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Rohingya refugee camp on 
Bhasan Char, demonstrating 
constant surveillance and 
control. Authorities have erected 
watchtowers, barbed-wire 
fencing, and installed CCTV 
across the island.
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The government of Bangladesh built 
housing blocks on Bhasan Char, an 
isolated island, to shelter Rohingya 
refugees. Refugees on the island cannot 
move freely on or off Bhasan Char. 
©Kateb/Fortify Rights, 2022



Summary 7



Summary 8

Summary
“The government is not interested in continuing the Bhasan Char project,” Bangladesh’s 
Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC), Mohammed Mizanur Rahman, 
told Fortify Rights in October 2025. “It is a matter of a person’s personal freedom. See, 
in the camps, a refugee can wake up and see the mountains of Arakan [also known as 
Rakhine State, Myanmar]. They can have dreams of returning home. On Bhasan Char, it 
is a kind of confinement.”

The Bhasan Char Relocation Project, conceived by former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, 
aimed to move up to 100,000 Rohingya refugees to a remote island in the Bay of Bengal. 

The project was driven for years by Sheikh Hasina, despite persistent warnings and 
mounting evidence of harm. Now, with her removal from office and the establishment of 
an interim government under Dr. Muhammad Yunus, a new approach is taking shape—one 
that marks a welcome shift, but still requires more urgent action from Dhaka authorities. 

This report documents how, for years, Bangladesh authorities have restricted the 
movements of Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char, and how that confinement amounts to 
a situation of mass arbitrary detention. Since the start of this failed experiment, national 
and international organizations, as well as Rohingya refugees themselves, have denounced 
the island’s conditions and the lack of freedom of movement imposed on its residents. The 
interim government must now act on its stated commitment to close down Bhasan Char 
and ensure Rohingya refugees are granted freedom of movement, access to education and 
livelihoods, and appropriate legal status in Bangladesh.

A Rohingya woman 
wearing a hijab 
stands in the corridor 
of a shelter block 
on Bhasan Char in 
Bangladesh’s Noakhali 
District. On Bhasan 
Char, authorities 
confine Rohingya 
refugees and deny 
them freedom of 
movement. 
©Kateb/ 
Fortify Rights, 2022



9

A Rohingya refugee 
woman on Bhasan 
Char spoke to 
Fortify Rights 
on condition of 
anonymity, citing 
fears of reprisals 
for raising concerns 
about the lack 
of freedom of 
movement on the 
island.
©Kateb/Fortify 
Rights, 2022

*  *  *

The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) globally promotes three “durable 
solutions” for refugees: voluntary repatriation, local integration, and resettlement 
to third countries. In recent decades, many refugee-hosting countries have turned 
away from these three options, and a fourth, much more abusive de facto approach 
has emerged—warehousing. Warehousing “is the practice of keeping refugees in 
protracted situations of restricted mobility, enforced idleness, and dependency – their 
lives on indefinite hold—in violation of their basic rights under the 1951 U.N. Refugee 
Convention.” Systematic restrictions on the right to the freedom of movement, which 
frequently amount to indefinite confinement, are a defining feature of warehousing, 
as it forces refugees to remain in fenced-off camps or other facilities for protracted 
periods of time without hope of resolution. According to UNHCR’s data, when refugees 
are stuck in long-term displacement situations—called protracted refugee situations—
and no long-term solution (such as voluntary return, resettlement, or local integration) 
is available, they typically remain displaced for 18 to 26 years on average. For more than 
five years, the Government of Bangladesh has warehoused refugees, and Bhasan Char, 
an isolated island where the government confined more than 34,000 refugees, has 
became a symbol of this failing policy.

