
they felt that they had to seek work and send remittances home in order to take care of their parents
and siblings or their own wives and children.
For women, the wish to reunite with their husbands (to-be) was very noticeable. Some
expressed that they no longer felt safe in Myanmar living without their husbands. To others it was
especially important to be together with their children and husband as a family in one place. This
might be the explanation for the apparent rise in number of women and children that were on the
vessels during this particular time.

5.5 Level of control
5.5.1 Success stories
Crossing the Bay of Bengal is a known route, on which migrants and refugees use smugglers to get
them across. Between October of 2006 and March of 2008 over 8000 people have left Bangladesh,
travelling to Thailand by sea after which they continue over land to reach Malaysia (Sengupta, 2015).
This number increased in the years that followed. Estimates from UNHCR show that 88,000 Rohingya
asylum seekers have crossed the Andaman Sea since early 2014, often accompanied by Bangladeshi
migrants.36 This number peaked in the beginning of 2015, with the number of people leaving at
25,000. The point of departure for these movements was generally the Bangladesh-Myanmar border
along the sea, in the area between Teknaf in Bangladesh and Maungdaw in Myanmar (UNHCR, 2015).
Traffickers or smugglers would then take people south by boat from Myanmar or Bangladesh, landing
them in Thailand to then cross the border into Malaysia.37
Since this is a much-used route and people often know of others who have left Myanmar in the past. A
lot of the individuals interviewed for this thesis explain that they had contact with people living in
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Malaysia, who share their success stories with them. These show that even though the journey can be
a dangerous one, it is possible.
5.5.2 Finding agents and payment
Some respondents contacted an agent from their hometown, who would take them to the big boats
over the river in a smaller boat. These agents were usually found through friends or connections that
had travelled with these agents before. Others describe how they left and found the big boats by
themselves and found agents there to help them on the next leg of their journey. The costs for this
journey are around 5000-6000 Malaysian Ringgit. Where some respondents paid up front, others
were requested to call their families to pay the money once they were at sea - like respondent M13.
However, most of my respondents never actually paid. Many made the agreement with the agents to
pay once they would arrive in Malaysia and joined with family members, or found a job (respondent 7,
respondent 1, respondent 11, respondent 12, respondent M10). Respondent M10 says: "people in
Myanmar told me that you can pay after. The drivers said this too. So when I would arrive in Malaysia, I
could pay them the money." But since they never arrived in Malaysia and were abandoned in a hurry
by the agents at sea, many didn't pay at all. Like respondent 11 says: "then we never arrived there. In
the end, I never paid him, I lost his phone number."
There were two respondents who mentioned that they did not know where the boat would take them
at the time of embarkation. Respondent M10 says that he didn't care where the boat would take him,
as long as it would be another country. He just went to 'the place where the boats leave and waited for
a boat'. Respondent M3 however, was forced onto the boat, and was demanded to pay more money
after they arrived on the sea.

5.6 The journey and encounters at sea
Most respondents tell me that they left from the border between Myanmar and Bangladesh along the
Naf river, where they were able to get on a boat, and that this boat took them onto the Andaman sea.
Most people tell me that there were no other stops, since they were not permitted to land in Thailand.
However, two respondents tell me that they travelled from Bangladesh to Thailand first and stayed
along the border there for some while - about one to two months, according to respondent 2. But
these two are exceptions to the rule; most people did not disembark or make any stops anywhere.
For the boats that landed in Aceh, the original plan was to land in Thailand, as smugglers38 had done
many times before, and continue over land to Malaysia. Thai authorities announced to catch all
smugglers that they would find on this route. One respondent (respondent 4) recalls how, when
approaching the border, the authorities shot at them, causing the drivers to turn the boat around.
But the authorities were not the only ones that did not want the boats to land on the Thai
shores. The smugglers that had already been caught and were awaiting sentencing in jail also tried to
prevent their comrades from being caught. Not only looking out for them, but also out of self interest,
for these individuals could harm their sentencing if they would give too much information.39
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When speaking to the Rohingya refugees, we would use the term agents. This was after it became clear to me that they themselves prefer
to use this term over the term smugglers, which is used more often in and by academia. My respondents all used the term 'agent' to
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The people I spoke to all spent a long time on the Andaman Sea, some recall it being one or two
months, others say it might have been closer to three months. On one evening, the captains brought
all 9 boats together on one spot and said; "we don't want to bring you all separate-separate to
Malaysia, you guys will all go together", and transferred all their passengers onto three boats
(respondent M13). Both respondent M13 and M4 think there might have been over 1000 people on
their boat at that time. "Nine boats became three boats only. All the people from the nine boats were
collected on three boats", says respondent M13. These three boats were then abandoned by their
drivers and told to find their way to Malaysia.
It took two to three days before one of these boats met with Indonesian fishermen, who gave
them some food and water and showed them the way to continue to Malaysia. But the refugees were
not able to drive the boat and had to get help again. The fishermen came back and brought them to
Indonesia. Respondent M13 recalls; "It was so close to Indonesia, we could see the villages in Aceh. I
think it was Kuala Idi. The fishermen said, just wait for the authorities, they will come and help you.
When they came, they asked everything and we told them everything. So they said, OK, we will bring
you to Malaysia then. They started pulling us, and in the middle of the sea, they cut the rope. They cut
it and go. They just left."
"We didn't know where we were. After some days we met with Malaysian fishermen. We asked
them, and they said we were in Malaysia now. So we asked them, please don't do like the Indonesian
fishermen. They said OK, OK, we won't do that. After giving us food and everything, they started pulling
us. Suddenly they stopped the boat, it was midnight. They said we'd wait for another boat with
refugees, so they could take us together. We waited for seven, eight days, but they never came back.
The food finished and people on the boat became crazy. Some Bangladeshi made a hole under the boat
and fights started. The water was coming in, so the people who could jump, started jumping in the
river. Some that could not swim lost their lives. The females stayed on the boat, some that didn't have
any children, single women, also jumped. After 4 or 5 hours, at the time more than 700 people from the
boat were swimming; we met a very small boat. The boat was so small they called another boat. More
than 20 boats came and helped us to pick everybody from the boat and the ones in the river that were
swimming. These were the Acehnese boats, and they brought us to Aceh." (Respondent M13).
There is said to be a lot of mistreatment, torture and bribery on this route. Often, individuals are
forced to pay, or ask their families to send them more money, once they arrive at sea before they are
allowed to continue onwards.40 Like someone tells me; "After three months on the boat, the agent
asked us to give him some money. He said: "If you give me money, I will bring you to Malaysia, if you
don't, I will go back to my country and leave you here." But we didn't pay him, my friends and I beat
him, and then he left the boat. One of my friends was shot dead in this fight." (Respondent 9). There is
just one person who tells me that they were treated fairly well during the journey. Given food and
water regularly. This is not like other stories that were told, where people shared that they ran
through the provisions very quickly and that people would get beaten when they'd ask for something
to drink. Respondent M13 tells me that someone on his boat was shot after asking for water;
"Someone was so thirsty. He wanted some water. Suddenly, they killed, they shoot him. On my boat.
The captain shoot him, and throw him in the river. Everyone was crying that this suddenly happened. It
was people who were with us for a long time. A lot of people were upset about that." (respondent
M13).
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Declining numbers of crossings after 2015
Since the 'crisis' in 2015, very few boats have been found taking this route. In conversation with
Lilianne Fan41, she shares that Thailand and Indonesia function as transit points for many refugees
wishing to go to Malaysia. However, since the crackdown on smuggling is still partially in place in
Thailand, this route may have been altered. Also, people have shared and heard the horror stories
from refugees that crossed in 2015, influencing their decision to do the same. Fan expresses that
there have also been increased number of border checks and stops, both in Myanmar and in
Bangladesh, making it more difficult for people to leave the country. Rohingya migrants and activists
have told UNHCR that the crackdown is one of the reasons, but that the global exposure of the
possible risks of the journey has also made people think twice before embarking.
Also, people are more aware of the situation in the preferred destination countries, including the
difficulties that come with the lack of legal status.42 Another reason for the lower number of refugees
crossing the Andaman Sea over the past year might be influenced by the recent elections. With the
end of the military rule, the hope set in that more favorable policy change could be in the cards for the
Rohingya in Myanmar.43

5.7 Conclusions
Years and years of ongoing massive persecution, ethnic cleansing and conflict in Rakhine state have
led many Rohingya to leave their homes and seek refuge in surrounding countries. Often in
neighbouring Bangladesh, where over 200,000 Rohingya are currently housed. After another spike in
armed attacks in early 2015, another couple of thousand people decided to leave their homes. In the
examples shown in this chapter, it becomes clear that the Rohingya do not feel safe living in Myanmar.
Since the Myanmar government does not acknowledge the Rohingya as state citizens, they do not
offer them any forms of (human) rights nor protection against the harassments that are known to
have been taking place.
But seeking asylum is not the only reason for them to leave the country. In the interviews, they
express to also take into account other factors. They consider the possibility of education or the
prospect of finding a (better) job in another country, as this is not possible within Myanmar. Reuniting
with family or friends living in Malaysia is another reason to leave, and provides a stable network the
refugees can rely on once they arrive.
The different reasons for leaving often play at the same time, and reinforce the need to leave
Myanmar. In conversation with respondent 11, this becomes very clear; "You see, in my country I
couldn't study, couldn't go out, couldn't get a job. If I would go out, the Buddhists would catch me, put
me in jail or shoot me." Thus, where for some the need to seek asylum weighed enough to leave the
country, for many others, the different aspects combined were the final push to leave Myanmar.
Considering the increase in number of women that were on the vessels in May 2015 compared to
earlier years, it is interesting to look for differences between men and women. The most obvious
difference is that where men seem to leave the country mainly to seek work and support their families
back in Myanmar, women generally leave with the aim to join elder brothers or husbands who have
been living in Malaysia.
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6. Arrival in Aceh; to stay or to go?
In the years prior to the 2015 'Andaman Sea crisis', only very small numbers of refugees from
Myanmar had been arriving in Indonesia. When they did, they arrived in places other than Sumatra.
The largest population of Rohingya in Indonesia can be found in Malakka.44 Most of these refugees
never had Indonesia in mind as final destination for their journey, but more as a stepping-stone to
either Australia or Malaysia.
In total, 1,807 Rohingya and Bangladeshi were rescued from three vessels on the Andaman Sea and
placed in Aceh in May of 2015. They were placed at four sites across Aceh Utera (North Aceh) district,
Langsa municipality and Aceh Timur (East Aceh) district.45 The government of Indonesia made it clear
that this group was only permitted to stay in Aceh for a year, during which durable solutions were
going to be explored. One of the conditions that was set was that within this year, asylum seekers
would be resettled and migrants repatriated (Amnesty International, 2015). All Bangladeshi migrants
were repatriated within the following six months.46 As for the Rohingya refugees, finding durable
solutions was more difficult considering their statelessness. The only durable solution in their case
would be resettlement to a third country.
This entire chapter focuses on the encounters that the Rohingya had after landing their boats on the
Acehnese beaches. The first encounters were with the local Acehnese and the Indonesian
government, followed by encounters with local and international NGOs and the UNHCR. These
organisations were entrusted with addressing the Rohingyas' wellbeing and needs in the period that
they were allowed to stay in Aceh, as well as seeking possibilities for the Rohingya after this time had
passed. Chapters 6.2 and 6.3 will sketch the ways in which these encounters influenced the Rohingyas'
outcome beliefs, referents and level of control concerning their intentions to either stay in Aceh or to
move onwards.

