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A South Sudanese girl at independence festivities
Hundreds of temples and pagodas were built at Mrauk U, in Rakhine State, between the 15th and 18th centuries. Image – Jean-Marie Hullot

History of Myanmar
Myanmar (formerly called Burma) was
a main trade route between India and
China from as early as 100 BC. It was
not a single country, but rather was
land between other defined territories
that was populated by various ethnic
city-states or kingdoms.1
It became part of the British empire – as
a province of British India – after the three
Anglo-Burmese wars between 1825 and 1885.2
Britain named the country Burma after the
dominant ethnic group, the Burmans, however
the Burmese continued to use the local name,
Myanmar Naingngandaw, which is the source
of the country’s present-day name.3 It was
not until 1937 that Burma became a separate,
self-governing colony, and in 1948 it attained
independence from the British Commonwealth.4
After a military coup in 1962, General U Ne
Win took control. During his time in power, Ne
Win almost completely cut Burma off from the
outside world. His leadership saw independent
media banned, political opponents detained and
a single party system implemented.
Members of his party were drawn almost
exclusively from the armed forces and his
style of rule has been described as a military
dictatorship.5 Corruption was reportedly rife.6
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Ne Win’s 26 years in power took a heavy
economic toll. Burma had been one of Southeast
Asia’s most prosperous countries, with a large
rice exportation industry and a wealth of oil7.
But Ne Win’s strict import restrictions and failed
attempt to create a nation of industry saw the
economy stagnate. In 1987 he instantly wiped
out the savings of millions of people by replacing
three notes of currency with new numbers that
he deemed to be lucky. 8
He was forced to resign in 1988 after
widespread civil and violent demonstrations.9 A
military regime came to power and the country
was renamed Myanmar. The ruling regime were
known to be oppressive and brutal.10
An election was held in 1990 and the National
League for Democracy (NLD) won in a landslide,
with more than 85 percent of the vote. But the
military government refused to hand over power,
placing NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi under
house arrest.
In 2010, elections were held again, but most
of the international community dismissed their
legality, and the state-backed Union and Solidarity
Party remained firmly in power.11 But in 2011
the military regime officially dissolved as a
result of international pressure, economic crisis,
and popular protest. A civilian parliament was
established and the first internationally recognised
multiparty election was held in 2015.12

Focus on: Myanmar and Bangladesh

World Vision Australia

Lalbagh Fort (also Fort Aurangabad) is an incomplete 17th century Mughal fort complex that stands at the bank of the Buriganga River
in the southwestern part of Dhaka, Bangladesh. Image – Mohosin.a94

History of Bangladesh
East Bengal (now Bangladesh) is the
eighth most populated country in the
world, with over 166 million people.13
It was first colonised by Turko-Afghans,
who brought with them weaving skills
and Hinduism. The Moghuls arrived
from north India in the 16th century
and Islam spread widely through the
region. They were followed later by
many others including the Portuguese,
the French, and finally, the British in
the 18th century.14
By then, East Bengal had a thriving textile industry
and abundant rice harvests. To protect the British
textile industry, the export of Bengali cotton was
banned, severely damaging the local economy.
Under the partition of British India in 1947, East
Bengal became East Pakistan – the second part
of newly established Pakistan. East and West
Pakistan were separated by 1,600km of Indian
territory and the east resented the central
government in the west, which gave preference
to the west’s values and culture.15
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In 1949 the Awami League political party was
established to campaign for autonomy in the east.
But it was not until 1970 that Awami League
won an election. Despite winning an electoral
majority in Pakistan’s general election, candidate
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was prevented from
becoming prime minister.16
Awami League responded by planning to issue
a new constitution. The military implemented a
crackdown to stop this, leading to a civil war. The
outbreak of violence caused around 9.5 million
people to flee across the border into India.17 But
military intervention from India saw the Pakistani
forces surrender and on 25 March 1971 the
People’s Republic of Bangladesh was proclaimed
as an independent state.18
The assassination of Sheikh Mujib shortly after
he became president, as well as a succession
of military coups, caused frequent states of
emergency. This instability was made worse by
floods and famine.19
Since the 1990s Bangladesh has seen
remarkable economic growth and now ranks
second, after China, in ready-made garment
production, which has been the main catalyst
for the economic boom. 20
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Around 30 percent of Myanmar’s population live in poverty.

