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This Quarterly Mixed Migration Update (QMMU) covers Asia and the Pacific. The core countries of focus 
for this region are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Pakistan, Papua New 
Guinea, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Australia. Depending on the quarterly trends and migration-related 
updates, more attention may be given to any of the countries over the rest.

The QMMUs offer a quarterly update on new trends and dynamics related to mixed migration and 
relevant policy developments in the region. These updates are based on a compilation of a wide range of 
secondary (data) sources, brought together within a regional framework and applying a mixed migration 
analytical lens. Similar QMMUs are available for all MMC regions.

MMC is a global network engaged in data collection, research, analysis, and policy and programmatic 
development on mixed migration, with regional hubs in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Latin 
America, and a global team based across Copenhagen, Geneva and Brussels. For more information on 
MMC, the QMMUs from other regions and contact details of regional MMC teams, visit mixedmigration.
org and follow us at @Mixed_Migration

MMC’s understanding of mixed migration 
“Mixed migration” refers to cross-border movements of people, including refugees fleeing persecution 
and conflict, victims of trafficking, and people seeking better lives and opportunities. Motivated to 
move by a multiplicity of factors, people engaged in mixed migration have a range of legal statuses 
as well as a variety of vulnerabilities. Although entitled to protection under international human rights 
law, they are exposed to multiple rights violations along their journey. Mixed migration describes 
migrants travelling along similar routes, using similar means of travel – often travelling irregularly, 
and wholly or partially, assisted by migrant smugglers.
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Key Updates

•	 Increased displacement amid renewed armed clashes in Myanmar: Operation 1027, a series of 
coordinated offensives launched by a coalition of ethnic-based armies and pro-democracy fighters in 
Myanmar’s north has, according to some experts, tipped the trajectory of the conflict in favour of the 
resistance. The fighting resulted in the internal displacement of 660,000 individuals as of December 15, 
along with the displacement of 5,000 individuals to China. 

•	 Human trafficking issues connected to cyber scam industry in Southeast Asia: Despite increasing 
efforts to address the issue, including China’s recent crackdown, rescue operations by Malaysia, Vietnam, 
and Thailand, and a coordinated sanction by the UK, US, and Canada, gaps remain in ensuring the 
adequate protection of victims of human trafficking.

•	 Deepening humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan amid a surge in returns from Pakistan and Iran: 
The surge in returns in response to crackdowns in Iran and Pakistan has significantly heightened 
humanitarian needs in Afghanistan.

•	 Ongoing debate on immigration detention policies in Australia: While human rights groups celebrated 
the landmark ruling on unlawful indefinite immigration detention, another subsequent preventative 
detention law, allowing re-detention of those released, continues to fuel the debate on immigration 
detention policies in Australia.

•	 Malaysian authorities intensify crackdowns on undocumented migrants: 1,101 undocumented 
migrants were arrested in the recent raids in Kuala Lumpur in late December, with plans announced for 
more raids targeting settlements where undocumented migrants live throughout the country. 
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https://www.arakanarmy.net/post/statement-3
https://www.arakanarmy.net/post/statement-3
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-11-22/myanmar-junta-civil-war-three-brotherhood-alliance-1027/103130406
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/myanmar-intensification-clashes-flash-update-10-15-december-2023-enmy
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/shortages-11032023145928.html
https://apnews.com/article/china-southeast-asia-cyberscam-criminal-myanmar-4d749243cd4c95d697060d8cef59cabb
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/11/976124/518-job-scam-victims-have-returned-home-says-deputy-foreign-minister
https://www.ucanews.com/news/vietnamese-trafficked-to-myanmar-yearn-for-repatriation/103483
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2023-12-26/Thai-victims-rescued-from-scams-in-Myanmar-amid-regional-crackdown-1pQpxzcvNJK/p.html
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/us-uk-canada-sanctions-target-southeast-asian-scam-operations/
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-iran-deports-almost-350-000-afghans-within-3-months/7392705.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/emergency-update-7-pakistan-afghanistan-returns-response-21-december-2023
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/09/landmark-australian-ruling-rejects-indefinite-immigration-detention?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=ed37e41640-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_Cheat_Sheet_10_11&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-ed37e41640-75904456
https://www.reuters.com/world/australia-passes-new-detention-laws-stateless-convicts-2023-12-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/australia-passes-new-detention-laws-stateless-convicts-2023-12-06/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/12/29/deputy-igp-more-raids-planned-after-cops-identify-over-10-undocumented-migrant-settlements-nationwide/109703
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/12/29/deputy-igp-more-raids-planned-after-cops-identify-over-10-undocumented-migrant-settlements-nationwide/109703
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2023/12/29/more-raids-on-undocumented-migrants-coming-say-cops/
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2023/12/29/more-raids-on-undocumented-migrants-coming-say-cops/


Regional Overview*

*Information on the map relates to selected updates and does not 
represent all mixed migration within and out of Asia and the Pacific.
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Australia: 23 asylum seekers 
transferred to Nauru in September 
and November, the first transfer in 

nine years, marking the resumption of 
Australia’s offshore processing regime

India: Between 
October 2022 and 
September 2023, 

96,917 Indians 
migrated to the 
United States 

irregularly

Thailand: 2,387 Myanmar 
refugees forcibly returned to 
Myanmar only to once again 

flee across the border into 
Thailand amid escalating 

conflicts in Myanmar

Pakistan: 478,800 
Afghans returned to 

Afghanistan between 
September 15 to 

December 21
Myanmar: Since Operation 1027, 

660,000 individuals internally 
displaced between late October 

and mid-December
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Mixed Migration Regional Updates
Escalating armed clashes between the military and resistance 
groups in Myanmar fuel widespread internal and cross-border 
displacement

This quarter, intensifying conflict and violence in Myanmar continues to fuel widespread displacement, both 
internally and across borders. On October 9, a military assault on a refugee camp near Kachin state resulted 
in 29 casualties and 59 injuries. While in northern Shan state, Operation 1027, a series of coordinated 
offensives launched by Three Brotherhood Alliance has been suggested as a turning point for the resistance 
movement in the country’s civil war which erupted after the military take-over in 2021.  Heightened armed 
clashes across the country have led to the internal displacement of 660,000 individuals as of December 15, 
bringing the total number of internally displaced people across the country to 2.6 million. 