6.1 New encounters
6.1.1 The Indonesian government
One of the first actors the Rohingya met once they landed in Aceh were local government officials.
Initially, the national government had not allowed the boats to land in Sumatra. After some time, and
international pressure to uphold agreements, they received the boats and promised to host the
passengers. By allowing the Rohingya to stay in Aceh temporarily, the government provided the
necessary humanitarian assistance, but made sure that the temporary character of the help was
stressed. They believed that upholding this message would help prevent the creation of a pull effect,
in the efforts to keep more refugees from coming to Aceh.47 During the past year, the Indonesian
government has given the needed support to meet the refugees' basic needs by constructing or
allocating space for the camps, allowing local and international (humanitarian) agencies to provide
support. Amnesty International does express the concern that the available accommodation has not
left the reactive - emergency response - stage (Amnesty International, 2015). Living conditions have
proven to be less than ideal, with poor sanitation, insufficient protection and unsanitary cooking
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facilities in many of the locations. Additionally, as the Indonesian government has no interest to look
after the refugees for a longer period of time, the psychosocial support has also appeared to be
minimal.48
Even though the government allowed the Rohingya to settle within the camps, they reinforced
existing restrictive policies to make sure it was clear that their stay in Aceh is just temporary, perhaps
even with the aim to drive the refugees out. For instance, like all migrants and asylum seekers in
Indonesia, the Rohingya have no right to work, no access to education and no chance of formally
integrating into society and becoming Indonesian citizens.49 Some of my respondents share that they
feel sorry that they cannot stay. Like respondent 7, who says: "I love Indonesia and would really like to
stay here. But I have to go out. I need to find a job, to send money home." Respondent 9 also expresses
that he likes Indonesia and would like to stay "if UNHCR would let me. I would look for a job to work
here."
But it is not all bad in Indonesia, for the Rohingya are able to use healthcare, go to the hospital and
some of the children have been allowed to enter local preliminary school. YG is now advocating also
allowing secondary and higher education for older Rohingya.50
6.1.2 UNHCR
The governments' strategy in finding durable solutions for the Rohingya was to hand all resettlement
responsibilities to UNHCR. This means that UNHCR was in charge of status determination for all
Rohingya and Bangladeshi that landed in Aceh. They determined the Bangladeshi passengers to be
economic migrants and repatriated them to their home country. The repatriations started within a
month after their arrival, sending small groups of around 10 men back at a time. In all, it lasted well up
to 6 months to repatriate all of them, for some stalling occurred after encountering problems with the
Bangladeshi officials, as most of these arrivals did not carry or own any official documents.51
The Rohingya on the other hand were categorized as refugees, as the UNHCR considered their
fear of persecution to be well founded. UNHCR told them about the resettlement plans not long after
their arrival in Aceh, the Rohingya tell me. UNHCR expresses that it must have been about half a year
after the Rohingya landed that they made the decision to start their resettlement process. The
decision was made because of several reasons. First of all, the situation in Aceh was considered to be
far from desirable, with regards to the conditions in the camps.52 Secondly, the other possible durable
solutions as sought by UNHCR, for example returning to the country of origin or integration into the
host society, proved not to be an option. Thus, UNHCR saw resettlement as the only solution for this
group of people. They also wanted to prevent more people from opting to take matters into own
hands - for instance leaving for Malaysia - because the journey is very dangerous - and illegal. UNHCR
wanted to avert putting people in a situation where they would consider this to be the better option.53
But the processes proved to be slow, and only a couple of refugees have been resettled thus far.
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The government of Indonesia extended the one-year period, that the refugees were initially allowed
to stay, with another year, when they realized that it was not possible to find durable solutions for all
within that set time. This still means that the Rohingya will have to leave the country within
considerable time. Amnesty International has voiced concerns about the UNHCR's capacity to handle
all resettlement and status determinations (Amnesty International, 2015).
The Rohingya spoken to during the period of fieldwork express that they have had little contact with
UNHCR-staff in the time they spent in Aceh. Most have had interviews, in which their refugee status
was determined. They express, however, that during these encounters, not much information was
shared about the resettlement procedures.
But the UNHCR argues that they have been working hard to find resettlement places for these
refugees, and they are convinced that they will be able to resettle them to the USA within a couple of
months.54 In November of 2016, respondent 2, with whom I maintained contact after leaving Aceh,
shared that a group of around 20 men from the Timbang Langsa camp had been moved to Medan for
the preparations to be resettled to the United States.
Quietly, the Indonesian government has made comments to the UNHCR that the resettlement
progress would be going too quickly. They had given UNHCR a year to resettle the refugees, and then
another year when it proved that this was not possible. However, now that things seem to be
speeding up, the government is afraid that Aceh will be seen as the place where resettlement can go
quickly, and hence attract more refugees.55
6.1.3 The local Acehnese
Some respondents share that they felt very welcomed by the local Acehnese. After a long time at sea
and not being able to land in Thailand or Malaysia, they were happy to be helped by the Acehnese
fishermen. One respondent (4) says; "If Indonesia wouldn't have welcomed us, like Malaysia, we all
would have died in the sea".
Respondent 9 says that he was often helped very much by the local Acehnese as well. This is
explained further by respondent 2, who says: "Aceh people are good, very good. Everybody here helps
me. When I need to go out to buy cigarettes, I ask them, can I take your bike? And they just give me the
keys. Aceh people are very nice. Not proud like Bangladeshi people.”
The Acehnese are not necessarily used to hosting refugees, for very large groups have never landed in
Sumatra. However, YG staff tells me that they are generally a very open and welcoming people. Having
experienced displacement themselves, after Northern Aceh was hit by the tsunami in 2004, they
might be more open to helping people in need. “The whole world came together to help rebuild our
houses, and now we finally have a chance to repay some of that kindness". Local Acehnese donated
large amounts of food and clothing for the Rohingya, especially around Muslim holidays.56 It is not
possible to confirm officially, but there is also the idea that the Rohingya were treated so well by the
local Acehnese because they are a Muslim group.
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6.1.4 Local NGOs
Quickly after the arrival of the Rohingya in Aceh, NGOs like Dompet Duafa and Aksi Cepat Tanggap
started the provision of aid and services to the camps. These included literacy programs, religious
instruction and agricultural training.57
Respondent M1 tells me that help from NGOs was enough for him at the time. He received food and
clothes; this is affirmed by respondent M5. Many other respondents argue that they were not
necessarily given the right kind of assistance. Respondent 1 for instance shares that they do not eat
the food that is given to them by IOM, but sell it to local villagers that live around the camp area. The
money they earn from this is used to buy things like cell phone credit to call family in Myanmar, or
cigarettes. Others say that the NGOs in Aceh did not help them at all, just like the police and
government authorities (respondent M3). Respondent M13 tells me how he saw the situation getting
worse in the camps; "IOM was providing us with food. But then I saw that the people stopped bringing
the food regularly. The situation was going bad. Before, the UNHCR visited the camp every day. Then it
became twice a week. Now, sometimes only once a week. They became lazy to visit us". The
differences in these experiences could be related to the fact that they were staying in different camps,
or between men and women. Several females explain that they helped each other a lot in the camp,
by cooking or looking after each other's children. This seems to be the case especially in the Lhok
Banie female camp (respondent M12, respondent M4).