During the 2016-2017 military “clearance operations” in Myanmar, more than 700,000 
Rohingya fled to neighbouring Bangladesh to escape genocide. Today, more than a 
million Rohingya refugees live in the fenced-off refugee camps in southern Bangladesh, 
and more continue to arrive almost daily to escape the ongoing attacks against the 
Rohingya by the Myanmar junta as well as non-state armed groups, such as the Arakan 
Army. Starting in May 2020, the Bangladesh authorities eventually transferred more 
than 34,000 Rohingya to the isolated island of Bhasan Char—meaning “sand island”—
and have since refused to allow them to move freely between the island and refugee 
camps on the mainland.
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The Government of Bangladesh is neither a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention nor its 
1967 Protocol. The government refers to Rohingya refugees as “forcibly displaced Myanmar 
nationals” or FDMN, a moniker created during Sheikh Hasina’s rule to attempt to justify 
restricting Rohingya the rights international law provides to refugees.

Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh now find themselves in a protracted situation. The ongoing 
violence in Myanmar offers no prospect for a safe and voluntary return for Rohingya to their 
indigenous homeland in Rakhine State, also known as Arakan State. Ongoing war crimes 
carried out by the Arakan Army, an ethnic armed opposition group, and the Myanmar junta 
show that the situation inside Rakhine State remains wholly unsafe for Rohingya civilians. 
The Government of Bangladesh’s warehousing approach, which diverts attention away from 
other possible durable solutions, such as local integration, must end.

This report documents human rights abuses associated with the warehousing of Rohingya 
refugees, with a focus on restrictions on freedom of movement. Testimonies indicate that 
Rohingya refugees were routinely misled, coerced, or threatened with detention and abuse 
by the Bangladesh authorities if they resisted relocation to Bhasan Char. Once there, they 
quickly discovered that traveling back to the mainland refugee camps—even for legitimate 
reasons, such as medical care, funerals, weddings, and family reunification—was subject 
to arbitrary decisions and time-consuming application processes, which often resulted in 
refusals. This has been a consistent concern for refugees from 2021 to 2025.

The title of this report honors the words of a 38-year-old Rohingya man on Bhasan Char 
who, in July 2024, told Fortify Rights: “If we are to live on Bhasan Char for an extended 
period, it is essential for us to be able to visit our relatives, as we are human beings. 
Currently, we feel as though we are confined here, like prisoners.” 

A similar sentiment was shared by a Rohingya man in 2021, telling Fortify Rights: 

Here on Bhasan Char, I haven’t been able to go anywhere outside [the island]. It is 
like a prison here. [W]e don’t want to live here at all, let alone for years. People can’t 
just leave because of the navy guards and control by the authorities. If there is no 
guard or control, not a single person will remain here. All will leave this place.

The report recommends that the Government of Bangladesh make good on its public 
statements and close down Bhasan Char once and for all, and end the practice of 
warehousing refugees. It also recommends granting freedom of movement and the right 
to liberty for all Rohingya refugees; ratifying the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 
Protocol and developing a domestic legal framework to regulate the status and protection 
of refugees; and protecting Rohingya refugees from abuses by non-state armed actors and 
Bangladesh security forces in the camps. 

Before the report was published, Fortify Rights shared embargo copies and discussed the 
findings with the interim government, providing recommendations and offering support. 



Summary 11A watchtower rises over the 
Rohingya refugee camp on 

Bhasan Char, demonstrating 
constant surveillance and 

control. Authorities have 
erected watchtowers, barbed-

wire fencing, and installed 
CCTV across the island.

©Kateb/Fortify Rights, 2022
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A Rohingya refugee behind barbed-
wire fencing on Bhasan Char. 
©Kateb/Fortify Rights, 2022



“Like Prisoners” 

This report is based on more than five years of research conducted between May 
2020 and October 2025. Fortify  Rights interviewed 102 individuals, including 
98 Rohingya refugees—49 of whom were women—about the human rights 
situation on Bhasan Char, with a focus on restrictions on freedom of movement. 
Of the 98, 74 Rohingya refugees interviewed are still detained on the island at 
the time of writing, with 24 Rohingya living in the mainland refugee camps in 
Cox’s Bazar District, some of whom escaped the island and are in hiding. Those 
who spoke with Fortify Rights ranged in age from 16 to 77 years old. 