Since Operation 1027 was launched in late October in northern Shan state, about 5,000 individuals have 
also sought refuge across the border in Yunnan province in China. Another 5,000 people fled across the 
border to Mizoram state in India as conflicts between military and resistance groups in Chin state escalated 
in mid-November, although many were able to return as the situation improved a few days later. 

In October, the UN Higher Commissioner for Refugees again called for comprehensive international efforts 
to address the escalating humanitarian crisis in Myanmar. In a significant development in November, 
Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the Maldives intervened 
in the legal case against Myanmar for alleged genocide at the International Court of Justice, signalling a 
broader international commitment to address human rights violations in the country. In December, the 
United States also implemented additional sanctions on Myanmar’s oil and gas industry in coordination 
with Canada and the United Kingdom, targeting individuals and entities supporting the military. 

Thailand pushes refugees back to Myanmar while ramping up 
arrests of Vietnamese asylum seekers and refugees

This quarter, Thailand has faced ongoing scrutiny for pushing back thousands of refugees at the Myanmar 
border, raising concerns not only for their safety amid the ongoing political stability in the country, but also 
in direct violation of international law. Thailand has historically sheltered around 90,000 refugees in camps 
along the border since the mid-1980s, with thousands more fleeing to Thailand after the February 2021 
coup. However, since October, reports continue to emerge highlighting instances of forced repatriation of 
Myanmar refugees to Karenni state, despite escalating conflicts in Myanmar, including an offensive by 
resistance groups against the military launched that month. Between October to November, it is alleged 
that 2,387 people were forced by the Thai military to return to Myanmar, only to flee again back across the 
border to Mae Hong Son district in Thailand, to seek refuge. 

In light of the intensified violence in Myanmar, Thailand has taken multiple measures to address the 
potential rise in refugee arrivals. These measures include a provisional plan to establish a centre at the 
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/10/dozens-killed-and-injured-in-military-attack-on-myanmar-refugee-camp
https://www.arakanarmy.net/post/statement-3
https://www.arakanarmy.net/post/statement-3
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/ethnic-armies-12292023154320.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/ethnic-armies-12292023154320.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/myanmar-intensification-clashes-flash-update-10-15-december-2023-enmy
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/shortages-11032023145928.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/shortages-11032023145928.html
https://apnews.com/article/india-myanmar-rebels-fighting-refugees-a05352c40a8bb97caf9ad78b390f5c2d
https://apnews.com/article/india-myanmar-rebels-fighting-refugees-a05352c40a8bb97caf9ad78b390f5c2d
https://apnews.com/article/rohingya-refugees-myanmar-united-nations-43d647c7670e193c6edb975d2f4a661b
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/178
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/178
https://www.voanews.com/a/human-rights-groups-applaud-latest-us-sanctions-on-myanmar/7340811.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/29/thailand-recent-refugees-pushed-back-myanmar?mc_cid=46dfcb85c1&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/29/thailand-recent-refugees-pushed-back-myanmar?mc_cid=46dfcb85c1&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/29/thailand-recent-refugees-pushed-back-myanmar?mc_cid=46dfcb85c1&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/11/3/northern-offensive-brings-new-energy-to-myanmars-anti-coup-resistance
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/11/3/northern-offensive-brings-new-energy-to-myanmars-anti-coup-resistance
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/29/thailand-recent-refugees-pushed-back-myanmar?mc_cid=46dfcb85c1&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2713511


Thai-Myanmar border dedicated to delivering humanitarian assistance. Additionally, Thailand is engaging 
in bilateral cooperation with Myanmar, aiming to establish a joint humanitarian task force. However, some 
have accused Thailand of sidelining the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) by engaging 
directly with Myanmar’s de facto authorities. 

Simultaneously, during this quarter, Thailand arrested 11 Montagnard asylum seekers and refugee from 
Vietnam on November 24, along with apprehension of a Vietnamese activist on December 7. These 
individuals were detained in immigration detention centres under the charge of being undocumented, 
notwithstanding the fact that some of them hold refugee status granted by UNHCR. These recent moves 
have instilled fear of further crackdowns within the community. 

Pervasive cyber scam industry across Southeast Asia poses 
ongoing challenges in combating human trafficking

Southeast Asia continues to grapple with the challenge posed by a pervasive cyber scam industry, primarily 
concentrated in Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia, which has intensified since the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
industry relies on human trafficking, with victims enticed by false job advertisements promising well-paying 
opportunities, only to be coerced into running online scams. Victims originate not only from Southeast 
Asian countries, but also from further afield, including China, South Asia, East Africa and the Middle East. 
A recent UN report estimates that 120,000 individuals are held against their will in scam compounds in 
Myanmar and 100,000 in Cambodia, facing forced labour, physical and sexual abuse. 

Efforts to address these pressing issues are gaining momentum, with regional crackdowns and rescue 
operations by countries within the region, including Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand. Additionally, a 
coordinated sanction targeting individuals and entities connected in the cyber scam industry by the UK, US 
and Canada was announced in December. 

The cyber scam industry, particularly in Myanmar, is primarily run by Chinese organised crime syndicates. 
These groups have collaborated with local elites and authorities, including military forces, generating 
millions of dollars in illicit funds in compounds situated in emptied-out borderland casino towns on the 
China-Myanmar border. In response to this, Chinese authorities have intensified their crackdown on the 
cyber scam industry through joint operations with Myanmar, leading to the repatriation of over 31,000 
Chinese citizens between September and November. However, persistent challenges remain in the 
protection of trafficking victims due to the transnational nature of this issue, as well as China’s inclination 
towards arrests, rather than prioritising victim identification and support. 