Myanmar today

While Myanmar’s constitution entitles
all citizens to freedom of religion, it
also recognises the “special position
of Buddhism”, which applies only to
Theravada Buddhism.21 Almost 88
percent of the population identify as
Theravada Buddhists, with six percent
Christian, four percent Muslim and
two percent Hindu or other.22
Around 30 percent of the 51 million people
in Myanmar are living in poverty.23 Seventy
percent of the population live in rural areas and
the same number work in agriculture.24 The
population of Myanmar is more than double that
of Australia, but it has more than 13 times the
infant mortality rate.25 Access to necessities such
as healthcare, clean water and toilets is extremely
limited for most of the population.
As the country’s economic situation continues
to deteriorate, parents are finding it harder to
support their families, and some children must
enter the workforce.26 Trafficking people for
labour and sexual exploitation happens inside
Myanmar and from Myanmar to neighbouring
countries such as Thailand, China, Malaysia
and Pakistan.27
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Identity in Myanmar
The Myanmar Government
recognises 135 “national races”,
including eight major ethnic
groups: the Kachin, Kayah/Karenni,
Kayin/Karen, Chin, Bamar, Mon,
Rakhine and Shan. The Bamar
are the largest ethnic group,
comprising approximately
68 percent of the population.
The Muslim population who identify as
Rohingya are not among the 135 recognised
ethnic groups, nor are people of Indian,
Chinese, Anglo-Burmese or Nepali descent.
The law grants full citizenship to members
of the 135 officially-recognised national
races and restricts members of other
groups from full citizenship. Proof of
citizenship is usually required to access
government healthcare and education.
Reference: 
DFAT (3July 2018) “Country information report, Myanmar” [online].
Available at: http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/countryinformation-report-myanmar.pdf
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From 2011 to 2016, Thein Sein’s Union Solidarity
and Development Party (USDP) government
initiated a series of reforms which created
rapid transformation in Myanmar. They released
political prisoners, signed a ceasefire with ethnic
armed groups and gradually reduced restrictions
on press and civil liberties.28
In November 2015 the NLD party won the
multiparty election and in March 2016 Htin
Kyaw was appointed president, with Aung San
Suu Kyi – former political prisoner and Nobel
Peace Prize winner – as State Counsellor
(a position of undefined – but significant –
power).29 Kyaw resigned due to ill health in
March 2018, replaced by Win Myint, also an
NLD party member.30
Over the years there has been an increase in
violent outbreaks, some of which are between
ethnic groups. The latest and most serious
outbreak of violence happened in August 2017
and created one of the world’s fastest-growing
refugee outflows.
It is primarily those belonging to an ethnic
Muslim minority – who identify as Rohingya –
who have fled into Bangladesh.

Who are the
Rohingya people?
Research the history of
the Rohingya people
in Myanmar.
In your workbook, create a
timeline documenting key points
in their history, including their
arrival in the region, changes to
their citizenship status,
clashes with other groups
and mass movements.
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Myanmar law grants full citizenship to 135 officially recognised
national races.