Fortify  Rights conducted interviews with Rohingya in the Rohingya language 
as well as interviews with the assistance of an English-Rohingya interpreter. 
Everyone interviewed for this report gave free, prior, and informed consent 
to be interviewed and for their testimony to be included in the report. No one 
interviewed for this report received compensation, and all were informed of the 
purpose of the interview, its voluntary nature, and how the information might 
be used. Fortify  Rights reimbursed modest travel costs for some Rohingya 
to meet in a secure location in Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh. For security 
reasons, the locations of some interviews, names of survivors, eyewitnesses, 
and other identifying details are withheld or changed in this report.

Fortify Rights additionally interviewed humanitarian aid workers, journalists, and 
others about the overall situation on Bhasan Char. Fortify Rights met with U.N. 
representatives in Bangladesh numerous times to discuss human rights concerns 
on Bhasan Char and in the mainland refugee camps. 

Several interpreters and translators assisted with secondary translations of 
audio files of eyewitness and survivor testimony to enable Fortify  Rights to 
confirm the accuracy of interpretations. 

Methodology 
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A row of concrete housing units on 
Bhasan Char. ©Kateb/Fortify Rights, 2022



Cement housing blocks on Bhasan Char provide 
shelter for Rohingya refugees. Today, more than 
34,000 refugees live on the isolated island.
©Kateb/Fortify Rights, 2022
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“Like Prisoners” 

Background

From the 1990s to 2016, there were approximately 250,000 to 500,000 Rohingya 
refugees in camps in Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh seeking protection from 
decades-long persecution in Myanmar. The largest-ever influx began in 2016 
and carried into 2017, when the Myanmar military and its operatives carried out 
widespread genocidal attacks against them in townships throughout Rakhine State. 
Today, more than a million Rohingya refugees live in fenced-off camps in southern 
Bangladesh, with new arrivals continuing almost daily as people flee ongoing attacks 
by the Myanmar junta and by the armed group the Arakan Army.1

The former Sheikh Hasina government in Bangladesh initially welcomed Rohingya 
fleeing genocide in 2016 and 2017. Fortify Rights was on the Myanmar-Bangladesh 
border at that time and spoke with Bangladesh security forces, who were instructed 
to protect the refugee population. Over subsequent years, the government’s policies 
became increasingly restrictive and security-oriented to the detriment of the rights 
of the Rohingya refugees. These measures included severe restrictions on access to 
education, livelihoods, freedom of movement, and a denial of their legal status–
basically affecting every aspect of Rohingya refugee life.2 

In 2018, the Government of Bangladesh proposed relocating Rohingya refugees 
from Cox’s Bazar District to Bhasan Char, an isolated island, ostensibly in an effort 
to ease overcrowding in the mainland camps.3 The plan, championed by former 
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, was to relocate up to 100,000 Rohingya refugees 

1	 See, for example, Fortify Rights, “International Criminal Court: Investigate Arakan Army War 
Crimes Against Rohingya,” July 23, 2025, https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-2025-07-23/; 
Fortify Rights, “ICC Member States: Ensure Accountability for Attacks on Civilians in 
Myanmar,” February 13, 2024, https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-2024-02-13/.

2	 See, for example, Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Remove Fencing That Confines Rohingya to 
Refugee Camps,” October 29, 2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-10-09-2/; 
Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Restore and Strengthen Capacity of Community-led Schools in 
Rohingya Camps,” April 28, 2022, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-stm-2022-04-28/; 
Fortify Rights, “The Torture in My Mind”: The Right to Mental Health for Rohingya Survivors of 
Genocide in Myanmar and Bangladesh, December 10, 2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-
inv-rep-2020-12-10/. 