Bangladesh’s new bilateral MoU and repatriation efforts from Libya 

In October, the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between Bangladesh and Libya is anticipated 
to establish more regular pathways for Bangladeshi migrant workers, as well as ensure the rights and 
protection of its citizens. Since the 1970s, some one million Bangladeshis have migrated to Libya for work. 
However, more recently, Libya has also been a popular transit point for Bangladeshi migrants embarking 
on risky irregular routes to Europe. Within Libya, migrants face persistent risks of systemic human rights 
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https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2713511
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/thailand-myanmar-form-aid-task-force-border-unrest-intensifies-2023-12-08/?mc_cid=fb8675427c&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3245870/thailand-accused-piggybacking-myanmar-sidelining-asean-leading-talks-junta
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/immigrants-arrested-11282023142718.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/immigrants-arrested-11282023142718.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/vietnamese-activist-arrested-thailand-12132023171308.html
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/southeast-asias-brewing-refugee-crisis/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/southeast-asias-brewing-refugee-crisis/
https://bangkok.ohchr.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/ONLINE-SCAM-OPERATIONS-2582023.pdf
https://www.theregister.com/2023/12/08/human_trafficking_for_cyber_scam/
https://bangkok.ohchr.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/ONLINE-SCAM-OPERATIONS-2582023.pdf
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/11/976124/518-job-scam-victims-have-returned-home-says-deputy-foreign-minister
https://www.ucanews.com/news/vietnamese-trafficked-to-myanmar-yearn-for-repatriation/103483
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2023-12-26/Thai-victims-rescued-from-scams-in-Myanmar-amid-regional-crackdown-1pQpxzcvNJK/p.html
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/us-uk-canada-sanctions-target-southeast-asian-scam-operations/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/us-uk-canada-sanctions-target-southeast-asian-scam-operations/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/12/southeast-asias-brewing-refugee-crisis/
https://apnews.com/article/china-myanmar-border-cyberscam-crackdown-bc257dbe832c0e53c53b0816ef6510fc
https://apnews.com/article/china-southeast-asia-cyberscam-criminal-myanmar-4d749243cd4c95d697060d8cef59cabb
https://apnews.com/article/china-southeast-asia-cyberscam-criminal-myanmar-4d749243cd4c95d697060d8cef59cabb
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/19/china/myanmar-conflict-china-scam-centers-analysis-intl-hnk/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/19/china/myanmar-conflict-china-scam-centers-analysis-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.tbsnews.net/worldbiz/china/chinas-crackdown-cyber-scams-southeast-asia-ensnares-thousands-leaves-networks-intact
https://www.tbsnews.net/worldbiz/china/chinas-crackdown-cyber-scams-southeast-asia-ensnares-thousands-leaves-networks-intact
https://www.thedailystar.net/nrb/migration/skilled-migration-more/news/bangladesh-send-more-workers-libya-3454041
https://www.tbsnews.net/bangladesh/migration/bangladesh-libya-sign-mou-safe-recruitment-workers-727446
https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/libya


violations perpetrated by both state and non-state actors. These violations include instances of torture, 
gender-based violence, trafficking, kidnapping and arbitrary detention. In November and December 2023, 
a total of 534 Bangladeshi migrants in an irregular situation detained in Libya were repatriated. These 
repatriation efforts were spearheaded by the Bangladeshi Ministry of Foreign Affairs and supported by the 
International Organization for Migration.  

Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh confront climate-induced 
displacement and ongoing pressure to repatriate

In Bangladesh, despite proactive disaster preparedness measures that involved the evacuation of 1.5 million 
people in anticipation of Cyclone Hamoon, the cyclone’s destructive impact resulted in the displacement of 
40,000 individuals, including 800 Rohingya refugees. 

Meanwhile, this quarter, a delegation from Myanmar visited Bangladesh to verify Rohingya refugees 
selected for a pilot repatriation scheme mediated by China. Despite concerns regarding conditions in 
Myanmar, three planned pilot projects are currently underway, involving 3,176 Rohingya refugees who had 
been selected for the repatriation process. However, the Rohingya community have voiced concerns about 
the repatriation plans, particularly the lack of assurance of citizenship rights from the de facto authorities, 
and has raised questions about the voluntary nature of the initiative. 

On the international front, the UK announced in October additional humanitarian assistance of £4.5 million 
for Rohingya refugees and host communities in Bangladesh. Following that, in November, the European 
Union announced new funding totalling €105 million for humanitarian aid for people in Myanmar, as well 
as Rohingya refugees and host communities in Bangladesh. Despite these contributions, there are ongoing 
shortfalls in funding for the Rohingya humanitarian response, with only 50% of the required funding 
secured. These funding gaps have led to two reductions in food rations earlier this year, decreasing from 
USD 12 to USD 8. While the World Food Programme recently announced an increase in the food ration to 
USD 10 starting from 2024, it remains below the full amount of USD 12.5 needed for adequate support. 

Divergence in Malaysia on refugee issues

The Malaysian government has expressed strong solidarity with Palestine amid the ongoing conflict 
between Israel and Gaza. Malaysia is currently host to 602 Palestinian refugees, all of whom were displaced 
prior to October 7. Despite Malaysia not formally recognizing refugee status, exceptions have been made 
for specific groups who have been permitted to stay and work in Malaysia on a temporary basis, as seen 
in the case of Acehnese, Bosnian, and most recently in 2015, Syrian refugees. 

With the ongoing conflict in the Middle East potentially leading to an increase in arrivals, the situation 
is spurring renewed discussions between various stakeholders on the status of Palestinian refugees in 
Malaysia, as well as on broader refugee protection issues. SUHAKAM, the Human Rights Commission of 
Malaysia, has called for a comprehensive legal framework to address refugee issues in Malaysia, while 
former Prime Minister Mahathir alongside a Minister from Sarawak are calling for refugees not to be granted 
formal rights. 
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https://www.bssnews.net/news/163332
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2442770/bangladesh-evacuating-15m-people-as-cyclone-hamoon-approaches?mc_cid=99e9cd05c1&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
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https://www.rescue.org/uk/press-release/bangladesh-cyclone-hamoon-ravages-coxs-bazar-severe-cyclonic-storm-affecting-over
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https://efe.com/en/latest-news/2023-11-01/myanmar-delegation-visits-bangladesh-to-verify-rohingyas-for-planned-repatriation/?mc_cid=e304e30a72&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/31/myanmar-176
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/31/myanmar-176
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-announces-further-assistance-for-rohingya-people-in-bangladesh
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/news-stories/news/eu-releases-eu105-million-humanitarian-aid-people-myanmar-and-rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-2023-11-16_en
https://fts.unocha.org/plans/1143/summary
https://fts.unocha.org/plans/1143/summary
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/06/1137252
https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/wfp-increase-food-ration-us8-us10-all-rohingya-refugees-coxs-bazar
https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/wfp-increase-food-ration-us8-us10-all-rohingya-refugees-coxs-bazar
https://www.kln.gov.my/web/guest/-/malaysia-calls-the-international-community-to-prevent-ethnic-cleansing-and-the-expulsion-of-the-palestinian-people-and-supports-the-immediate-establis
https://www.kln.gov.my/web/guest/-/malaysia-calls-the-international-community-to-prevent-ethnic-cleansing-and-the-expulsion-of-the-palestinian-people-and-supports-the-immediate-establis
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/12/987208/about-600-palestinian-refugees-malaysia-have-received-unhcr-cards
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2015/12/27/first-class-refugees-malaysias-two-tier-system
https://www.dailyexpress.com.my/news/223152/palestinians-likely-to-seek-refuge-in-malaysia-/
https://www.dailyexpress.com.my/news/223152/palestinians-likely-to-seek-refuge-in-malaysia-/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/11/20/at-palestinian-aid-event-dr-mahathir-and-hadi-wont-endorse-call-to-let-muslim-refugees-work-or-go-to-school/103073
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2023/11/17/keep-palestinian-refugees-in-peninsula-says-sarawak-minister/