6.2 Staying in Aceh
6.2.1 Expected outcomes
All respondents spoken to in the Acehnese camps consider waiting in Aceh to be a better option than
moving onwards to Malaysia. Respondent 5; "I like Indonesia, it is good for my babies. But no work
here, so no money. It is still better than Malaysia, there no work and no school for the children." Aside
from the possibilities to send their children to school and to learn English themselves in the camp’s
makeshift-schools, healthcare is also pretty well organised in Aceh. For example, during the fieldwork,
two Rohingya women gave birth. They were taken to hospital by YG, given the proper and needed
care - free of charge - and given the needed after-care by YG staff. This included packages with
diapers, bedding, linen, etc. Respondent 5, who is one of these women, expresses that she was very
happy with the way she was cared for. She also shares that she is especially happy because her
children are able to go to school, where they learn Bahasa, Arabic and English, unlike in Myanmar or
Malaysia, where this is – according to some stories she heard - not a given for many children. It is only
a recent development that children are able to attend the public schools in Langsa. At the time of visit
about 10 Rohingya children had been enabled to go to primary school and work was being done to
also allow secondary and higher education for the older children.58 Before that, classes were given in
the camps, by different local and international NGOs (Dompet Duafa and IOM). At the time of visit,
classes in the camps were also attended by some adults.
Many respondents spoken with in Aceh express that they really like Aceh: they like the culture, the
(local) people. They would like to stay there if this would have been a possibility. The biggest problem
however, is that they are not allowed, or able, to find jobs.
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The most important expected outcome of staying in Aceh is that of resettlement within the near
future. After they were told about this possibility, many Rohingya decided to remain in Aceh and see
this procedure through. Resettlement is the most probable durable solution that will be sought for the
Rohingya - at least for those in Aceh at the moment - by the UNHCR. With my respondents, it has also
become the most hoped for outcome of their journey. Like respondent 6 expresses; 'Nobody else in
Timbang Langsa camp wants to leave to Malaysia. Everyone is waiting for resettlement.' They hope to
be resettled to America, Canada or Australia, in the hopes to learn or improve their English, go to
school or study, find work and earn money in a lucrative currency compared to the Myanmarese kyat.
6.2.2 Influential Referents
UNHCR
Researchers Wake and Cheung argue that UNHCR has become the most prominent and influential
formal institution in refugees' lives, due to limited NGO and state involvement in countries like
Malaysia and Indonesia. UNHCR does not only serve as the 'gatekeeper' to registration and possible
resettlement, but also as the most visible potential provider of financial assistance, livelihoods,
protection or other aid (Wake & Cheung, 2016, p.9). This is confirmed by most of my respondents in
Aceh. Like respondent 6 says: "Everyone is waiting for UNHCR to organise the resettlement."
"UNHCR is a dominant authority in their lives"
(Wake & Cheung, 2016: p 14).
UNHCR is a main referent for many refugees still in Aceh. Several of my respondents express that they
changed their mind about continuing onwards to Malaysia when they were told about the
resettlement plans (e.g. respondent 9). Hardly any of them know any details about these plans, but
UNHCR told them to "just wait" (e.g. respondent 10). Many hold on to this promise of resettlement,
not knowing when they will be given more information.
There is just one boy that I spoke to in Aceh who is critical of UNHCR's position and plans. He wasn’t
officially interviewed, because he was only 15, but during an informal conversation he mentioned that
he thinks UNHCR are 'liars', who "won't come through with the resettlement for us. It has already been
a year, and they said it would take only one year. Now, they don't say anymore how long it will take."
He is one of the few respondents in Aceh who expresses frustration over the protracted wait they find
themselves in, concerning the resettlement. This poor communication and limited information proved
from questions that the camp residents had for me as well, when I would visit. Explaining that UNHCR
would not, or could not, give them any information, they would ask me questions about the
resettlement countries where they wished to go.
Family
Often, advice from family overlaps with advice from UNHCR. Information that people gather from
UNHCR is discussed with the family, who then agree with these actions. When asked who is more
important, some say their family, like respondent 9; "The most important advice is from my mother.
Because she said to wait here for UNHCR. And then UNHCR said the same thing, they said that we will
do interview and then we will be able to go to the US. So they come second." Respondent 8 says
otherwise, although slightly. He tells me that his family's advice used to be more important, when he
was still in Myanmar. However, he continues by saying; "now UNHCR is more important. They know
everything about the situation and when we will go." Or respondent 7, who says: "I prefer to follow my
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mothers' opinion, but I will follow whatever decision UNHCR makes... because in the end, I need a job.
And UNHCR knows best about this."
Network in Malaysia
Others say that they listened to their friends who tell them they shouldn't move on to Malaysia. For
example: respondent 10, whose friends told him "don't come here. It's really dangerous to be here,
especially without a passport. It is difficult to find a job if you don't have a passport, so it is better not
to come, better to stay in Indonesia and wait." Similar is the answer respondent 3 gives me; "I talk to
friends in Malaysia, they tell me don't come. They say the jobs are no good. So they say, wait in
Indonesia to go to another country." After asking him, he says that he listens to their advice.
These contacts in Malaysia include family members who have been living there for years already, but
also friends who were in the camps with them before and have remained in contact after moving to
Malaysia. They share that life is tough, it is difficult to find a job, they face dangers everyday due to the
lack of documents and that it is not easy to gain access to UNHCR in order to arrange these
documents.
Some of the people I spoke to in Malaysia say that they share their stories with friends who remain in
Aceh, and are considering moving onwards. Respondent M2 says: "Sometimes, I still call the people in
the Lhok Banie camp. When they say to me that they want to come, I request them not to come and
tell them about the situation in Malaysia. I tell them not to come here, to wait to be resettled." The
same goes for respondent M7, who tells men he knows in the Aceh camps not to come to Malaysia,
because it is not good for them. He says to stay in Aceh.
Camp-friends
Many respondents answer that they don't speak or haven't spoken to anyone within the camp about
their plans - be it onwards movement or awaiting resettlement. Others' considerations are clearly not
considered very important to one's decision. However, respondent 2 claims that his actions are
exemplary to his peers within the camp. He says that if he would leave from Aceh, others would go as
well. He expresses that others are still in Aceh, waiting for resettlement, because he is still there and
told them to wait. He gives me the impression, both during our interview as well as during
observations in the camp, that (he believes that) his opinion is valued by others within the camp. He is
one of the elder men within the Timbang Langsa camp, which could be a reason for the value of his
opinion. However, none of the other respondents appoints him as a referent directly.
Local NGOs
The advice and opinions of staff working with (local) NGOs was of importance to some of my
respondents, especially when they had (more) information on their resettlement process. Since the
UNHCR did not give them much information, almost all of the respondents in Aceh looked at
employees from YG, Dompet Duafa, or the IOM to answer their questions about the possible future
resettlement to and life in the United States. Several respondents tell me that it was actually IOM-staff
that told them about the resettlement possibilities first, even before the UNHCR.
But although YG staff tried to convince some of the men to stay in Aceh, even offering to pursue a
scholarship for some, this advice was not followed.
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6.2.3 Control
Resettlement
The time in Aceh is mainly spent anticipating for the UNHCR to give them more information on the
resettlement and on preparing for that resettlement. Especially the male respondents I spoke to in
Aceh are very focused and driven to learn/improve their English. They attend classes every day, and
study during the night. Additionally, they ask me a lot of questions about America and how life could
be for them there.
But the Rohingya have not been told when they can expect this resettlement to take place. They ask
about it a lot, every time UNHCR visits the camps. They also asked me a couple of times, hoping that I
would have more information for them. One respondent (M1) even mentions that they were given
information about the resettlement by teachers from IOM, not even by UNHCR.
Hence, they live in a lot of insecurity, not knowing when the resettlement will take place and
where it will take them. They all wait for UNHCR to share this information with them. Most of the
respondents still in Aceh argue that they don't mind this waiting, that they will be patient. One
respondent even says that he will wait for years if that would be necessary (respondent 2). Others are
less patient, like respondent 10. He tells me that he wants to await the resettlement, but that it has
been taking very long and he doesn't know how much longer it will be. This has made him question if
he shouldn't go to Malaysia anyway. "I really want to go to America, I don't want to go to Malaysia.
But the wait is so long, it takes a very long time. So I am confused if I should go to Malaysia now or
wait for UNHCR." Respondent 2 expresses that he thinks that the people who go to Malaysia are crazy.
That they shouldn't take that chance, because it may cause them to lose their resettlement privileges.
The same thing is said by respondent 3; "I don't understand, I don't know why so many people left from
Aceh. UNHCR said to wait, not to go anywhere, and they will make resettlement."
The intention is to resettle the most vulnerable first.59 Hence, several women and (unaccompanied)
minors had already been resettled - according to some of my respondents. According to them, the
resettlement had begun during my fieldwork. For instance, respondent 2 tells me that some women
and children had been resettled to the United States. UNHCR is not able (or allowed) to confirm this.
However, it is clear that the most vulnerable people - including women and children - are prioritized
and would be resettled with some more urgency. After my fieldwork, in late November, I learned from
some respondents with whom I remain in contact, that 22 men from Timbang Langsa are in Medan
awaiting their resettlement. They are told that they will all be resettled at once, to Newark and South
Carolina. No one knows for sure when this resettlement will happen. This news is confirmed by the
translator I worked with in Aceh, who adds that the women and children who were still in the Lhok
Banie camp are also in Medan and will be resettled soon. Only the people in Bayeun camp are still at
the campsite awaiting further news from the UNHCR.
Staying in Aceh
Even though staying in Aceh permanently is not an option for the Rohingya refugees, none of the
respondents that were interviewed in Aceh still had the desire to go to Malaysia - even though that
had been their intended destination when they left Myanmar and Bangladesh. This is mainly due to
the possibility of resettlement to other countries in the near future. Still, there are also respondents
who share that they just do not want to continue onwards to Malaysia. This decision is often based on
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new information that came from their network in Malaysia, sometimes after discussions with
important referents. Like one respondent mentions: "I don't want to go to Malaysia anymore. I don't
have any family in Malaysia, and no money in my pocket. So that's why. And if I go there, I'm afraid
that the police will catch me and put me in jail." (respondent 11). Respondent 5 tells me that she
doesn't want to go to Malaysia anymore; "Never. not even when my entire family would be there."
Even though her family tried to influence her to continue her journey to Malaysia as they had planned,
she decided not to listen and stay in Aceh. "When I called my parents and told them that I wouldn't go
to Malaysia anymore, they were crying on the phone. They had paid a lot of money to bring the family
together in Malaysia."

