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Strengthening complementarity in the humanitarian response to

the Rohingya refugee crisis
Ashish Banik

More than 700,000 Rohingya refugees have fled to Bangladesh
from Myanmar since August 2017. Together with hundreds of
thousands already in Bangladesh as a result of earlier waves
of displacement, the total number of Rohingya refugeesin the
country is mow over a million. Although the Rohingya have
been coming to Bangladesh for decades to escape violence
and persecution in Myanmar, Bangladesh had never before
experienced such a large and sudden refugee influx. At the
outset of the crisis, local NGOs and host communities, in
association with government departments, tried to provide
supportin Cox’s Bazar. The UN and international and national
MGOs appeared on the scene later, and while they were able
to provide additional resources and capacity, some local civil
society organisations (CS0s) and NGOsinvolved in the response
feel that these counterparts have failed to acknowledge,
engage and support them adeguately.

This article analyses the interests and motivations of various
actors involved in humanitarian action in Cox's Bazar from the
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perspectiveofalocal organisation, the Jago Nari Unnayon Sangsta
{JMUS), and offers recommendations for how complementarity
between local and international actors can be enhanced to
improve the quality of the overall humanitarian response.

The situation in Cox's Bazar prior to
August 2017

JWUS, a community-based women-headed organisation in
Cox’s Bazar, has been working with Rohingya refugees since
2012, distributing relief supplies, providing medical support
and conducting research in association with a number of
development partners. In 2013, JNUS organised Focus Group
Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant Interviews {Klls) with
Rohingya and host communities in Ukhia and Teknaf to gain
a better understanding of their socio-economic conditions,
safety and security and other risks and vulnerabilities. The
results suggested that the relationship between Rohingya
{both registered and unregistered) and host communities
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in Cox's Bazar wos, and still i3, generadly much higher than in
ather dizinieis in Bangiadesh.

in respanse o pubdic fesding the povemmeant of Bongladesh
has periadically ploced restric tions on Rohngya entering the
caintry, though thede have proved bneffoc the in the cusren
influx. It also ysed the 1946 Fodalgners. Aot o conline the
Rohingya 1o chmps, separate Irosm the hosi community, The
gove rument has not ratilied the 1951 UN Refuges Convention
and its 1967 protocol, Yeaving the Rohingya with {imited legal
protections, and carefully avolds using the word “reduges’,
instead calhing the Rohingya “Unddentified Myanmar Nationats
[UMNT', Tha povermment ol sounoffically encoura pad local NGOs
teuse this famm . Gavernmeant podicies, documents and act ivifies
focusad on repatriation rather than integration. National and
international WiDs that appeared supports'e of integration
have beon sanctignad. |n August 2012, sevesal INGOS accused
ol non-ooam pl lanoe 'with laws and regula tions had to curtail thair
programmes undar prassara from the governmant

The Rohingya influx in August 2017

When thousands of Rohingya refupeesorassad the bordar into
Bangladesh begnning on 25 Adgust 2017, local people wana
symipathetic i theirplipght, and loca i NG Os fincl uding JNUS) and
the haost community tried tops ovidere lief alongside government
efforts. Within days, howevar, the numbser of relugses had
increass d dramatically and rebiet distributions bacame mone and
marechaotic. Tha Bangladesh governmant brought in themiitary
i manage gastnibamons and keep {0der in ihe CAm ps. A5 the
numbeer of refugee s continued to riseandit became ncreasingly
clear that the host community and the government could not
copa with the situation alpna, UN apencias and international
and natienal HG0s st pped . Meanwhile, coserage of the oisis
in mational and intemational media peaerated widespread
w mpathyand com paison acngss the country andimernationaly,
forcing the gowemment to relax the restric bioms on the entry of
Rahingya relupgaes. From mid-Sepltember Bangladesh opened
it bardars, allowing Rohingya inan humandiarian grounds, and
sippend wpoe fhorts b bring intennatinal prestung 1o bearon the

povws rmmant of Myanamar toone pardriacte the nelugeos

Host community perceptions

Thar hoat community's poodwall towards the now relugees
did not 1t long and the fears and griesances documented
by JNUS in 2013 quickly rasurfaced, for a number of reasons
First, thore were roporis that Rohingya relugees had started
taking shal ter in fiodds meant forcul tee atian and in focest areas,
wihich arg the main sourcs s of g ame Tor poanerpaaph from
Ukhia and Teknal. Second, the large-scale relugee presence
was pushing uptood prices onlocal markets. Thind, local day
lbgurers viewad the Rehingya as a theeat to theaw mcome
e cause they were willing to work {or loss than the market
rate. Fourth local peapln wane angrythat, instead of recruiting
iacally, international agencias in Coa's Bazar wene employing

Rahingya inmanualjobs, Banglade shis from atherparisof the
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caindry and fore ignna tianals fas higher-ley sl pasd tons. Fifth,
the fact that the Rohingya outnumibesed locals meant that
they lelt their identity and progeenty weene ander thisat &
of the total populstkon in Teknal are Rohingya, and i Ukhia
the faten of Rehingya be the host community i3 lour to ane’
A St wenfication piodesy reguining |ocal peaple 1o shaw
their wolar ientity cands to prove Bangiadeshl ol tizenship
hascontibuted tor esentmant wit hin the b odt community.