In the absence of legal frameworks, refugees in Malaysia continue to face multiple challenges including 
exclusion from the workforce and education, as well as human rights issues stemming from their lack of 
status. On October 30, Malaysia’s Human Resources Ministry, in an attempt to address growing labour 
gaps in the country, signalled consideration for granting formal work rights to UNHCR registered refugees. 
However, discussions revolve around limiting employment opportunities to lower-skilled jobs, and have 
been met with criticism that the proposal is tokenistic and amounts to ‘a human rights facade’. 

Simultaneously this quarter, the issue of forced marriage and trafficking of Rohingya refugee girls from 
Bangladesh and Myanmar into Malaysia was further highlighted. The deteriorating conditions in the Cox’s 
Bazar refugee camp, marked by reduced food rations, heightened climate-induced disasters, and increased 
insecurity have compounded existing livelihood challenges, pushing many young girls and their families to 
consider marriage in Malaysia as a survival strategy. Reports emerged this quarter of many as young as 
12, being trafficked to Malaysia where they are forced into marriage with much older men only to face 
severe abuse and isolation from their family and community. 

Allegations of migrant exploitation prompt calls for urgent action in 
Malaysia

In the final week of December, a group of 171 Bangladeshi migrant workers marched to a police station 
in Johor, a southern state in Peninsular Malaysia, to lodge complaints about being deceived by their 
recruitment agent. The Ministry of Human Resources is set to engage with the employment agency accused 
of defrauding these 171 Bangladeshi migrants while they are held in immigration custody. In response, the 
SUHAKAM has called for a probe into the exploitation of migrant workers more broadly in the country 
and has proposed the establishment of a new ministry dedicated to overseeing migrant affairs. A former 
Member of Parliament went further to assert that practices in Malaysia are moving more systemically into 
the territory of slave labour. 

On December 21, law enforcement conducted a raid in Kuala Lumpur targeting businesses run by or 
employing migrants without documentation, resulting in the arrest of 1,101 undocumented migrants. 
Authorities have also announced plans to conduct more raids targeting settlements, home to undocumented 
migrants, throughout the country. However, the promise of further raids has sparked concerns about rising 
anti-migrant narratives across the country and has led many to call for increased tolerance and recognition 
of the significant role migrant workers contribute to the Malaysian economy.

Crackdowns on Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan lead to a 
surge in returns 

This quarter, Afghanistan witnessed a significant rise in the number of returnees from Iran and Pakistan. 
Between late September and early December 2023, approximately 345,000 Afghans were forcibly 
returned from Iran. Similarly, from September 15 to December 21, 478,800 Afghans returned from Pakistan, 
encompassing both voluntary and forced returns. The surge in returns followed the announcement of 
Pakistan’s “Illegal Foreigners Repatriation Plan”, which set November 1 as the deadline for undocumented 
migrants, primarily Afghans, to leave the country despite a non-return advisory issued by the UNHCR. The 
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https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/10/31/putrajaya-says-mulling-allowing-refugees-to-work-here-but-limited-to-3d-jobs/99375
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3240771/malaysias-plan-give-refugees-its-worst-jobs-amounts-human-rights-facade-activists
https://apnews.com/article/rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-myanmar-malaysia-migration-f481e725f97d1b004a474e5facb10144
https://apnews.com/article/rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-myanmar-malaysia-migration-f481e725f97d1b004a474e5facb10144
https://apnews.com/article/rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-myanmar-malaysia-migration-f481e725f97d1b004a474e5facb10144
https://apnews.com/article/rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-myanmar-malaysia-migration-f481e725f97d1b004a474e5facb10144
https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/rohingya-refugees-face-hunger-and-loss-hope-after-latest-ration-cuts
https://www.rescue.org/press-release/bangladesh-cyclone-hamoon-ravages-coxs-bazar-severe-cyclonic-storm-affecting-over
https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/bangladesh-rising-violence-insecurity-and-protection-concerns-coxs-bazar-refugee-camps
https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/bangladesh-rising-violence-insecurity-and-protection-concerns-coxs-bazar-refugee-camps
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/12/25/foreigners-march-to-police-station-to-complain-about-agent-get-hauled-up-by-immigration-dept-instead
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/12/26/hr-ministry-to-meet-employment-agency-accused-of-duping-171-bangladeshi-migrants/109242
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/12/29/set-up-probe-on-exploitation-of-migrant-workers-and-new-ministry-to-manage-their-affairs-suhakam-tells-putrajaya/109745
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2023/12/28/malaysia-has-entered-slave-labour-territory-says-ex-mp/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/12/21/kl039s-jln-silang-raided-in-massive-sweep-for-illegal-activities
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/12/21/kl039s-jln-silang-raided-in-massive-sweep-for-illegal-activities
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2023/12/29/deputy-igp-more-raids-planned-after-cops-identify-over-10-undocumented-migrant-settlements-nationwide/109703
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2023/12/29/more-raids-on-undocumented-migrants-coming-say-cops/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3246218/malaysian-police-raid-against-illegal-migrant-workers-fuels-xenophobic-views-amid-calls-greater
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3246218/malaysian-police-raid-against-illegal-migrant-workers-fuels-xenophobic-views-amid-calls-greater
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-iran-deports-almost-350-000-afghans-within-3-months/7392705.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-iran-deports-almost-350-000-afghans-within-3-months/7392705.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/emergency-update-7-pakistan-afghanistan-returns-response-21-december-2023
https://adsp.ngo/publications/briefing-note-deported-to-what-afghans-in-pakistan/
https://adsp.ngo/publications/briefing-note-deported-to-what-afghans-in-pakistan/
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/emergency-update-7-pakistan-afghanistan-returns-response-21-december-2023


intensified crackdowns by local authorities compelled many including Afghans with documentation and 
those awaiting resettlement to other countries, to flee Pakistan. While the government later extended the 
stay of Proof of Residence (PoR) holders and those awaiting resettlement to December 2023 and February 
2024, respectively, the situation remains dire for Afghans without documentation in Pakistan, as well as 
those who have returned to Afghanistan. 