Rakhine State
Rakhine is the second-poorest state
in Myanmar, with 78 percent of
people living in poverty.
The majority of those that identify
as Rohingya reside in the northern
part of Rakhine State in the area that
encompasses the townships of Maungdaw
and Buthidaung. These are two of only
three townships in Myanmar with a Muslim
majority. Ethnic Rakhine (also known as
Arakanese), who are mostly Buddhist,
form the majority in all parts of Rakhine
except northern Rakhine State.
After widespread violence in Rakhine
State in 2012, authorities implemented
movement restrictions on the population
there and moved many people into camps
for internally displaced people (IDP). Access
to healthcare and other necessities for
those living in the camps – as well as those
in northern Rakhine State – is impacted by
imposed restrictions on movement.
Reference:
DFAT (3July 2018) “Country information report, Myanmar” [online].
Available at: http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/
country-information-report-myanmar.pdf
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Australia’s aid
continues
to decline
Australian Aid is funding that the
Australian government uses to support
developing countries to tackle poverty,
inequality and climate change.
Its purpose is to promote Australia’s national
interests by contributing to sustainable economic
growth and poverty reduction. This can be
through either emergency assistance during times
of crisis, or through developing lasting solutions
by empowering communities to build better lives
for themselves.
Where the funds go depends on who’s in
government and what the need is. In the
past 10 years, the main areas to which the
Australian Government has directed aid
include humanitarian assistance, education,
health, economic development, and developing
governments and civil society.31
Currently, we spend around 8.7% of the Australian
Aid budget on humanitarian emergency response
and preparation.32 Each year, there are new and
ongoing emergencies in the world, and so this
percentage doesn’t go very far.
In 1995, Australia ranked as the ninth most
generous aid contributor in the world.33 Today, it
is the 19th – with the budget for Australian Aid
receiving cuts for five years in a row.34 For every
$100 in our economy, we are contributing only
22 cents towards Australian Aid.35
If Australian Aid is increased, we can extend help
to more of the world’s most vulnerable people,
including girls like Jubaida. With more funding,
refugee camps can be made safer and more
assistance can be given to those who need it most.
Australian Aid is important because it’s one
way that Australia can contribute to reducing
poverty and inequality around the world.
Ultimately, this helps to save lives and give more
people a fair go. It’s an investment in a better,
safer world for everyone.
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Meet Jubaida
A Rohingya refugee, she fled
violence in Myanmar and left
almost everything behind
Jubaida, 11, is living in a camp in
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh – home to
the largest refugee population in the
world. Her journey there began when
violence broke out near her home in
Myanmar.
Jubaida fled Myanmar with her parents,
two brothers and two sisters. But they
had to leave her grandparents, aunt
and uncle behind, as well as her pet
cows, goats and hens. She also left
behind almost everything she owned –
she brought only the clothes she was
wearing, plus two extra sets.
Cox’s Bazar can be a dangerous place
to live. Jubaida and her sisters attend
a World Vision Child Friendly Space
(CFS), where they can learn and play
safely. Jubaida is also a leader at the CFS;
“There I usually teach the children, I give
them toys, they study there, sometimes
they play.”
Being a leader at the CFS is great
practise for Jubaida – she wants to
become a teacher one day. When it’s
safe, she’s hoping to return to Myanmar
so that she can study and teach there.
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With Australian Aid being cut five years in a row, Australia’s
contribution to tackling global inequality is at an all-time low.
A great way to create change is to tell our politicians we care!
Let our leaders know you stand with refugees.
Look up the offices for the Prime Minister and the Opposition Leader
and send them a hand-written message that:
Asks them to increase Australian Aid in support of refugees.
Explains why supporting refugees and displaced people is important to you.
Includes some of the statistics in this resource to make sure they know
you are one well-informed student.

Bonus points for phoning their office!