6.3 Leaving Aceh to reach Malaysia
Even though most of the respondents in Aceh did not want to travel on to Malaysia anymore, there
has been a very obvious drop in the number of Rohingya in the camps. Of the 1,807 individuals that
were received in Aceh during the month of May in 2015 - both Bangladeshi and Rohingya - 256 were
still in the Acehnese camps during the time that this fieldwork took place.60 UNHCR expresses that
they are not able to track each and every person that leaves the camps in Aceh on own initiative, and
thus are not clear on whether all of the Rohingya that left from the camps have indeed all gone to
Malaysia. Chances are that some might have fallen into hands of traffickers as well.61
6.3.1 Expected outcomes
Many of the respondents I spoke to in Aceh say that they do not understand why people would
choose to leave, especially with resettlement being a serious possibility. However, others sum up
some reasons why their family, friends and camp members could have decided on embarking on this
next journey to Malaysia.
Family
The most important reason of moving to Malaysia that people in Aceh share with me is family
reunification. This is part speculation and partly based on what they have been told by people that
have or intended to leave. Some say that they think the reason these individuals left was because they
had family already living in Malaysia, others say that they are certain that this was the reason. Like
respondent 5's sister, who left to join with her brothers. Women who left the camp often left to join
their husbands, most of whom have already been in Malaysia for some time. Respondents in Malaysia
confirm this. Out of the women I spoke to in Malaysia, respondent M3 is the only one who was not
travelling to meet with her (prospected) husband in Malaysia. The wish to (re-)unite with family and
(future) husbands would clarify the relatively higher number of women that have left from the camps
over the past year, compared to the amount of men that left. What is interesting is that a staff
member of YG tells me that a couple of days before my arrival in Langsa, a woman left with her
children, while she was to be resettled soon. They believe that the reason she left was because she
had a husband living in Malaysia and didn't want to be resettled to the US without him. There is a big
pre-existing community of Rohingya in Malaysia, which, according to UNHCR, definitely adds to the
popularity of Malaysia as a destination country.62
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Work
The other big reason to leave Aceh is the hope to find work in Malaysia. Many, especially the men, left
Myanmar with the goal to find work and to be able to send some money home to their families, who
stayed behind. But seeking work in Indonesia is not allowed. Respondent 1 says; 'We want to work,
but immigrasi does not give us permission'. As proves in many more conversations, the lack of work is
one of the biggest issues felt in Aceh. Aside from the fact that the Rohingya are not allowed to work in
the formal sector, irregular labor is also very difficult to find in Indonesia, says UNHCR; "Even in the
grey market there is nothing, there is no work."63 Several respondents use the same saying; "No work
no money" (e.g. respondent 6 and 7). With which they want to say that "In Indonesia no jobs, and no
job means no money" (respondent 6). It seems like something that is said often, mainly jokingly, but it
is brought up and describes very well how these men feel as well as reasoning why they want to
migrate to a place where they can work and the main reason they want to leave Indonesia.
Many of the male respondents mention that the 'currency is very small' [the monetary value is
low] in Indonesia. Thus, if they would be allowed to work and able to find a job, they feel they would
still not be able to make enough money to send some remittances home as well. Respondent 10 says:
"If Indonesia had a big currency, I would stay here, look for a job and be able to send money to my
family. But the money is so small, so if I go somewhere else, with a bigger currency, I will be able to
send home more money."
Respondent 7 tells me he understands why people left from the camps in Aceh; "I know some people
that left the camp to Malaysia. Their main reason to leave is to find a job. But I didn't want to go with
them." Hence, since they are not able to work while in Aceh, they decide to try their luck in Malaysia.
This is confirmed by UNHCR, who says that Malaysia is probably such a popular destination country
because of the huge labor market. Especially compared to Indonesia, which is more of a laborexporting country.64
6.3.2 Influential referents
Family
There is one respondent (respondent 10) I meet while in Aceh, who mentions that he is considering
going to Malaysia, but that this is not because he wants to go. He says he does not like Malaysia, but
his family is pressuring him to send them money. Since it is not possible to do this while he is in Aceh,
he thinks he might have to go to Malaysia to look for a job. Respondent M1 was in a similar situation,
he tells me. He says that he did not want to go to Malaysia, but spoke to his family on the phone one
day while in Aceh; "they cried and asked me for money. They asked me please go to Malaysia and try
to send us some money so we can eat. When I heard my mother cry I thought I should go."
Contrastingly, there are some respondents whose family told them not to go to Malaysia
when they were still in Aceh. For example respondent M6, whose brother (who has been living in
Malaysia for over 6 years) told him not to join him in Malaysia. Or respondent M7, whose mother said:
"don't go there, it will be bad. You will be like your brother." Thus it seems that the people who have
experience living and working in Malaysia for some time advice against plans to go to Malaysia. They
share stories with the people still in Aceh, telling them that life is tough. But this advice is an exception
when compared to the majority of the respondents. Both these respondents did not take this advice
and moved onwards to Malaysia anyway. Also for respondent M3, who shares that "my family asked
me not to come to Malaysia. But when I pressured them to pay the agent the money, they paid."
63
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UNHCR
Some respondents in Malaysia tell me that they were never told about the resettlement plans from
Aceh, and thus never considered awaiting this process. In these cases, the UNHCR never became an
important referent to them. Yet, it is impossible to say whether it would have changed their ultimate
decision if they had. The respondents spoken to in Malaysia, who did know about the resettlement
plans before leaving from Aceh, nearly all say that UNHCR was taking too long. They would have liked
to follow their advice, staying in Aceh and awaiting the resettlement, but that this was not possible
due to the slow process. These respondents seem slightly more critical of the procedures compared to
the respondents still in Aceh.
Several respondents say that they sought advice from UNHCR before making their decisions. These
were especially women, whose main concern was to reunite with their husbands. With the
resettlement possibilities in sight, they considered having their husbands join them in Aceh instead of
going to Malaysia themselves. None got a positive response though (e.g. respondents M4, M5 and
M12). Respondent M12 was told that her husband would be jailed if he'd arrive in Aceh. As for
respondent M4, who shares that she "discussed with IOM and UNHCR if I could bring my husband to
Aceh, but I didn't get a positive response. So I thought if he didn't come to us, we should go to
Malaysia." Respondent M5 tells us that she knew about the resettlement plans and was waiting for
them to come through, but didn't want to be resettled without her husband. Thus, she decided to go
to Malaysia to join her husband instead.
Camp-friends
Most of my respondents embarked upon the initial journey with others, either family members or
friends, but only few of the respondents spoken to in Malaysia tell me that they travelled with a group
of friends from Aceh (respondent M8, M13 and M6). Respondent M8 is the only one who also made
this decision to leave together with this group of friends, whereas the latter (respondent M6) followed
and joined respondent M13 while he was already in Medan. After some interviews, it became clear to
me that there were a couple of clear referents within the Acehnese camps. One of them was an elder
man with whom respondent M8 travelled. He was the oldest in their group and was the one to say:
"Our families are facing problems, so we should go to Malaysia and help them. Call an agent and go."
Following this, a group of 5 men left the camp. Another is respondent M13, who tells me that he
didn't tell anyone about his intentions to leave Aceh, because he didn't want other guys to come with
him, to base their actions upon his. They told him; "If you go, we will follow you." After which he
became somewhat angry, because he wanted them to make their own decisions. He did not want to
influence them to go to Malaysia, when it might be better for them to stay in Aceh and wait for
resettlement. When he left two or three of his closest friends in the camp followed him to Medan to
join him on the journey.
Some say they only discuss things with their closest friends. For instance, respondent 1 says; "I don't
know about others. We don't talk about this. Only with my friend. He said if I leave before him, he will
also leave." Others even say that they do not discuss their ideas or intentions with anyone in the camp
at all, afraid that they might try to change their mind or prevent them from leaving. Even others, like
respondent M13, say that they did not want to influence anyone's decisions and join them on the
journey.
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Local NGOs
Two of the respondents spoken to in Malaysia say that they had received (unsollicited) advice from YG
staff about their intentions to move onwards from Aceh to Malaysia. They were told that the journey
was a dangerous one, that life in Malaysia would be hard for them, and that they could lose
resettlement privileges. They told respondent M13, for whom they were attempting to organise a
scholarship for him to pursue studies in Aceh, they could not make the same promises if he'd go to
Malaysia. However, neither of these men listened to the NGO’s advice and moved to Malaysia anyway.
They both express regret about this decision, saying that it would have been better if they'd listened
and remained in Aceh. Respondent M7 says that he was thinking about going back to Aceh, but that
YG staff requested him not to because of the risks involved with the journey - and that he had learned
from not listening last time, thus he plans to follow their advice now.
6.3.3 Level of control
Pressure from family
Most respondents show that they have (some level of) control over the decision to stay in Aceh. There
are however a couple of examples of individuals - especially the younger men who had left Myanmar
with the intention to work - were asked, or pressured by their families to continue onwards. As
respondent M13 says, he was called by his family, asking him for money. He had tried to make some
money in Aceh, but couldn't find a job, and thus decided that in order to support his family, he had to
leave. Respondent M1 also says that he left because his family kept asking him for money. "They asked
me please to go to Malaysia and try to send us some money so we can eat. When I heard my mother
cry, I thought I should go." These men made the final decision to leave Aceh based on their families'
requests, not on their own wishes and opinion of what would be best for them. However, there are
also examples of people whose parents pressured them to leave, like respondent 4, but refused to
comply and remained in Aceh instead.
Leaving the camp
Leaving the camps in Aceh is not considered a difficulty. Many of the people I speak to, know others
that have left the camps to go to Malaysia. Respondent 5 for instance tells me that her sister left a
couple of months after they landed in Aceh, but that she did not want to go with her. Another
respondent (respondent 11) tells me that he heard that some Rohingya left the Bayeun camp a couple
of days before our meeting. "3 women and 5 men, two families. One of them with small children, a 6year-old girl. They didn't tell anyone in the camp about this, and I was sleeping at the time. So I did not
know that they were planning to leave. Some other camp members know that they left. They went to
Malaysia."
All refugees knew that the camp securities worked together with the smugglers, helping people to
leave the camps. This was especially the case for women who wanted to leave with their children,
needing a bit more assistance getting out of the camp.65 Like respondent M11 tells me: "A policeman
or security officer helped us to leave. We were with three, only women." Respondent M3 recalls: "So I
was helping my friend and her children to get out of the camp, she had three kids. The security woke up
and caught us. Then they brought us to Medan themselves. From here the agent helped us." Several
men tell me that they believe it could be easier to leave from the current camps compared to the
Kuala Langsa camp. At the time that they were staying there, there was a lot more police and security
around. Manty Hassan, director for YG, expresses that it was never necessarily hard to leave from the
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camps. In the first period after the refugees' arrival, the Langsa officials ordered high levels of security
in and around the camps, in an attempt to prevent the refugees from leaving. However, this idea was
soon abandoned when they realized that the people that wanted to leave, would find ways of doing
so, even with police or security around. Hence, they changed their approach from trying to keep the
refugees in Langsa to assuring that their stay would be the best they could offer.66
There is one respondent (respondent 6) that I spoke to in Aceh who had tried to leave in the past. He
says that he managed to escape from the camp and went to Medan, from where he wanted to cross
to Malaysia. "But the police caught me, and I had to stay in jail for 3 months and 10 days. After that, I
was brought back to Timbang Langsa camp." He stresses that he has since changed his mind and really
doesn't want to go to Malaysia anymore. He also says that when his friends told him they were going
to leave for Malaysia, he didn't understand why they were leaving. Just one lady (respondent M9)
shares that she had to try many times before she was able to leave the camp with her children. "After
two or three months in Aceh, we started trying to leave the camp. Every week I tried at least once.
When the security stopped us, I asked them why and they said we should stay there, but never why. But
it took 8 months before we succeeded to leave." In the end she asked Indonesian locals for help.
Most Rohingya sought the help of smugglers to bring them to Malaysia. Most smugglers that helped
my respondents were Indonesian, or Myanmarese themselves. During the interviews it became clear
that the passengers were not necessarily treated better when the agents were from Myanmar, as
might be expected from fellow countrymen. They would get in touch with an agent before leaving
from the camp. Numbers were often exchanged with other Rohingya, who were either still in the
camps, had just left, or had arrived in Malaysia already. Like M12 says; "Before I came, other women
already came to Malaysia. So I asked them how they did it and they gave me the number for the
agent."
Others would find their way to Medan on their own. In Medan, which is located closely to the
crossing-point to Malaysia, it is easy to find smugglers eager to help. The fee for this journey increased
greatly as the demand for passages to Malaysia augmented. Where Indonesian labor migrants, who
often go to Malaysia to try their luck finding work there, pay between US$200 and US$1000, the
Rohingya pay around US$2000. Breaking the trip into two segments spiked prices. First, a payment of
$500 is demanded to get from Aceh to Medan, and then another $1500 to get from Medan to
Malaysia.67 The average price for my respondents was around 3000 Ringgit ($700). For comparison,
my own trip from Aceh to Kuala Lumpur (by airplane) cost $50.
The female respondents' journeys from Aceh to Malaysia were all paid by either brothers or
husbands that were already living in Malaysia. For the male respondents, most had to borrow the
money for the journey from family or friends. The ones that had the money ready when they arrived
in Medan were often able to leave within a couple of days and were mostly treated fairly well. People
who didn't have the money on hand, or weren't able to ask relatives for the payment, were kept in
Medan for longer periods of time, sometimes up to some weeks. Often they were treated badly,
harassed or beaten until they (or their family or friends) did pay.
A couple of people told me that they were not allowed to go back to Aceh after some time in
Medan. If they weren't able to get the money together, the smugglers rather sent them to Malaysia
'for free' or with a reduction in the price than to allow them to go back to Aceh. Like respondent M1
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tells me: "We went to an agents' house. But I didn't have the money to pay him and no people waiting
for me in Malaysia that could pay for me. So I had to stay in his house for about one month before I
was able to come to Malaysia. I was only allowed to stay inside, in a room, alone. The door was locked
from the outside. I tried to go back to Aceh, but they stopped me. The agents were afraid that I would
talk to the police. So they said, wait for the next group. In the end I was allowed to go to Malaysia for
'free'. I still paid after I arrived in Malaysia and got a job. It was 1500 Ringgit."
Traffickers
One respondent (respondent M10) tells me that traffickers picked him up when he left the camp to
visit one of his friends in Langsa. The camp police had given him permission to go out for some hours,
but when he arrived at the market he encountered some men who asked him where he was from.
Once he told them, they put him in a bus. "They also beat me in the bus. I even told them, I don't speak
your language, what do you want??" They brought him to a place in the jungle, where they kept them
for about a week. "After that, they put me in a car to bring me somewhere else. After some time in the
car, we stopped and some of the people left the car to get some tea, but they left me in the car. So I
escaped." When looking around for the police, he found some security who brought him to an office
and told him they would catch the people who kidnapped him. "They asked me for my documents, so I
gave them the UN card that UNHCR gave me. After two days here, they transported me to the
detention center in Medan. Two ladies from UN came to interview me here, they told me they would
send me back to the Kuala Langsa camp. They also asked me if I had any problems, so I showed them
where the men had beaten me and they said they would take me to the hospital the next day. But they
didn't come back." After some days, he was feeling ill, so the immigration officers allowed him to step
outside for some air. Here, he suddenly saw the men that had kidnapped him before, who took him to
their bus again. "They brought me to a house and wanted 6000 Ringgit from me. I told them I have no
money and no one in Malaysia, so how will I pay you this money? They asked me to call my family in
Myanmar. I told them I also have no one there. When they were torturing me, I caved and called my
parents. They sold everything to send me money. They sent me 3000 Ringgit. When I gave this to the
agent, they said we will send you to Malaysia now and sold me to another agent. This second agent
also wanted money, 3000 Ringgit. But I told him, my family already sold everything they have, how can
I give you this?? My family... I don't know how they paid - I think they borrowed money from another
family - but they gave me again 3000 Ringgit."
When he handed over the money, he asked if he could be brought back to the camp in Langsa.
But the traffickers said it was not possible, that it would be too dangerous for them. "So I asked them,
then please bring me back to the detention center where they picked me up. But instead they pushed
me to the boat. It was a small fisherman boat. I was on it for 4 days, with nothing to eat. After we
landed - I had no idea if we were in Malaysia or in another place - they said to wait, they would go and
come back. I saw another boat passing, so I called them and they picked me up and dropped me in
Klang. There was police here, checking passports. When they asked me, I said I don't have anything, no
papers or documents, I didn't have my UN card anymore. So they arrested me. I was in a local prison
first, then in a jail, for 9 months total. People from UN came to visit me, took my case and helped me
out of there."
This is only one example of trafficking within the 25 people that were interviewed for this thesis. This
might mean that it is an exception to the rule, yet UNHCR shares that there might be many more
Rohingya who have fallen into the hands of traffickers along this route. The problem is that since they
are not able to follow everyone's exact movements, they are not able to say for sure.
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The journey to Malaysia
Not much is said about the journey itself, even when asked. One respondent (M7) tells me that it was
not easy; "Dangerous. There was the navy. If they see you, they arrest you and give you bad
punishment. If I would have known this at the time, that it would be dangerous, but nobody told me....
But we were lucky." Others tell me that they did know that the journey could be dangerous, and some
were even warned by friends, family members or NGOs in Langsa. Respondent M7 says in the
interview that Lilianne Fan told him not to go, that it would be dangerous. The directors and several
staff of YG even followed respondent M13 to Medan to try to stop him from leaving, but were not
successful. Respondent 12 tells me, while still in Aceh, that he does not dare to embark on the journey
because of the trauma that he endured following his journey from Myanmar to Aceh. "Not to Malaysia
-- it is dangerous to cross the river to go to Malaysia, I am afraid." However, other respondents say
that the journey was not too bad. For instance, respondent M13 says: "I don't think it was too bad. It
was only for one day. They treated me ok too, they didn't do nothing."
Still, people do know that it is possible to make the journey, based on stories from friends, family
members or camp members who have left before them. Respondent 5 shares that she was in the
camp with her sister, who then decided to go onwards to Malaysia. Their brother arranged this for
her. Other people also share that they know of others who have left from the camps successfully.
Respondent 11 recalls: "8 Rohingya people left from this camp [Bayeun] 5 days ago. 3 women and 5
men, two families. One of them with small children, with a 6-year-old girl. They didn't tell anyone in the
camp about this, and I was sleeping at the time. So I did not know that they were planning to leave.
Some other camp members know that they left. They went to Malaysia." Sometimes they remain
contact with the people who move to Malaysia, which is how they know that they arrived there safely.
Most people who share their onwards journey stayed in Medan for some days, often in agents'
houses, from where they went to Tangin Balay, near Medan. Respondent M13 tells me that this is the
departing point for all the boats with destination Malaysia, where they usually land in Port Klang or in
Kuala Lumpur. The boat trip from here to Malaysia took 24 hours for most. There is just one lady
(respondent M5) who tells me that her boat journey took multiple days. She says that this was
because "we had to move from the boat to a different boat a couple of times." She also says that she
was very afraid during this time on the boat. She thought that the same thing would happen as in the
Andaman Sea.
Women were not pressured to answer any questions about harassment or mistreatment during their
journeys. It was made clear to me by my translator that they would not want or be able to answer
these kinds of questions, hence I never asked about it. I asked general questions about their journey,
but never how the ‘agents’ treated them. Sometimes, they would tell me about mistreatments or
harassments, when they felt we had established some level of trust between us.