On a positive note, in the USA, the state of Oregon has welcomed over 1,400 refugees from Afghanistan 
since the Taliban takeover in August 2021. Efforts to support the new arrivals are bolstered by a $3.6 
million grant allocated for integration initiatives. Meanwhile, Canada having admitted 39,730 Afghans 
as of October 2023, is on track to fulfil its commitment of accepting 40,000 by 2023, and expressed a 
willingness to accept more in the coming years. Across the Atlantic, in response to the repatriation plan 
announced by the Pakistani authorities, the UK government chartered 12 flights for Afghan refugees 
awaiting resettlement in Pakistan. 

Sri Lankans seeking asylum: challenges in Diego Garcia and 
deportations from Switzerland

While the judicial decision to deport asylum seekers in the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT) island of 
Diego Garcia to Sri Lanka was withdrawn in September, challenges remain for 61 asylum seekers held on 
the island. The UK government does not consider BIOT as falling under the same legal jurisdiction as the 
rest of the UK, and therefore debates the relevance of the 1951 Refugee Convention to people seeking 
asylum there. 

In Switzerland in November, two Tamil families were deported to Sri Lanka. This decision occurred despite 
ongoing concerns about the persistent marginalisation and discrimination against minorities in Sri Lanka. 

Australia’s $160 Million overhaul of asylum processing policies and 
new climate migration initiatives

In October, the Australian government introduced a $160 million package designed to overhaul the asylum 
processing system in Australia. The initiative aims to address long-standing backlogs and prioritise new 
asylum seeker claims. The government states, as highlighted in the Nixon review, that Australia’s asylum 
system has allegedly been ‘exploited’ by people making ‘false claims’ as a means to remain in Australia. 

On November 10, Australia announced plans to offer permanent residency to up to 280 Tuvalu residents 
annually who are displaced by climate change. Experts suggest that Australia is strategically leveraging 
climate migration as part of a new regional diplomacy strategy. Another noteworthy development is the 
Australian Refugee Welcome University Sponsorship Consortium, led by the Australian National University. 
This initiative aims to create complementary pathways for displaced students to access higher education 
in Australia. While awaiting government approval, the scheme proposes a fast-track system for refugees 
to further their studies in Australian universities.
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https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/pakistan-widespread-abuses-force-afghans-leave
https://www.unhcr.org/news/forced-returns-pakistan-deepen-afghanistan-s-humanitarian-crisis
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pakistan-deported-afghans-waiting-us-resettlement-sources-2023-12-26/
https://www.voanews.com/a/pakistan-extends-stay-of-1-4-million-registered-afghan-refugees/7350281.html?mc_cid=3a429e5327&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/12/14/pakistan-extends-deadline-for-afghans-awaiting-third-country-resettlement
https://oregoncapitalchronicle.com/2023/10/30/oregon-has-3-6-million-for-grants-to-help-refugees-from-afghanistan/
https://oregoncapitalchronicle.com/2023/10/30/oregon-has-3-6-million-for-grants-to-help-refugees-from-afghanistan/
https://www.voanews.com/a/canada-admits-nearly-40-000-afghans-willing-to-take-more-/7326177.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-67235667
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-67235667
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/sep/25/tamil-refugees-diego-garcia-win-fight-against-forcible-return-sri-lanka
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2023/10/04/uk-territory-unfair-asylum-screening-after-tamil-deportation
https://www.tamilguardian.com/content/switzerland-deports-more-tamils-sri-lanka
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/12/06/sri-lanka-tamils-detained-commemorating-war-dead
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/05/labor-to-prioritise-new-asylum-seeker-claims-as-part-of-160m-package-to-tackle-backlog
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/05/labor-to-prioritise-new-asylum-seeker-claims-as-part-of-160m-package-to-tackle-backlog
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/04/visa-system-to-be-target-of-labor-crackdown-after-review-uncovers-grotesque-abuses
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-10-05/asylum-visa-processing-overhaul-clear-years-long-backlogs/102935618
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-change?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=ed37e41640-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_Cheat_Sheet_10_11&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-ed37e41640-75904456
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-change?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=ed37e41640-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_Cheat_Sheet_10_11&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-ed37e41640-75904456
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/australia-tuvalu-climate-and-migration-agreement-takeaways-and-next-steps#:~:text=The Australia%2DTuvalu Climate and Migration Agreement%3A Takeaways and Next Steps,-Download PDF&text=On November 9%2C 2023%2C Australia,residency in Australia each year.
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8413568/fast-track-for-clever-refugees-to-move-from-camp-to-campus/?mc_cid=3a429e5327&mc_eid=c91ae25a46


Resumption of offshore processing despite landmark ruling on 
unlawful indefinite immigration detention in Australia

In less than five months since the evacuation of the last refugee from Nauru, 11 asylum seekers intercepted 
in September were taken to Nauru. This transfer, which included a 17-year-old teenager marked the 
first transfer of asylum seekers to offshore immigration detention in nine years. The government has not 
provided additional information, including the country of origin of these asylum seekers, drawing criticism 
for its lack of transparency on the matter. In late November, another 12 asylum seekers were transferred to 
Nauru after being picked up off the Western Australia’s coast, allegedly arriving from Indonesia. Another 
report by The Guardian also revealed that the current government has turned back seven vessels carrying 
about 200 individuals between May 2022 and March 2023, underscoring the ongoing concerns about 
Australia’s offshore processing system and treatment of asylum seekers.

Among other news this quarter, legal developments included the settlement of a negligence case involving 
an infant detained on Nauru and another case that involved the wrongful detention of 120 Indonesian 
children as adults. Further on November 8, a landmark decision by the High Court ruled that indefinite 
immigration detention is unlawful, potentially leading to the release of 92 people with no prospects of being 
returned to their countries of origin. However, a month after this ruling, a new preventative law was passed 
on December 6, allowing the re-detention or community supervision of individuals released under the 
High Court’s decision if they have been convicted of a crime or pose a risk of committing serious offences, 
including sexual offences. Some criticisms include that the law is discriminatory as it only applies to a small 
group of migrants and asylum seekers and that the risk assessment is flawed given that, as non-citizens, 
they are routinely denied access to treatment and rehabilitation, which would heavily weigh against them. 