3	 The island, which reportedly only emerged out of the sea some 15 years ago, is very isolated, 
with a distance of nearly 37.5 miles from the mainland. See also, Moazzem Hossain and 
Swaminathan Natarajan, “The Rohingya Refugees Trapped on a Remote Island Miles from 
Land,” BBC, May 29, 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56347139. 

https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-2025-07-23/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-2024-02-13/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-10-09-2/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-stm-2022-04-28/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-rep-2020-12-10/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/mya-inv-rep-2020-12-10/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56347139
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to Bhasan Char in the Bay of Bengal.4 The Bangladesh Navy, Chinese firm Sinohydro, and British 
engineering and environmental hydraulics consultancy HR Wallingford were reportedly involved in 
the design and construction of shelters and other buildings on the uninhabited silt island.5 According to 
the former Bangladesh government, H.R. Wallingford was particularly “involved in the stability survey 
of the island,” and “the island was developed as per their recommendation and design.”6

The former government reportedly spent up to US$300 million to prepare the island for the reception 
of up to 100,000 Rohingya.7 The annual Joint Response Plan (JRP) outlines the humanitarian 
community’s response to Rohingya refugee and host community needs. In 2025, the JRP estimated 
that the humanitarian community would need in excess of US$46 million to provide aid and relief 
on Bhasan Char alone.8 The facilities on Bhasan Char include hundreds of rooms in housing blocks, 
cyclone shelters, administrative buildings, offices for the U.N. and non-governmental organizations, 
medical clinics, and warehouses, as well as fire and police stations, a lighthouse, a mosque, a helipad, 
a dedicated power plant, as well as road and drainage networks.9 

In October 2019, the Office of the Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission under the Ministry 
of Disaster Management announced that it was compiling lists of refugees who were willing to 
“voluntarily” relocate to Bhasan Char.10 Fortify Rights spoke with many of the listed refugees and 
found that the authorities failed to consult or get informed consent from them for their prospective 
move to Bhasan Char.11 Furthermore, in 2020, the government created more relocation lists, and 
Majhis–unelected Rohingya leaders in the camps–reported that government officials pressured 
them to provide lists of refugees to be relocated.12 

4	 “Bhasan Char: Bangladesh Builds New Rohingya Camp,” Voice of America, November 17, 2018, https://www.voanews.
com/a/bhasan-char-rohingya-bangladesh/4662268.html. 

5	 Ruma Paul, Clare Baldwin, Andrew R.C. Marshall, “Floating Island: New home for Rohingya Refugees Emerges in 
Bay of Bengal,” Reuters, February 22, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/world/floating-island-new-home-for-
rohingya-refugees-emerges-in-bay-of-bengal-idUSKCN1G603R/.   

6	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Bangladesh, “Press Release on Bashanchar,” December 30, 2020. 

7	 “Bangladesh is Moving Rohingyas to a Remote Island,” Economist, December 10, 2020, https://www.economist.com/
asia/2020/12/12/bangladesh-is-moving-rohingyas-to-a-remote-island. See also, Rajeev Bhattacharyya, “Bhasan Char: 
A New Home for Rohingya Refugees,” The Diplomat, December 22, 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-
char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/.

8	 Rohingya Refugee Response (Inter Sector Coordination Group), 2025-26 Joint Response Plan: Rohingya Humanitarian 
Crisis, April 13, 2025, p. 52, https://rohingyaresponse.org/project/2025-26-jrp/. 

9	 Rajeev Bhattacharyya, “Bhasan Char: A New Home for Rohingya Refugees,” The Diplomat, December 22, 2020, https://
thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/.

10	 Ruma Paul, “Bangladesh to Move Rohingya to Flood-prone Island Next Month,” Reuters, October 20, 2019, https://
fr.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-bangladesh-idUSKBN1WZ0DR. The former Disaster Management and 
Relief Minister, Dr. Md. Enamur Rahman, previously oversaw the RRRC (Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission), 
confirmed support for the plan, telling media outlets, “If everything goes as planned, by the first week of November, 
we will start relocating the first batch of the 350 families.” See, “Bangladesh Official: Rohingya Families Will Move 
to Bhashan Char,” Radio Free Asia, October 21, 2019, https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/bangladesh-
rohingya-10212019172102.html. Faruk-e-Azam is now the current Advisor for Disaster Management and Relief Ministry.