6.4 Conclusions
All but two of the individuals that are interviewed, both in Aceh and in Malaysia, express that their
intention when they left from Myanmar had been to reach Malaysia. The journey took an unexpected
turn when Thai authorities announced a crackdown on human smuggling, where they promised to
arrest all smugglers that would cross their borders. Upon hearing this, the drivers fled the vessels and
left the passengers to fend for themselves. Due to interventions by the Thai and Malay authorities -
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who refused to allow the boats to land on their shores - and by intervening Acehnese fishermen the
Rohingya were rescued and disembarked in Aceh, a province in northern Sumatra.
Because of this, the Rohingya found themselves in a new - unexpected - interface, with new
encounters. Firstly with the Indonesian government, who only signed off on temporary stay during
which the refugees were not to integrate into local communities. It can be said that they even
employed harsh policies to attempt to drive the Rohingya out; the conditions in the camps met basic
needs and the refugees were not allowed to work. The government made the UNHCR take control of
seeking durable solutions - outside of Indonesia - for the Rohingya. Since returning them to Myanmar
was out of the question, the only other possible solution was to seek resettlement possibilities. The
Rohingya were told about this about half a year after they had arrived in Aceh, but with this, the
insecurities did not end. The UNHCR was never able - or willing - to share with them how far along the
processes were and when they could expect to be resettled.
Even though the local Acehnese were very welcoming and local NGOs helpful in assisting their needs
and advocating for their rights, the Rohingya could not stay in Aceh permanently. However, with
resettlement now being a serious option, staying in Aceh now could mean resettlement in the future.
All the people interviewed in Aceh express that they wish to see this procedure to the end, with the
possibility of being resettled to the USA or Canada. In these cases, we could thus say that their initial
plans - arriving in Malaysia - were influenced by these (new) interventions by the Indonesian
government and the UNHCR.
Even so, many others decided to fulfill their initial plans and leave Aceh for Malaysia. There are
many reasons why Malaysia is such a popular destination country; like the prospect of work,
possibilities for (further) education or joining family members that have been living in Malaysia for
some time. Some respondents express that they did not know about the resettlement plans before
they decided to leave Aceh, others say that they considered it but decided to go to Malaysia anyway.
The most important referents for the Rohingya - both those in Aceh and those in Malaysia - include
the UNHCR, families (in Myanmar or in Malaysia), their pre-established network in Malaysia and campfriends. Differences lie in who is considered as (the most) important referent; whose opinion about
either staying in Aceh or continuing to Malaysia was valued the most. For some, this was UNHCR, for
others their families. Even others did not discuss any intentions with anyone, for fear of being
influenced. What comes forward very often though, is that opinions and advice from different actors
match or greatly overlap.
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7. Arrival in Malaysia and looking back
Of the people that landed in Aceh in the spring of 2015, the majority left to go to Malaysia within
several months. Like respondent 4 tells me; "We all came with 350. Now only few are left. All went to
Malaysia. They have family, or friends there."
Estimations in June 2016 were that there are over 154,000 refugees and asylum seekers in Malaysia.
More than 45,000 of these are Rohingya.68 UNHCR estimates that the number of refugees and asylum
seekers in Malaysia that still need to be registered is around 35,000 - of which 15,000 would be
Rohingya. Community leaders and activists have expressed to believe that this number is much higher
(Equal Rights Trust, 2014). The refugee and asylum seeker-population in Malaysia is entirely urban.
There are no refugee camps in the country, which has led to people finding places to stay within or
around major cities like Kuala Lumpur, Johor and Penang.
In chapter 7.1 the new interface and its encounters in which the Rohingya found themselves once they
arrived in Malaysia will be addressed. These encounters were often with actors that were already
known to the refugees through prior experiences in Aceh, like the UNHCR, or similar to the encounters
in Aceh, like with the Malaysian government. Chapter 7.2 then, focuses on whether the expectations
that the Rohingya had of coming to Malaysia were met. This is followed by looking back (in chapter
7.3) at the decisions, which were made along the journey, and possible regrets that the Rohingya in
Malaysia may have. In chapter 7.4, we look forward, addressing future plans and hopes of some of the
interviewees for this research.