Refugees in Papua New Guinea at risk of eviction as funding from 
the Australian government terminated

This quarter, tensions rose as Papua New Guinea threatened to “send refugees back” to Australia unless 
they continue funding the humanitarian program for refugees remaining in PNG under a bilateral agreement 
between the countries. While many details remain confidential, Australia contends that the responsibility 
for the wellbeing of the refugees has now officially shifted to PNG, following the conclusion of the offshore 
processing agreement between the two countries in 2021. Although plans are in motion to resettle the 
majority of refugees to New Zealand and transfer those requiring special medical treatment to Australia, 
62 remaining in PNG face the risk of eviction and endure restricted access to basic necessities including 
food, healthcare, and electricity due to the funding shortage. Additionally, allegations of corruption within 
the Australia-funded humanitarian program have prompted investigation by both the Australian and PNG 
governments, adding another layer of complexity to the already strained situation.

Irregular migration on the rise among Indians

Between October 2022 and September 2023, 96,917 Indians entered the United States irregularly, as 
compared to 19,883 in the same period between 2019 and 2020. The irregular entries were primarily 
through the US-Mexican land border, but entries were also recorded through the Canadian border. This 
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/04/asylum-seekers-sent-to-nauru-by-australian-government-only-months-after-last-detainees-were-removed
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-10-27/nauru-new-group-detained-processing-centre/103014910
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-10-27/nauru-new-group-detained-processing-centre/103014910
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-10-27/nauru-new-group-detained-processing-centre/103014910
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/501511/refugee-advocate-disappointed-with-australian-govt-s-latest-act
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/501511/refugee-advocate-disappointed-with-australian-govt-s-latest-act
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/asylum-seekers-from-indonesian-boat-landing-in-flown-to-nauru-for-processing-as-scrutiny-on-labors-border-policies-grows/news-story/9adcbb80e0f7a6592c59208d8f56b16e?mc_cid=78a574bca5&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/asylum-seekers-from-indonesian-boat-landing-in-flown-to-nauru-for-processing-as-scrutiny-on-labors-border-policies-grows/news-story/9adcbb80e0f7a6592c59208d8f56b16e?mc_cid=78a574bca5&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/08/australian-government-border-protection-stats-boats-turned-back?CMP=share_btn_tw&mc_cid=3a429e5327&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/08/australian-government-border-protection-stats-boats-turned-back?CMP=share_btn_tw&mc_cid=3a429e5327&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-67014857
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-67014857
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/09/landmark-australian-ruling-rejects-indefinite-immigration-detention?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=ed37e41640-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_Cheat_Sheet_10_11&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-ed37e41640-75904456
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/08/australia-high-court-indefinite-detention-ruling-government
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/08/australia-high-court-indefinite-detention-ruling-government
https://www.reuters.com/world/australia-passes-new-detention-laws-stateless-convicts-2023-12-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/australia-passes-new-detention-laws-stateless-convicts-2023-12-06/
https://www.hrlc.org.au/reports-news-commentary/preventative-detention
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/07/png-threatens-to-send-refugees-back-to-australia-unless-it-pays-up-to-48m-in-expenses
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/jul/22/morrison-government-png-asylum-seeker-deal-refugee
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/pain-continues-in-png-ten-years-on/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/pain-continues-in-png-ten-years-on/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/23/papua-new-guinea-refugees-begin-leaving-png-australia
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/oct/23/papua-new-guinea-refugees-begin-leaving-png-australia
https://asrc.org.au/2023/11/21/australian-government-must-act-now-to-evacuate-exiled-refugees-facing-immediate-homelessness-and-destitution-in-png/?mc_cid=78a574bca5&mc_eid=c91ae25a46
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/oct/31/png-corruption-claims-investigation-australia-funded-refugee-program-papua-new-guinea
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/oct/31/png-corruption-claims-investigation-australia-funded-refugee-program-papua-new-guinea
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/nri/us-canada-news/97000-indians-held-trying-to-enter-illegally-us-customs/articleshow/104926001.cms?from=mdr
https://www.thehindu.com/data/data-sharp-rise-in-indians-illegally-crossing-us-northern-border-from-canada/article67634735.ece


dramatic increase in numbers includes minorities seeking asylum due to the rise of Hindu nationalism in 
the country, along with others attracted by better economic prospects, highlighting the mixed migration 
dynamics of these movements. In response to a similar trend in the UK, the government has recently decided 
to include India, along with Georgia, in its list of safe countries of origin for asylum seekers, resulting in 
concerning repercussions on how asylum applications among these groups are processed.

Differing approaches to Sri Lankan and Rohingya refugees in India

Domestically, discussions around the citizenship status of Sri Lankan refugees in the Indian state of Tamil 
Nadu have gained traction, with a panel submitting recommendations to the state government, signalling 
an ongoing dialogue on refugee rights and integration. In contrast, Rohingya refugees, including those 
with UNHCR refugee status, continue to face persistent risk of arrest and detention in India, with about 
270 Rohingya held in detention centres for over two years. While a petition challenging the legality of 
the detention of Rohingya refugees was presented to the Supreme Court on October 10, nationwide 
crackdowns targeting undocumented migrants continued with 44 individuals including Rohingya being 
arrested during the quarter. 
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Thematic Focus:  
A shifting tide in Indonesia: international, 
regional, and federal support essential for 
sustainable community-driven responses
Within a month between mid-November and mid-December this quarter, nine boats carrying 1,543 
Rohingya disembarked in Aceh, Indonesia, accounting for the largest number of arrivals since the so-called 
2015 Andaman Sea Crisis. Once heralded for its open and welcoming approach to Rohingya arriving by 
boat, particularly by local communities in the province of Aceh, this recent surge in arrivals has marked a 
substantial shift in Indonesia’s response. Communities that were once actively engaged in rescue efforts 
at sea and providing assistance to Rohingya refugees stand in contrast to increasing pushbacks and 
hostilities towards new arrivals. This stark change in sentiment on the ground in Aceh reflects and is likely 
influenced by broader dynamics in terms of a continued lack of international support, regional cooperation, 
and federal government commitment to address the displacement of Rohingya across the region. It brings 
to light the fragility of the current aid mechanisms, which rely on local communities to implement responses 
alone without adequate support and serves as a stark reminder that sustainable solutions require a united 
front from global, regional, and national actors.