11	 Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Halt Plans to Relocate Rohingya Refugees to Isolated Island,” October 24, 2019, https://
www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2019-10-25/.

12	 Amnesty International, “Bangladesh: Plan to Relocate Hundreds of Rohingya to Remote Island Must be Dropped,” 
November 20, 2020, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/11/bangladesh-plan-to-relocate-hundreds-of-
rohingya-to-remote-island-must-be-dropped/. 

https://www.voanews.com/a/bhasan-char-rohingya-bangladesh/4662268.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/bhasan-char-rohingya-bangladesh/4662268.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/floating-island-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees-emerges-in-bay-of-bengal-idUSKCN1G603R/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/floating-island-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees-emerges-in-bay-of-bengal-idUSKCN1G603R/
https://www.economist.com/asia/2020/12/12/bangladesh-is-moving-rohingyas-to-a-remote-island
https://www.economist.com/asia/2020/12/12/bangladesh-is-moving-rohingyas-to-a-remote-island
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/
https://rohingyaresponse.org/project/2025-26-jrp/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/bhasan-char-a-new-home-for-rohingya-refugees/
https://fr.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-bangladesh-idUSKBN1WZ0DR
https://fr.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-bangladesh-idUSKBN1WZ0DR
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/bangladesh-rohingya-10212019172102.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/bangladesh-rohingya-10212019172102.html
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2019-10-25/
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2019-10-25/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/11/bangladesh-plan-to-relocate-hundreds-of-rohingya-to-remote-island-must-be-dropped/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/11/bangladesh-plan-to-relocate-hundreds-of-rohingya-to-remote-island-must-be-dropped/
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“Warehousing”

The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) promotes three global “durable 
solutions” for refugees: voluntary repatriation, local integration, and resettlement to third 
countries. In recent decades, however, many refugee-hosting states have increasingly 
turned away from these options. In their place, a fourth and far more harmful de facto 
approach has emerged:  warehousing. Warehousing refers to “the practice of keeping 
refugees in protracted situations of restricted mobility, enforced idleness, and dependency—
their lives on indefinite hold—in violation of their basic rights under the 1951 U.N. Refugee 
Convention.”13 A defining feature of warehousing is the systematic restriction of freedom 
of movement, often amounting to indefinite confinement, in which refugees are forced to 
remain in fenced-off camps or other controlled sites for years with no viable path forward.14

UNHCR data show that when refugees are trapped in long-term displacement—so-
called protracted refugee situations—and none of the recognized long-term solutions are 
available, they remain displaced for an average of 18 to 26 years.15

For more than five years, the Government of Bangladesh has subjected Rohingya refugees 
to such warehousing policies. Bhasan Char—an isolated island where more than 34,000 
refugees were ultimately confined—became a stark symbol of this failed and damaging 
approach.16 The Government of Bangladesh’s warehousing approach, which diverts attention 
away from rights-respecting durable solutions, such as local integration, must end.

Despite concerns raised by U.N. agencies and officials, donor countries, and human rights groups, on 
May 3, 2020, Bangladesh authorities transferred 29 Rohingya human trafficking survivors to Bhasan 
Char.17 This transfer marked the first relocation of Rohingya refugees to the island, and thousands 
more soon followed.18

13	 Merrill Smith, “Warehousing Refugees: A Denial of Rights, a Waste of Humanity,” World Refugee Survey, 2004, p. 38. 

14	 As the journalist Shafiur Rahman noted, “The Rohingya were never the beneficiaries of Bhasan Char. They were the 
pretext. If there is a lesson worth taking to New York conference rooms and donor capitals, it’s this: containment 
dressed up as compassion will always collapse - first morally, then practically. The task now is to unwind the damage 
with honesty and restore a rights-based footing that treats refugees as people with futures, not problems to be managed 
out of sight.” See, Shafiur Rahman, “Bhasan Char Declared a Failed Project,” Rohingya Refugee News, September 18, 
2025, https://open.substack.com/pub/refugees/p/bhasan-char-declared-a-failed-project?utm_campaign=post-
expanded-share&utm_medium=web.  