7.1 New interface, similar actors
7.1.1 The Malaysian government
The route prior to the 2015 crackdown brought people from Myanmar to Malaysia through Thailand.
Boats would land on Thai shores and, often after spending some time in the Thai jungle, smugglers or
traffickers would then take their passengers over land to cross the Malaysian border. After the
crackdown, landing in Thailand was no longer an option. Several boats tried landing in Malaysia, but
were turned away by the authorities, including all the vessels my respondents were on. In the end,
two vessels were allowed to land in Malaysia. The country took up a total of 1,100 passengers, of
which 670 Bangladeshi - who were sent back to Bangladesh soon thereafter. As for the Rohingya:
hundreds found themselves detained for up to a year after landing in Malaysia.69
Like many other countries in the ASEAN, Malaysia never signed or ratified the Refugee Convention and
its Protocol. The government has never made distinguishes between refugees, asylum seekers or
irregular migrants, treating all the same. They are not given the right to work, have little hope for longterm integration and the governmental support services are limited.70 It would not be until UNHCR
took up their cases, and refugee status was determined, that these individuals would be released from
detention.
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7.1.2 UNHCR
While the Malaysian government has tolerated the presence of refugees and asylum seekers, it
expects UNHCR to take responsibility for their protection and the needed assistance (Equal Rights
Trust, 2014). With this, UNHCR has become "the most prominent and influential formal institution in
refugees' lives", serving not only as the gatekeeper to registration and resettlement, but also the most
visible potential provider of livelihoods, protection and related assistance for refugees, including the
Rohingya (Wake & Cheung, 2016: 9).
Many Rohingya in Malaysia express frustration with UNHCR's processes. When asked, respondent
M12 tells me that neither NGOs, nor UNHCR has been helping them in Malaysia. She has found it
difficult to find access to and starting the procedures. Compared to Indonesia, where UNHCR visits the
camps, in Malaysia it is the other way around. As the Rohingya live in urban sites, it is more difficult to
locate them. Hence, they have to reach out to UNHCR themselves. This in itself often gives logistical
problems, seeing the little means of transportation many have, or that it is sometimes very hard to
make appointments with UNHCR. Once the procedure is started, it proves to be a very long process
before they are granted refugee status - and are given the corresponding documents. Researchers
Wake and Cheung also found, based on interviews with Rohingya refugees, that there are conflicting
views on UNHCR. Where people see it as a potential source of help, they are also critical. Reasoning
for not providing support is experienced as poorly explained and communicated with the people who
appeal to this support (Wake & Cheung, 2016, p.13).
7.1.3 The network
During many of the interviews in and around Kuala Lumpur, it becomes clear that there is a very tightknit network of Rohingya supporting each other. Even though several researchers had argued this
before, it proves again in different situations. For most interviews, I was invited into people's homes,
which they often share with several families. Respondent M13 tells me that often people from the
same villages in Myanmar also live in the same villages in Malaysia. He says that this is because "they
call, and their friends say there are jobs, or empty houses, and they come." This was also how he
prepared himself before coming to Malaysia.
There are also many spots where the Rohingya community hangs out, especially the men. They seek
each other in what they call 'Rohingya shops', where they can buy betel nuts to chew on and share
drinks and conversations.
A great example of the community network is the Rohingya Peace Institute, set up by young Rohingya
men and supported by several organisations (like YG) to provide schooling for children who are not
able to attend the local schools. For girls it is especially difficult to enter the school system, because
they often need to find all-girl-schools, of which there are not many. And most of the time, schools are
not situated in the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur, where most of the Rohingya live. This means that often
the school is too far away.

7.2 Expected outcomes - meeting the expectations?
Only few respondents say that they like being in Malaysia, considering the circumstances. Even though
she doesn't have the refugee card yet, respondent M11 says she likes it in Malaysia. However, most of
my respondents say that they do not like Malaysia. Like one woman expresses; "If I had known how it
is here. I would not have come. I don't like being in Malaysia. I cannot go anywhere or make some
money. Rent, food, we cannot buy anything" (respondent M12).
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Entering a tough workforce
Most negative experiences are work-related problems. Many men tell me that it has been very
difficult for them to find a decent job and that the jobs they can find only pay little. One respondent
tells me that he found work in construction, like many other refugees, and even though he has been
making some money and able to send some home, he wants to leave the job because it is too hard for
him (respondent M1). Others had expectations that were not nearly met. Like respondent M7 says;
"Someone told me you can find good job here, but I cannot. I can only find bad job. Now I cannot pay
my mother." Respondent M8 tells me that he faced the same problems once he arrived in Malaysia; "I
understood when I came here that it was false, that I did wrong. it is difficult for us to find a job here.
The police tells us they need the UNHCR card. So companies don't want to take anyone that doesn't
have it. Even sometimes when people have it - especially a temporary card - they won't accept it and
don't give them the job." Respondent M13 says the same thing; "When I arrived in Malaysia, I met with
some elder brother after some days. He is from my village too. He said that if I want to work, I can
work. So I said, OK I will. He found me a job that was very difficult for me to do. I had to carry very
heavy things. After 17 days I started looking for another job. Finally, I found a job in the market, but
that was also very heavy. I had to carry the baskets with all the fish. I couldn't stay in that job either."
The fact that this hard labor only pays very little is another problem. Respondent M10 tells me
that he can only make 800 Ringgit a month, of which he is able to save 200. "I need to pay rent, my
daily needs. How can I save and send my family some money? They need to pay back the money they
borrowed to help me. They are facing a lot of problems because they can't pay it back. It is not
guaranteed if they will die today or tomorrow." UNHCR confirms the difficulty for refugees to sustain
livelihoods. In previous years, young men were able to embark on their journey to Malaysia with little
or no upfront payment, solely with the promise to find work once in Malaysia and pay off the debt to
smugglers. They would usually be able to find a steady job and do so within a year, after which they
could start sending remittances home.71 For respondent M1, the biggest problem is that he doesn't
like his job. But regardless, he has been able to make some money there, "I have been working for
about three months now. So little by little, slowly. I hope the problems my family has in Myanmar will
be solved soon." Respondent M6 is also happy that he found a job where he makes money and is able
to send some of this home to his family still in Myanmar.
Women don't work at all. Some of the women in the communities have taken up the cooking
for the community schools, but in general the women don't make any money. It didn't become
entirely clear whether this is because of personal choice or cultural expectations. However, one or two
women have expressed to me that they would like to do something during the day, when their
husband is off to work, and that they would like to contribute to the family's income.
The reason why it is so difficult for the Rohingya to find (good) jobs in Malaysia is because of the
documents, says respondent M13. "Even when we have the document, it will say temporary, not for
work. And then, when we apply for any organisation or office, when you give them the UN-card, they
say 'you cannot work with this. If we let you work with this card, the authorities will catch us and give
us problems for our companies. Lawsuits'. So we can easily get a job in construction. But this work is so
hard. Some people even face problems when the boss does not pay them the salary at the end of the
month. And for people who can work, the pay is so little. They only get 1000 for one month. No one can
make more money than 1000. And then, when sometimes the police arrest us, they make us pay the
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money. About 500 every time. Maybe once a month or even once a week. If we make 1000 in one
month.. it is so hard for us."
Daily uncertainties
Other individuals tell me that they have trouble with the many uncertainties they face in their daily
life. The irregular jobs like respondent M4 mentions; "I don't like Malaysia, I don't feel happy here. My
husband doesn't have the card, so he cannot work. If he gets a job, he has to pay commission to the
boss". Also waiting for recognition by UNHCR and receiving the refugee card. Once recognized as
refugee, holding a UNHCR card, the Rohingya should be protected against arrest, detention and
refoulement. This is, however, not always the case. Several respondents in Malaysia share how they
were harassed or mistreated even after offering their UNHCR refugee card, which was then ignored by
the authorities. For instance, key respondent M13 says that the police comes into known illegal work
places to pick up the employees; "They just think it's easy, to find people here. When you give them the
UN-card they throw it and say with this you cannot work."
In the case of unregistered asylum seekers, the situation is far more precarious. Regularly, the
Malaysian government orders the conduction of immigration raids, aiming to reduce the
undocumented population in the country (Equal Rights Trust, 2014). Respondent M9 tells me she
doesn't have the card which makes her scared; "so I'm always afraid. I went there [UNHCR] four times.
They told me that when the Indonesian UNHCR calls them, they can provide us with a card." Fear of
being picked up by the police is a daily struggle for many and something that happens often - be it on
the jobsite or on the streets. Respondent M5 says she is not too happy, "always feeling afraid that the
police will arrest us. People treat us bad here because we don't have any cards or papers." Respondent
M4 says that "If he [her husband] gets arrested, it will be big cost for us. From every side I'm sad here."
Reasons why individuals might not be registered (yet) could be personal - the individual does not
want to seek UNHCR registration - or practical (Equal Rights Trust, 2014). Physical access to the
UNHCR office in Kuala Lumpur has proven to be difficult for people staying in or around Kuala Lumpur,
let alone when they live in cities hours away. Once the asylum seekers have gained access to UNHCR,
and the process is started, the waiting time for the status determination is still very long. Current
working times in Malaysia are said to be between 2 to 3 years (Equal Rights Trust, 2014).
Needs and possibilities
Adding to these daily problems is that the education system is not tailored to refugee children, which
means that many of the Rohingya children cannot go to school. One mother says "I thought, if we
were in Malaysia, we could be with the whole family, our children could see their father and that they
can go to school. Now, we are together, but not all my children can go to school." (respondent M2).
Her two sons are able to go to a local school fairly close by. However, the daughter (12 years old) is
not. The school that the boys attend is an all-boys school and there is no girls school in the vicinity.
Respondent M13 also says that there is a big problem concerning education. "The community-run
schools can often only teach until class 5. After class 5, the children should go to another school and
join in the government schools." Sometimes they are not allowed to go to the public schools because
of their lack of documentation, but more often the problem is that the families live in the outskirts of
cities, with no schools in the vicinity and no means to send their children to the ones further away.
Healthcare is another sector that refugees find difficult to access in Malaysia. Some of the
women I met were pregnant at the time, and were very stressed about the payment of the necessary
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treatments. Respondent M13 tells me that 'if we meet the doctor, the first time we need to pay for
registration, 200 or 300 Ringgit. After they give some medicine, they charge 500-600. And then if you
have to stay in the hospital, it only becomes more." After the interview with respondent M3, she
shows us a doctors' report, which states that she is sick and needs to have surgery. However, the
expenses are too high for her to be able to pay. She took the report to UNHCR to ask them for help,
but they won't help her with it. An elder man we met in one of the 'Rohingya coffee shops' shares that
he is facing a lot of problems because of wounds on his leg. He was beaten when he was still in
Myanmar, and he still has a lot of pain up to this date. This prevents him from doing hard labor. Since
he never learned to read or write, he is also not able to do any other jobs, if those would be available.
This means that he is homeless and relies on the merits of friends to eat something every day. He
visited the doctor and the hospital multiple times, where they gave him some painkillers. But in fact,
he would need to have surgery as well. Yet, he questions who would be willing to help him pay the
medical bills.