On 23 January 2018, the Resistance Committee for the
Re partration of Rohingy aRefuges s, compn @ nghast community
members, staged a protast alleging that inter national NGOs,
UM agencies and some natignal NGOs were ancguraging the
Rohingya to stay in Bangladesh by providing large amounts
of msgurces and services and smultaneousiy depriving host
comimuni tees ofsupport . The Committes urgad thainte matsonal
community to fotus on the socie-etonomic development
of kocal peopie alongside that of the Rohingya. The UN and
Bangladesh govemmeant atte mpted to maet thaese demiand sin
the X148 Joint Response Plan, which proposed that 25% of all
humanitarian assstanoe would be spanton the soco-economic
development of the host commundty® The international
Crganization for Migrat ion (K3 M and the Feod and Agniouitune
Organsation |FAD) are supporting local farmers through the
provision of agricul tural implemants, seads and power billers.
Soma Rohingya who antered Bangladesh before August 2017
alyofelt that newer arnivals wereget tmg praferentia | treatment
frpm inter nati onal humani tarian or ganisatiens

The UN and INGOs: mixed perceptions about
complementarity in humanitarian response

UNHCR and KM, with the government of Bangladesh, have lod
in cogrdinating the humanitadan response to the orisis, The
NGO Intar Sector Coordination Group (IS0G) & also working
to improve coordination among natinal and mtemnatonal
WG 0w and UN bodies. The 1506 & playing a coordinating role
batween inter national NGO and the govemmant 1o address
mmutual o ties.

UN agencies and intematipnal NG0s have extensive global
oxporenos andexpertise and tha abiiity to mobilise resounces
to support the provision of services and the distribotion of
humanit arian assistance. Local €504 m Cox’s Bazar hawe,
howsever, been oriticalol the | S0G, wihich codardinate s actn/itie s
acrgssl4sectons health education, wash, etc | im thecamps. Adl
e bor bead positi ons ane held by formign natianal s, beaving C50s
and ko cal NGO foeting m arfinalsed and undsafrepresented.
In response they have lrmed the L0 NGO Forum CONF), 2
ko al net work tolobby tor and draw at tention to the ir demands
Hm:l-l.lgh “mﬁcmqmnﬁ.
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The CCHF belisves that inlsmationsl organisstions in
Bangladesh ane failing to meet the tommitments made at the
2016 World Humanitaran Somim it to suppadt the loc slisatan
of huirmand tarian fesponss, Local C504 fasl that UN apenbies
andintenna tional NG O0S ane mot gk g dued ondader 5 an ta the
peobiticnd, & nvkranimental and Socio-6oanadn i paadd tiens of the
bog al carnimuind by wihen respanding bo the humanitanian nsads
ol refugess in thecamps. Thess ssues have been rosed with
the NGO Bureau, the goveniient regulatary bady aver e ing
focal NGO repaiving foreign Tunds, and other governmant
aganps st Although the povernmeant subsequantly requested
that UN apencies and international MGOs partner with local
NGOs in the desipn and implementation of humanitarian
activities, {hishas not been stnctly endonced

in April and May, JHUS interviewed several UN and INGD
repre sent ative s warking in the reluges camps in Cox's Bazar,
Interviewees nated thatthe capacity of kocal 0r ganisations to
undertaks humanitarian achivite s undarintemational oriveria,
norms and standands was variable They emphasised their
faous on trying to ensure a rapid and high-guality responsa,
while simultanecusly cooperating and buikling partner ships
with and the capacity of local NGOs. These divergent views
hawve created a barriar to promoeting complementarity in the
humanitanian response in Coa's Bazar

Recommendations

1. It wmportant tocontinua tosuppart hast communitios
akmgeide Rotingya mohigees Eforts should bd made
to communicate tha typas of suppart being ofared to
heast communitio s to e s thatcommunities and kocal
NGO are awiar oo the support boing provided, and aase
the tensians batweon hast and refugee communitis
Hatianal andintemational stakeholde rs should devel opa
strite iy to Saipport dial of e and coerimun tyen ga gemaent
e twseron st Sommunit ks and relugens.

2, Complamertariy betesenlocal and inte mational actars
must be recognisod and strengthenad For exampda,
wo hil ela<a l anganisations have g oad wndor standing of the
local context and hoat community and - can implament
programime i cast-afe ot ely, ntemational actors briing
expertse,  resources and technical capaciy, The
strengths of a wide range of diffarent stakehokdors are
noecd to konge an o ffective responseat thescale neoda d
Patential avenues b pxplone inchide more equitabl
representation at cooddination and planning meetings,
capact ystrengihening ol local o ga nisations and lnger-
tenm lundbng and pariner ships.
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