Bangladesh today
Bangladesh is the most densely
populated non-island nation in the
world.36 With little available land and
a growing population, urbanisation is
presenting challenges.
The capital city Dhaka occupies just one percent
of Bangladesh’s territory, but is home to onetenth of the population.37 This means that urban
life comes with problems including high levels of
air pollution, extreme traffic congestion and lack
of safe drinking water.
In fact, more than 40 percent of the population
do not have adequate sanitation and only half
of the drinking water consumed meets water
safety standards.38 Dhaka is the only place in
the country that has a sewer system, but it
serves just 18 percent of the city, meaning that
waterborne diseases like cholera and diarrhoea
are widespread.39
Approximately 40 percent of Bangladesh’s work
force is employed in agriculture, 40 percent in
services and 21 percent in industry.40 Garment
manufacturing has experienced the fastest
growth of any industry and now makes up 80
percent of Bangladesh’s exports. Bangladesh is
self-sufficient in natural gas, but has few other
mineral resources. Forest cover is being reduced
as timber is used for fuel and building.41
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About 14 percent of Bangladeshis live below
the poverty line, which, while significant, has
reduced from 44 percent in 1991.42 Most rural
Bangladeshis live in small houses with woven
bamboo walls, an earthen floor and a thatched
roof. Extended families may live in houses
grouped together around a courtyard.43 In
Dhaka, the wealthy have comfortable homes, but
the poor crowd into slums.
About 83 percent of the population is Muslim,
16 percent is Hindu, and one percent is Buddhist,
Christian, or other.44
In recent years, Bangladesh has taken in almost
one million refugees from Myanmar. Since
August 2017 alone over 700,000 people have
arrived in Bangladesh. Most of them are now
living in Cox’s Bazar – home to the largest
refugee camp in the world.45
The Government of Bangladesh has responded
by delivering assistance and medical services,
coordinating private donations, and registering
refugees.46 The government is now working
closely with humanitarian partners to deliver
food assistance, shelter, water, emergency latrines,
and informal education to refugees.47
Nevertheless, the influx is putting immense strain
on response capacities as well as local livelihoods,
ecosystems, and basic services in already deeply
vulnerable communities.48
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Two countries,
one crisis
Bangladesh is dealing with the
consequences of the fastest refugee
movement across an international
border since the Rwandan genocide
in 1994.56
Thousands of refugees were already in the
country from earlier exoduses from Myanmar.
And following violence in Rakhine State in 2017,
the refugee population in Cox’s Bazar more
than quadrupled in just two months.57
There are now nearly one million refugees –
most of whom identify as Rohingya – in Cox’s
Bazar, which is in the south-eastern corner of
Bangladesh, close to the border with Myanmar.

It is one of the country’s poorest areas – the
poverty is extreme.
The monsoon season brings new problems
for both refugees and Bangladeshis. Rains
are likely to flood and damage shelters and
infrastructure. Health, water and sanitation
facilities are at great risk, as are ambulance
and food distribution services.58
The speed and scale of the influx of refugees
from Myanmar into Bangladesh has been a
challenge and the humanitarian community have
increased work in the area to help prevent a
critical humanitarian emergency.59 Most refugees
remain forced to rely upon humanitarian
assistance for their basic needs.

Since August 2017, 702,000 people have fled Myanmar.
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Bangladesh is home
to the largest refugee
camp in the world

Bangladesh
915,000
refugees

Myanmar

Nearly 55% of refugees
are under 18

Violence in Myanmar has forced
over 700,000 people to flee into
Bangladesh since August 2017.
World Vision is providing relief to
refugees including food packages,
blankets, sleeping mats, water
and child protection.

Source:
ReliefWeb
Web (accessed
(accessed onon
31/05/2018)
[online].
Available
at: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/npm_round_10_report_may_2018.pdf
Source:
Relief
31/05/2018)
[online].
Available
at: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/npm_round_10_report_may_2018.pdf

Bangladesh has shown great generosity in
sheltering so many refugees, however with their
own economy under strain, they are unable to
accommodate the refugees long term. And with
the situation in Myanmar remaining volatile, the
refugees cannot return home either.
Where this enormous group of people will
go is not yet determined. While they wait
for a decision to be made, it is critical that
they continue receiving food, healthcare and
education, so that they can live safely and begin
to rebuild their lives.

Monsoon season in Bangladesh threatens both local people
and refugees.

The crisis in numbers

702,000 refugees have fled violence in Myanmar since August 2017.
That’s an average of about 2,000 people per day. 52
The total population of Cox’s Bazar is now 915,000. 53
54% of refugees from Myanmar are under 18. 54
1.3 million people need emergency assistance,
including 703,000 young people. 55
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Write a 350-word essay addressing one of the following potential solutions
to the current situation:
The refugees from Myanmar should be permanently settled in Bangladesh.
The refugees from Myanmar should be allowed to return home
and live safely as recognised citizens.
The refugees from Myanmar should be resettled
in other countries around the world.
Provide an argument to convince the reader of your choice.
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