7.3 Looking back
For the individuals that managed to reach Malaysia, one seriously considered option is to go back to
Aceh. For example respondent M7, who says that he wanted to try to go back to Aceh, but that
Lilianne Fan (YG) requested him not to go. He says he didn't listen to her advice when she told him it
would be dangerous to go from Aceh to Malaysia, and she was right about this. Now, as she asks him
not to go back to Aceh, he says he will listen, for she was right the last time. Respondent M5 also says
that she wants to go back to Aceh; "I even tried, but I have no money. If I would find money now, I
would leave tomorrow". Another respondent says that he wanted to go back as well, but that his
friends in Aceh said that he shouldn't. They had asked immigration and UNHCR what would happen,
and they let them know that they would be arrested if they would attempt to go back to Aceh.
Several Rohingya mention that they were a lot happier when they were staying in Aceh, like
respondent M5, who mentions that she felt a lot better in Indonesia, compared to Malaysia.
Manty Hassan72 confirms that some of the Rohingya in Malaysia have considered coming back
to Aceh, especially now that resettlement is a serious possibility within the near future. However, he
says, this is of course not possible, since they would have to re-register with UNHCR when/if they
come back to Indonesia. As they left, UNHCR crossed them off their lists and the whole process of
identifying and application for resettlement would have to start over. UNHCR was not able (or willing)
to comment on this.
This is something that several of the respondents spoken to in Malaysia also address. They regret
leaving Aceh, because it has proven to be much harder to be resettled from Malaysia.
For the ones that came to Malaysia, many express that the process was too uncertain and taking too
long. So people became impatient and decided not to wait in Aceh but to try their luck in Malaysia,
where they could work or be with family while waiting. Some others - predominantly women - tell us
that they never even knew about the resettlement plans. Respondents M9, M11 and M7 all say that
they would have stayed in Aceh if they would have known about the plans sooner. It was never
UNHCR who told him about the plans, mentions respondent M7, he had heard from the guys who
were still in the camps when he called them from Malaysia. Respondent M12 says that she was told
about the plans just a couple of days before she left from the camp. "About 4 days before." Her
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husband is in the room during the interview and adds; "Before she came, she heard about it [the
resettlement plans]. But in the days after, they [other women in the camp] told her that nothing
happened. In 5 days, nobody left - made resettlement. Only after two months, two months that she
was here in Malaysia, they started to go. It took too long..."
Researchers Wake and Cheung address the difficult situation in which refugees find themselves in
Malaysia. The dependence on UNHCR to facilitate durable solutions for the refugees is a challenge in
and of itself. Many of them find it difficult to gain access to UNHCR Malaysia in the first place.
Additionally, their non-existing, uncertain, legal situation makes the process a long one, leaving their
fate in the hands of the organisations' merits for a large part of their lives. Long-term planning seems
to be nearly impossible when awaiting the possibilities for durable solutions (Wake & Cheung, 2016, p.
31). In the first half of 2016, 47 Rohingya refugees were resettled to the United States from Malaysia.
These were all especially vulnerable cases, mostly unaccompanied minors. Over 550 other refugees
are in the process of being resettled.73 UNHCR was not able to comment on this, saying that they
present annual statistics that are broken down by country of origin, not necessarily by ethnicity. So it
would be possible to see how many Myanmarese refugees have been resettled, but not how many of
these were Rohingya.74 These numbers in turn, are internal, and thus not allowed to be shared.
Some of the respondents have become referents themselves to others still in Aceh, giving them advice
on whether or not to undergo this leg of the journey as well. Many say that if and when they still talk
to camp-friends in Aceh, they tell them about the situation in Malaysia and not to come to Malaysia,
but to wait in the camps for resettlement (e.g. respondent M12, respondent M2).

7.4 Looking forward
Many of the people I spoke to in Malaysia say that they have a hard time in this country, much harder
than they expected or anticipated. However, some do say that they have been able to find a job and
make some money. Like respondent M1, who works in construction; "I have been working for about
three months, so little by little, slowly. I hope the problems my family has will be solved soon."
Respondent 8, who has not been able to find a job yet, expresses that he hopes to soon or to "get
some help from organisations like UNHCR and get another great chance like in Indonesia."
Other respondents mention that they hope to be resettled from Malaysia in the future. For instance
respondent M2, who says: "I would like to get an UNHCR card here and then be resettled with the
whole family. We have family in Canada, my husband's brothers. So we would like to go there."
Respondent M9 says that she would want to stay in Malaysia, but is still waiting for the UN to give her
documents as well. However, she also says: "If we would get any chance for resettlement, I would go."

7.5 Conclusions
Within months after their arrival in Aceh, over 74,6% of the Rohingya left from the camps. It is not
possible to say whether all of these people went to or managed to reach Malaysia. UNHCR does not
have data on these crossings, but expresses that some might have fallen into the hands of traffickers
and ended up elsewhere. For the people who arrived in Malaysia, they are once again in a country
that has not ratified the refugee convention. In practice this means that the government does not
necessarily protect or look after the refugees staying within its borders. Refugees are not allowed the
73
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right to work in Malaysia, there are limited official support systems and there is not much hope for
long-term integration. Like in Indonesia, the UNHCR is in charge of providing assistance and seeking
durable solutions for the refugees. However, the Rohingya that were interviewed express that they
find UNHCR very difficult to access, they have to travel to the headquarters in Kuala Lumpur - which is
not always within their possibilities - and the waiting times and processes are very long. Their
experience with UNHCR is very different compared to Indonesia, for there the UNHCR staff would visit
them in the camps.
Life is hard in Malaysia, argue the people interviewed for this research. If they are not recognized by
UNHCR as refugees - or are still in the process, they do not have a refugee-card. Without this, they
face daily uncertainties. Respondents share that they are often arrested, while walking on the streets
or in an (irregular) workplace. Many are not even able to find work, for employers are afraid of the
sanctions they face when government authorities find them employing unregistered refugees. Some
parents address that their children are not able to go to school, because this is too far away. Health
care is another issue, for it has proven to be very expensive for 'foreigners' to seek medical aid and
many Rohingya - because of the irregular jobs they can get - are not able to pay the bills.
The Rohingya who have received a refugee-card express that they also still face harassment.
Government authorities or employers sometimes simply disregard the document when its shown to
them. When the Rohingya men are able to find work, it is often very hard (manual) labor that takes a
toll on their health.
The network proves to be very important for the Rohingya in Malaysia. They do not only provide a
place to settle after arriving, but can also help in finding a place of their own or a job. Often, the
Rohingya live close together within neighbourhoods at the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. They seek each
others' company and some community initiatives have been set up.
Whereas some respondents say that they like being in Malaysia, this is often because they were able
to reunite with husbands or family members who had moved to Malaysia prior. Still when asked, many
respond that if they would get the chance, they would like to be resettled to third country. They
realize however, that this is a very difficult and lengthy process in Malaysia.
Many of those who knew about the resettlement plans while still in Aceh say that they would
have liked to wait for this, but that the process took too long. Others say that they had family living in
Malaysia, without whom they did not want to be resettled.
A couple of people who have a hard time in Malaysia have seriously considered going back to Aceh in
the hopes of re-entering the resettlement process from there. Aside from having to make the
dangerous journey again and risking imprisonment if caught, it is certain that they will have to start
the process all over again - which will take a lot of time.

65

MSc Thesis

L. Lamboo

8. Analysis
This chapter shows how the research findings can be understood within the framework of the actororiented approach. It will clearly state how the Rohingya prove their agency before, during and after
the journeys that they embarked upon. Then, there is a reflection on the ever changing interfaces they
maneuver. Following this, it is shown how the TPB can and has been used to identify the intentions of
the Rohingya, based on their attitudes towards migrational movement, the referents they deem
important enough to weigh their opinions and the control they believe they have over the journeys
and its outcome. Continuing, these theories are brought together, showing that the encounters with
different actors in the changing interfaces have influence on the Rohingyas intentions and actions.
Lastly, this chapter provides a short argumentation on what this particular study contributes to the
existing body of research and literature.

Rohingyas have agency
Study findings highlight that refugees should be seen as individuals who have agency, and with that
must be seen as having knowledge, power and have room for maneuvering. They should not be seen
as passively awaiting assistance, but as strategizing actors, weighing all the options before making
decisions. This is an extremely important finding, since often refugees are seen as helpless victims.
This research clearly shows the agency that the Rohingya have within the decision-making process
before and during a migratory journey. This finding is in line with what other researchers have found,
such as Long (2001). This agency is seen within the knowledge, power and strategies that the Rohingya
apply at the interface of planned interventions by governments of Indonesia and Malaysia, and by the
UNHCR.
First of all, the Rohingya that I met during this research clearly show agency in that they made
the decision to leave from Myanmar, with varying reasons, and found or created ways to embark upon
the journey that took them to Aceh. They then show that they needed to seek ways to deal with the
landing in Aceh, since this was not their intended destination. Yet, they maneuver around the existing
established institutions and interventions with ease. Where some adjust to the situation and allow
these new encounters to change their initial plans, others find ways to complete the plan they had all
along and continue onwards to Malaysia. Finally, they share with me their goals and intentions for the
future. Again, using existing structures and seeking encounters that will help them accomplish this, or
even creating their own opportunities.

The dynamic interface
As is shown in studies by Long (1990; 2001), the interfaces through which individuals or groups
maneuver are constantly changing. New actors enter while others may leave, creating new encounters
with varying planned interventions. This study clearly shows how dynamic the interface is, just based
on the place in which the Rohingya find themselves. The literal movement from Myanmar to Aceh
brings with it encounters with new actors; like smugglers who make the journey possible, several
government authorities that make landing in the planned destinations impossible, and the Acehnese
fishermen who rescue the passengers of sinking vessels. After landing in Aceh, the Rohingya are
introduced to the local Acehnese. They are met by a somewhat hesitant government, who is willing to
change their policies and allow them to temporarily stay in the province. The UNHCR is given the
responsibility of seeking durable solutions for the Rohingya, which means they are introduced to yet
another actor with their own mandate and planned interventions. For the Rohingya who continue
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onwards to Malaysia, they find themselves in yet another change of interface. Encounters in Malaysia
are with similar actors, but who have differing intentions, plans and possibilities.

Intentions and behavior
Using the Theory of Planned Behavior (see Azjen, 1991; Conner & Armitage, 1998; or van Uffelen,
2006), this study aimed to gather the determinants for behavior by the Rohingya along this journey
from Myanmar or Bangladesh to Aceh and then onwards. The TPB states that behavioral intent is
informed by a person's evaluation of the behavior, social pressure to conduct the behavior or not and
the perceived ease or difficulty of performing the behavior. These determinants were researched for
three main 'behaviors'; leaving Myanmar, staying in Aceh and moving onwards to Malaysia.
Considering interactions with different actors along the route and the influence these can possibly
have on an individuals' intention made it very suitable to use the TPB as a framework for this study.
The fact that the TPB had not often been used as a framework to study migratory decision-making by
refugees, made for an interesting challenge to prove its worth.