Onward movements driven by a lack of durable solutions and 
deteriorating camp conditions in Bangladesh

According to UNHCR in 2023, 4,490 Rohingya in about 41 boats have embarked on sea journeys from 
Bangladesh and Myanmar, in search of safety and brighter prospects in other countries, predominantly 
Indonesia and Malaysia. The majority (62%) arrived in Indonesia, while others disembarked or were 
intercepted in Myanmar (27%), Bangladesh (5%), India (4%), Malaysia (2%), and Thailand (1%). Among 
these arrivals, a significant proportion comprised women (27%) and children (38%). The boat journeys 
are fraught with dangers, including overcrowded vessels, treacherous sea conditions, and limited access 
to basic necessities like food and water. In 2023, a total of 636 were reported dead or missing during their 
journeys. With the calm water season after the monsoons continuing until April 2024, it is anticipated that 
the number of boats aiming to reach Indonesia will continue steadily during the first quarter of this year.

These recent arrivals are occurring against the backdrop of deteriorating conditions in the camps in and 
around Cox’s Bazar, hosting close to one million Rohingya refugees. In the camps, refugees face escalating 
challenges, including rising gang violence, susceptibility to climate-related disasters like floods, landslides, 
and fires, limited access to employment and education, restricted mobility, overcrowding and food insecurity 
perpetuated by cuts in food rations. Additionally, despite ongoing pressure from Bangladesh and Myanmar 
under a repatriation plan backed by China, the conditions necessary for safe, dignified, sustainable, and 
voluntary repatriation to Myanmar, including full citizenship and equal access to basic rights including 
rights to livelihood, religious freedom, and freedom of movement, remain unmet in the context of escalating 
conflict within the country and persistent systemic persecution of the Rohingya. 

MMC Asia and the Pacific

Quarterly Mixed Migration Update Q4 2023: Asia and the Pacific      

12

https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/rohingya-boat-arrival-response-aceh-indonesia-emergency-appeal-december-2023-june-2024
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https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2023/12/25/asia-pacific/social-issues/rohingya-indonesia-uncertain-future/
https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/rohingya-refugees-facing-hostile-reception-aceh
https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/rohingya-refugees-facing-hostile-reception-aceh
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https://indianexpress.com/article/india/unhcr-thanks-india-for-taking-care-of-142-rohingyas-intercepted-in-andaman-9082316/
https://www.voanews.com/a/rohingya-muslims-fleeing-myanmar-arrive-in-indonesia-/7391691.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/rohingya-muslims-fleeing-myanmar-arrive-in-indonesia-/7391691.html
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3237936/rohingya-face-second-genocide-violence-surges-bangladesh-refugee-camps
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/6/5/rohingya-refugees-in-bangladeshs-hot-zone-for-climate-threats
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/6/5/rohingya-refugees-in-bangladeshs-hot-zone-for-climate-threats
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60bf6286f8727b345cf75b1b/t/6507ca86395ef815d4f9d446/1695009504401/This+Persecution+Is+the+Worst+There+Is+-+Youth+Congress+Rohingya.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/rohingya-refugees-face-hunger-and-loss-hope-after-latest-ration-cuts
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/bangladesh/355-crisis-mounts-rohingya-refugees-bangladesh
https://www.voanews.com/a/activists-concerned-about-reports-of-rohingya-refugees-being-coerced-to-repatriate-to-myanmar-/7136575.html


The protracted displacement faced by Rohingya, coupled with limited prospects in Bangladesh, has 
prompted many, including increasing numbers of women and children (65% in 2023, up from 54% in 2022), 
to embark on perilous sea journeys in search of a safer future within the region. Furthermore, unlike in the 
past when Indonesia primarily served as a transit point for migrants and refugees travelling to Australia 
and Malaysia, it is now increasingly becoming an intended destination among new arrivals. 

Community driven initiatives need support to ensure their 
sustainability 

Community-led responses have historically played a pivotal role in Indonesia’s response to boat arrivals, 
with local communities in Aceh organising support for Rohingya refugees arriving on their shores and local 
fishermen conducting rescue efforts, despite pushbacks from Indonesian authorities. While community-driven 
responses in this context have previously showcased resilience and compassion, the welcome approach of 
locals in Aceh is wearing thin. Recent Rohingya arrivals have faced pushbacks, including through the use of 
force from local communities, threats of deportation and eviction from shelters led by student movements, 
and increased border patrols led by Indonesian authorities in conjunction with local fishermen. 

This shift in sentiment in Aceh is illustrative of the strain placed on primarily poor local communities who 
have historically been left to confront the impacts of protracted displacement, with limited resources and 
support, often described as “solidarity fatigue”. Perhaps more importantly, the imprisonment of three 
fishermen in 2022 convicted of people smuggling offences for facilitating the embarkment of Rohingya 
refugees, may have also contributed to the recent change in sentiment within the community.  Additionally, 
an online hate campaign disseminating misinformation about the Rohingya has further eroded public 
solidarity and fuelled anti-Rohingya sentiment among the local communities of Aceh, resulting in rejection 
and protests against this new wave of arrivals.

Pushbacks of boats carrying Rohingya refugees have unfortunately been common throughout the region 
for some time, as illustrated by the harrowing events of 2015. More recently, against the backdrop of 
COVID-19, countries such as Malaysia and Thailand have sought to justify continued pushbacks, arrest 
and detention of irregular arrivals. This was in contrast to Indonesia’s relative progressiveness, particularly 
at the local level, where scenes of local fishermen taking part in rescue efforts, and defying authorities’ 
pushback directives, were common. At a federal level, Indonesia’s commitment to improving refugee 
governance, including the commendable initiatives in alternative to detention policies and provision of 
educational rights for refugee children, has earned international acclaim, notably at forums like the Global 
Refugee Forum. However, the recent official statement by Indonesia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs during 
the second Global Refugee Forum in December 2023, associating Rohingya arrivals with transnational 
criminal network and advocating for stronger law enforcement, shows the tides are turning, and raises 
increasing concerns about the evolving narratives on refugees in the country. 
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52975138
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/170_Indonesia_Transit_Country_No_More_Research_Report.pdf
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The absence of international, regional and federal support

At the core of Indonesia’s turning tide on the ground in Aceh, is a historic lack of support from the international 
community, regional counterparts, and the federal government. The international response to Rohingya 
displacement has diminished amid other humanitarian crises, with neighbouring nations, including 
Indonesia, facing the brunt of the protracted crisis without adequate support. Regional collaboration, 
crucial for managing large-scale displacement, is lacking, forcing a handful of nationals within the region 
to grapple with the crisis in isolation. Eight years after the large-scale irregular maritime movements in the 
Andaman Sea and Bay of Bengal in 2015 where about 8,000 refugees and migrants were left stranded 
at sea, there has been no concrete action taken to address regional preparedness for such large-scale 
displacements and risky maritime movements. 