15	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2018, June 19, 2019, 
p. 22, https://www.unhcr.org/media/unhcr-global-trends-201.

16	 See also, Hanh Nguyen and Themba Lewis, “Bhasan Char and ‘Refugee Warehousing’: Bangladesh’s Relocation of 
Rohingya Refugees Has Disturbing Parallels to Offshore Detention of Refugees Elsewhere in the Asia-Pacific Region,” 
The Diplomat, February 8, 2022, https://thediplomat.com/2022/02/bhasan-char-and-refugee-warehousing/. 

17	 Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Protect Refugees in COVID-19 Response, Suspend Use of Bhasan Char Island,” May 15, 
2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-05-15/. For background on the boat journey, see, Fortify Rights, 
“Bangladesh: Prevent Push-Backs of Rohingya Refugees, Investigate and Prosecute Human Trafficking,” April 30, 
2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-04-30/.

18	 A year later in May 2021, a U.N. delegation visited Bhasan Char, and Rohingya refugees on the island staged a protest. 
Rohingya requested to meet the U.N. delegation to discuss lack of employment opportunities and healthcare facilities. 
The police only allowed a select group of refugees to enter the building and reportedly prevented most refugees with 
critical views to meet the U.N. officials. Bangladesh authorities beat Rohingya protesters with batons. The government 
of Bangladesh claims the “crowd got agitated” and that some Rohingya reportedly got minor injuries. See, “Rohingya 
Muslim Refugees ‘Injured in Protests’ on Isolated Island During UNHCR Visit,” Reuters, June 3, 2021, https://www.
reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/rohingya-muslim-refugees-injured-protests-isolated-island-during-unhcr-
visit-2021-06-03/; Fortify Rights, “Rohingya Protest on Bangladeshi Island,” June 3, 2021, https://www.fortifyrights.
org/our_films/bgd-inv-vdo-2021-06-02/.

https://open.substack.com/pub/refugees/p/bhasan-char-declared-a-failed-project?utm_campaign=post-expanded-share&utm_medium=web
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22Background

The Bangladesh government maintained that relocation was to be done solely on a voluntary basis. 
However, research by Fortify Rights and others indicated that Bangladesh officials routinely misled 
refugees to entice them to the island, making false verbal promises regarding economic opportunities 
and the prioritization of Bhasan Char-based refugees over mainland camp residents for third-
country resettlement places.19

Despite initially resisting the plan, on October 9, 2021, the UNHCR signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) with the Bangladesh Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief to establish 
a common framework for humanitarian services for Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char.20 Two 
months after the signing of the MoU, the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
in Myanmar, Tom Andrews, visited Bhasan Char and reported a stark difference between the 
Bangladesh government’s portrayal of the island to prospective inhabitants and the actual realities 
of life there.21 In a report released following his visit, Tom Andrews said, “All [refugees] spoke of their 
disappointment and frustration with what actually existed.”22 

In August 2024, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was ousted by a nationwide protest movement against 
her authoritarian rule.23 The Bhasan Char Relocation Project—conceived and implemented under her 
administration—is now being reassessed. Under the interim leadership of Dr. Muhammad Yunus, a 
new approach is emerging. It signals a positive shift, though far more urgent action is still needed 
from Dhaka authorities.