Encounters influence intentions and actions
Along the route of this journey there are different actors that find each other at interfaces, influencing
intentions and decisions. These encounters are extremely important for the weighing of the
availability of options, but also for the possibility of creating new options or just to make meaning of
the possibilities that exist. It has become clear that the Rohingya adapt their migrational intentions
and actions based on encounters with these different actors.
In pursuing their planned actions, policies and mandates, specialized agencies like the UNHCR engage
with governments of Indonesia and Malaysia to address the coming and going of refugees within the
country. There were also less formal actors, like the smugglers - facilitating the journeys to and from
Sumatra - and families - paying for these journeys or providing information. Within the space where
these different actors find each other (encounters at the interface), their planned interventions enter
the lifeworlds of people and become (part of) resources or constraints to their social strategies and
actions (Long, 2001). Clear examples of this along the route that the Rohingya have taken are the
smugglers, whose help is sought in order to make the journey out of Myanmar possible and friends or
families who pay for the voyage. Without them, the Rohingya would not have been able to leave as
they did. The encounter with different government authorities from Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia
at sea is remembered negatively, for they were not allowed to land here. Meeting the Acehnese
fishermen saved their lives, say many of the Rohingya that were interviewed. The international
community pressured the Indonesian government to accept the Rohingya, which made it possible for
them to land in Sumatra. The Indonesian government only allowed temporary stay, disabling the
Rohingya from settling and integrating within Acehnese society, where some respondents share that
they would have liked to be able to do so. Governments in the region have (tried to) disabled onwards
movement with the implementation and hardening of migration control policies. Next were the
UNHCR - who were given all responsibilities regarding care, assistance and the finding of durable
solutions for the refugees. With the possibility of resettlement on the table as an option for the
Rohingya in Aceh, some Rohingya allowed their initial plans to change. Allowing them to look forward
to safe movement to a third country, a country with many possibilities in their eyes.
The respondents for this study have proven that they consider the outcomes of their (possible) actions
and base their decisions on what others tell or advise them to do. Even when they are awaiting
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resettlement in Aceh for instance, they are not necessarily passively doing so. Instead, they make this
time worthwhile by improving or studying English or to dive into the culture of the preferred
resettlement country to prepare themselves for their lives there. The (local) organisations play an
important role here: assisting, teaching English, providing information.

The importance of social referents
The most important referents include family-members, be it parents, siblings or spouses, the UNHCR,
the pre-existing network in Malaysia, camp-members with whom ideas, plans or intentions are
discussed and staff of (local) organisations who provide information. The importance of the referents
differs per individual, and I cannot say that one or the other was considered to be more or less
important within the scope of this research. Often, the advice given by different referents regarding
particular behavior was weighed before making a decision. For some, getting different advice from
different important actors in their lives was very confusing, and made it very hard to set on the 'right'
action.

Level of control
All respondents seemed to be very much in control of their actions and decisions. One of the
important actors with a lot of control proved to be UNHCR, for they are in control of the possibilities
of durable solutions. This was however not always the case. When leaving Myanmar or Bangladesh,
none of the interviewed respondents had the intention to seek resettlement to a third country
through UNHCR. However, when they were told that this was a possibility once they reached
Indonesia, some shifted their intentions. Others, be it because they did not have this information,
because the process took too long, was too vague, or because they still wanted to join family
members in Malaysia, stuck to their initial plans.
There is a handful of respondents who share that they felt their level of control was low at
some point in time during the journey. One respondent was trafficked; picked up in Myanmar and
taken against his will. The same thing happened to another respondent while he was in Aceh, from
where he was forced to move to Malaysia. In both cases they made it clear that the people who did
this were out to make money from them. Women, compared to men, share more often that they
wanted to join their family in Malaysia to feel safer. Many say that they felt that staying in Myanmar
alone (with children in many cases) was more of a threat considering their husband - or brothers - was
living in another country.

Contrasts between men and women
Young men are the largest group to embark upon the journey from Myanmar and Bangladesh. The
reason given for this is because they believe they are the ones who have to take care of their parents,
siblings, or wife and children, whom - in most cases - they leave behind. Younger men are often more
influenced by their parents, if they discussed their intentions at all. Many never said a word in fear of
their parents holding them back. Older men with families of their own seem to have discussed their
intentions more, and made decisions together with their wives.
However, during this particular flight in May of 2015, there was a significant rise in the
number of women and children on the vessels. Relatively, there were also more (young) women
leaving from the camps in Aceh. Reasons given for this are family members (husbands, husbands-tobe, brothers) who have already been living in Malaysia and want their wives and children or sisters to
join them. Often these men pay for these journeys. In some cases, women approached the UNHCR
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asking about the possibilities of receiving their husbands in Aceh instead and appealing for
resettlement together. This is not an option, answered UNHCR, since these men would be detained
when they would try to leave Malaysia or enter Indonesian grounds. Another reason for the relatively
large number of women that left Aceh was the increased insecurity within the camps. When the
women and children were moved from the Kuala Langsa camp to the Lhok Banie camp, over 40
women left the camps. Lilianne Fan argues that this was probably because they were scared. The
organisations handling the move had not communicated this clearly, hence the women thought they
might be getting deported. This urged them to leave the camp in a rush.75 The older women I spoke to
seem to have made the decision to leave by themselves and requested their husbands or families to
pay for the journey after embarking upon it. Younger women are more likely to have been requested
by husbands (to-be?) and brothers to join them and complied with these wishes.
All of the Rohingya I met left Myanmar, thus their attitude, subjective norm and level of control would
have been more or less similar. However, based on the fact that relatively much more women left
from the camps, we can state that the different encounters along the route have clearly influenced
their intentions to stay in Aceh or leave and move onwards to Malaysia in different ways.

Contribution of the study
Not much research has been conducted on the movements of Rohingya, including the decisionmaking processes and the encounters and interventions that influence these decisions and
movements. This study thus contributes to the existing body of work on the topic of decision-making
processes of refugees. However, there is much more work that can be done. For further research, it
could prove interesting to look more closely at these differences between men and women and the
reasons behind the increasing number of (young) women that have been found crossing the Andaman
Sea.
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9. Conclusions and recommendations
This study set out to answer the main question, formulated as follows: "How do Rohingya construct
and inform their migrational decision-making at the interface of planned intervention?" The framework
for the study was based on the actor-oriented approach by Long. This allowed to build on the idea that
every actor has agency and will find or create strategies to work through the encounters and
interventions in daily life. The Rohingya are one of these strategizing actors.
This chapter first provides concise answers to the sub-questions in order to then answer the main
question.

Migration and its management
In their migrational strategies however, they are bound by migration policies. Major actors they meet
in the interface are government bodies or international institutions, like UNHCR. These actors have
great influence on the shaping and implementing of policies and agreements that in turn influence the
possibilities for refugees like the Rohingya. Policies implemented by regional governments, in their
dealing with migration flows, make movements more difficult. Therefore, it became harder for the
Rohingya to make their way to Malaysia, which was their intended destination, as they were hindered
by the governments. Notwithstanding, 74,6% of the people that landed in Aceh in the spring of 2015
left the refugee camps within the year that followed. It is not known if all of these people made their
way to Malaysia, but speculations are that the largest part will have. However, at the same time,
agreements made with the UNHCR enable movement to places the Rohingya didn't even consider
when leaving Myanmar as resettlement to a third country became an option.

Reasons to leave
The Theory of Planned Behavior was used to identify the Rohingyas' intentions and social referents
that influence their decision-making. Following this framework, conversations and interviews were
conducted. During these, I found that the reasons these individuals had for leaving Myanmar and the
refugee camps in Bangladesh were not as black and white as often put forth in definitions of what
'refugees' are. Yes, one of the main reasons for leaving was to find safety from daily possibility of
harassment or torture. But many had several other considerations playing at the same time; reuniting
with family, seeking work to enable them to take care of family members staying in Myanmar, or the
possibility of education.

General intentions; did these change?
For many, the intention was to reach Malaysia to fulfill these hopes. They landed in Aceh instead. As
said above, many continued onwards to Malaysia anyway within considerable time. For them, the
intention of reaching Malaysia, remained of importance - mostly because the reasons for going to
Malaysia did not change. They sought or created ways that enabled them to embark upon this next
journey. For others, most of the Rohingya who remain in Aceh, intentions changed once they learned
about the possibility of resettlement with help from the UNHCR. They express that they are willing to
wait for this opportunity, in belief that the outcomes will be more positive compared to their initial
plan.

The influential social referents
This in turn made the UNHCR one of the main referents for the Rohingya. Aside from being the one
that offered the most assistance within the camps, the UNHCR was the one who would make
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resettlement happen. This led many Rohingya to put their trust in the organisation, following their
advice to remain in Aceh and awaiting the resettlement to third countries. Another major referent
were parents, especially mothers. Many sought advice and steering from their parents, taking into
consideration their situation in Myanmar as well. This led many to continue onwards to Malaysia, even
though they would have liked to stay in Aceh or make resettlement to another country. For women,
major referents were their husbands, especially if these husbands had already been living in Malaysia.
The women wanted to join their husbands, either making this decision on their own or following
advice or even pressure from the husband.

Construction and information of decision-making
The Rohingya interviewed as part of this research thus informed themselves about their possibilities
by asking UNHCR, their parents, friends or relatives already living in Malaysia or friends and family
they were in Aceh with. Some happily followed advice they gathered from referents, some continued
to follow their own idea of what would be best, others were more clearly influenced or pressured by
their families. Following this, the Rohingya created possibilities to make these journeys happen
successfully. For those still in Aceh awaiting resettlement, they remain patient to hear about when
they will be able to leave. In the mean time they work on improving their English, learning about the
possible resettlement countries and spending time with friends. The people who wanted to make their
way to Malaysia - because the resettlement process seemed hopeless or far too time-consuming,
because they wanted to start making money and sending remittances home as soon as possible, or
because they wanted to join their families in Malaysia - sought the help from smugglers to make this
happen. Existing channels were used to enable this journey.
This research proves that even though formal institutions like governments or the UN might have
ideas about managing refugees, these individuals in turn will form new ways to deal with these
restricting interventions or to put the interventions to their best use in enabling them to fulfill their
intentions.

Recommendations
For future research, it would be very interesting to create a comparison with another much discussed
movement of refugees – in particular across the Mediterranean Sea. The scope and time-frame for
this thesis did not allow for this, but clear similarities and contrasts can be seen between the
movements - including the decision-making processes, influenced by dynamic and changing interfaces
and (international) actors' (developing) policies and planned interventions. Similar to the Rohingya, as
argued in this thesis; it is often said that individuals crossing the Mediterranean Sea have varying and
overlapping reasons for embarking upon this journey and find themselves meeting with smugglers and
traffickers to make this possible. Upon reaching new countries, they encounter governments who
have certain policies to keep them out or refusing responsibilities. The UNHCR can be seen as a
powerful and influential actor in Europe as well, as it is seen by the Rohingya in Indonesia and
Malaysia - for they possibly enable or disable safe onwards movement.
With these movements of refugees and migrants, migration and its management has re-emerged as a
critical issue. This study shows that in the management of movement, peoples agency has to be taken
into account in order to arrive at fitting and durable solutions that are beneficial to both migrants or
refugees and the countries of arrival or settlement.
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