This inaction is evident in the recent failure to respond to the UNHCR’s plea for the search and rescue of two 
boats in distress in the Andaman Sea in early December, reminiscent of 2015. One of the boats carrying 
180 refugees, is believed to have sunk without effective intervention. Furthermore, the minimal contribution 
from Southeast Asian nations1 to the multi-stakeholder pledge for Rohingya refugees during the recent 
Global Refugee Forum further highlights a lack of regional collaboration. The absence of proactive measures 
from neighbouring countries, particularly Malaysia and Thailand, coupled with the prevailing pushback 
practices, generates a ripple effect that intensifies the pressure on Indonesia to take the lead in rescue 
and protection efforts. Further, at the federal level, while President Regulation No. 125/2016 establishes a 
refugee protection framework in Indonesia, the decentralized governance system has led to inconsistent 
responses at the local level. Moreover, lacking adequate funding and support from the federal government, 
local administrations are left to manage the crisis independently.

Call for comprehensive solutions 

The current situation demands urgent collaboration on multiple fronts. The international community must 
reassess its commitment to addressing the protracted displacement of Rohingya, recognizing the shared 
responsibility in providing a sustainable solution. The recent joint decisions by Canada, Denmark, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom as well as the Maldives to intervene in the International 
Court of Justice genocide case filed by the Gambia against Myanmar is one such positive example. While 
regional cooperation has made progress, especially with the activation of the Bali Process Consultation 
Mechanism at the Eighth Bali Process Ministerial Conference in February 2023, it has yet to translate into 
a clear pathway towards better responses to the increase in maritime movement witnessed in the last two 
months. Regional counterparts should revive cooperation by leveraging the existing frameworks, particularly 
the Bali Process, to ensure a coordinated and effective response, thereby preventing the recurrence of 
incidents reminiscent of the Andaman Sea crisis. At the federal level, the Indonesian government must step 
up their involvement, not only to alleviate the immediate challenges in terms of local capacity and resource 
constraints, but also to devise long-term strategies for refugee integration and support within the country.

In conclusion, the shifting sentiments in Aceh and the broader change in responses to Rohingya arrivals in 
Indonesia reflect the multifaceted nature of the challenges of managing a complex and protracted crisis 

1	 The government of Thailand was the only ASEAN member state to have contributed to the pledge. 
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without sufficient global, regional, and national support. While community-driven responses are essential, 
sustainable long-term solutions require international, regional, and federal support, as without this 
support, local communities will likely continue to become fatigued and overburdened, resulting in increasing 
resentment. Responding to the increase in boat arrivals of Rohingya to Indonesia demands a collaborative 
effort, emphasizing shared responsibility and a commitment to a sustainable and comprehensive solution.  
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Highlighted New Research and Reports

Migration in the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic: A Country Profile 2023

International Organization for Migration (IOM) | November 2023
The Migration Profile serves as a foundational tool for collecting migration-
related data, and facilitating evidence-driven policy-making. The initiative 
seeks to emphasize the significance of integrating migration into broader policy 
planning through an evidence-based, collaborative approach. The formulation 
of the inaugural Migration Profile in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
is a substantial breakthrough, amplifying the policymaking capacity of the 
Government as it looks towards achieving the goals set out in the 9th National 
Socioeconomic Development Plan 2021–2025.

Lived experiences of climate-induced migrants in 
the Sundarbans region in Bangladesh

Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program (OKUP) | November 2023
Drawing from the lived experiences and testimonies of both internal and 
international returnee migrant workers and their families in three Unions namely 
Gabura, Padmapukur and Kaikhali of Shyamnagar Upazila of Satkhira district 
in Bangladesh, this report contributes to understanding the interconnections 
of climate change, migration and modern slavery in the forms of exploitation, 
forced labour and human trafficking, 

Wage theft and forced labour among migrant 
workers in Southeast Asia: Impacts of Covid-19 
and policy responses

Migrant Forum in Asia | November 2023
This study examines the linkages between wage theft and forced labour in labour 
migration within ASEAN, and the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on this 
phenomenon. The report seeks to provide an evidence base for policymakers 
on wage theft, and relatedly counter human trafficking and forced labour 
measures. The study was carried out in five countries in ASEAN- Thailand, 
Malaysia, Cambodia, Philippines and Indonesia to capture experiences in both 
countries of destination and origin. 
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Migration - not a choice but a compulsion: Lived Experiences of Climate-Induced Migrants in the Sundarbans Region in Bangladesh

November 2023 
OKUP, a grassroots migrant organization

Lived Experiences of Climate-Induced Migrants 
in the Sundarbans Region in Bangladesh 
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Forced to migrate: Afghan women waiting for 
protection in Iran and Pakistan

Asia Displacement Solution Platform (ADSP) and Samuel Hall | 
December 2023
The Afghan displacement crisis has continued given the deteriorating economic 
conditions, protection risks, loss of social support system, and the loss of rights 
for women in Afghanistan: whether mobility, employment or educational rights 
that have been banned for women. This briefing note presents information 
collected through desk review, key informant interviews and semi-structured 
interviews and provides a synthesis of available data on the need for protection, 
solutions and international protection for Afghan women in Iran and Pakistan.

Briefing Note

Forced to migrate: Afghan women waiting for 
protection in Iran and Pakistan
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MMC is a global network engaged in data collection, research, 
analysis, and policy and programmatic development on mixed 
migration, with regional hubs in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe 
and Latin America, and a global team based across Copenhagen, 
Geneva and Brussels.

MMC is a leading source for independent and high-quality 
data, research, analysis and expertise. MMC aims to increase 
understanding of mixed migration, to positively impact global 
and regional migration policies, to inform evidence-based mixed 
migration responses for people on the move and to stimulate 
forward thinking in public and policy debates on mixed migration. 
MMC’s overarching focus is on human rights and protection for all 
people on the move.

MMC is part of the Danish Refugee Council (DRC). 

For more information visit:
mixedmigration.org and follow us at @Mixed_Migration

https://mixedmigration.org/
https://twitter.com/mixed_migration