19	 Fortify Rights interview with A.C.B. and A.C.C., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, March 1, 2021; Fortify Rights 
interview with  A.C.D., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, March 2, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.C.H., 
Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, March 3, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.C.I. and A.D.A., Bhasan 
Char, Noakhali District Bangladesh, March 8, 2021.

20	 Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh and UNHCR: Revise and Release Bhasan Char MoU, Ensure Freedom of Movement for 
Rohingya Refugees,” October 15, 2021, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2021-10-15/. 

21	 U.N. Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights in Myanmar Tom Andrews, Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
the Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar, U.N. Doc. A/HRC/49/76, March 16, 2022, para. 38.

22	 Id. at para. 31.

23	 Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Ensure Accountability for Protest Killings and Violence, Support Survivors,” November 12, 
2024, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2024-11-12/. 
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“Like Prisoners” 

Forced and Involuntary Relocations
The Bangladesh government signed an Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
with U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) on October 9, 2021, in 
which it pledged to “ensure relocations to and the stay of refugees/FDMNs on 
Bhasan Char take place on a voluntary basis.”24 Testimony from refugees, both 
before and after the MoU was signed, confirms that Rohingya frequently did not 
give free, full, or informed consent prior to being moved to Bhasan Char, and 
that many transfers were involuntary.25 

Rohingya interviewees repeatedly told Fortify Rights that government officials 
had misled them by promising material benefits, such as employment and 
monthly cash payments, or third-country resettlement.26 As part of this effort, 
Bangladesh officials showed misleading videos to Rohingya refugees at large 
meetings and went “door-to-door” to convince people to relocate to the island.27 
One refugee described to Fortify Rights what a government official said at such 
a meeting: 

“If you go to Bhasan Char, we will give you cows. You can do farming there. 
We will give you money, and we will give you proper houses.” They also 
mentioned giving goats, chickens, ducks, shops, and other benefits. They 
have sent us here by alluring us with these promises.28

24	 Nazmul Ahasan’s X account (formally known as Twitter), “Leaked MoU,” October 19, 2021, 
https://x.com/the_nazmul/status/1450351074217381889. UNHCR, “Guidance Note on 
Practical Measures to Ensure Voluntary Relocation to Bhasan Char,” unpublished, on file with 
Fortify Rights, November 17, 2021, .

25	 See, for example, Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Halt Relocation of Rohingya Refugees to Bhasan 
Char,” December 3, 2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-12-03/. 

26	 Fortify Rights interview with A.A.C., A.A.D, and A.A.E., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, 
Bangladesh, February 18, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.A.G. and A.A.H., Bhasan Char, 
Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 19, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.A.I., Bhasan 
Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 20, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.B.C. 
and A.B.D., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 22, 2021; Fortify Rights 
interview with A.B.E. and A.B.F., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 27, 
2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.F.A., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, July 21, 2020; 
Fortify Rights interview with A.G.D., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, December 15, 2021; 
Fortify Rights interview with A.G.G., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, January 6, 2022; 
Fortify Rights interview with A.H.G., and A.H.I. Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, 
February 15, 2022; Fortify Rights interview with A.I.Z., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, 
Bangladesh, February 16, 2022. 

27	 Fortify Rights interviews with A.A.D., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 18, 
2021; Fortify Rights interview with A.G.G., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, January 6, 2022; 
Fortify Rights interview with A.H.G., and A.H.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, 
February 15, 2022. 

28	 Fortify Rights interview with A.H.G., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 15, 2022.
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Other refugees shared their experiences of coercive pressure, which included threats of forced 
repatriation to Myanmar and the seizure of their U.N.-government issued registration cards, without 
which they cannot access goods and services.29 A 45-year-old refugee told Fortify Rights: 

[Bangladesh authorities] said, “You have to go to Bhasan Char. You can’t stay here in the camp.” 
Some of the Majhi [unelected Rohingya leaders] replied to them, “What if we go to another 
camp rather than going to Bhasan Char?” The authorities said, “You can’t go to another camp, 
but you have two options: either you go back to Myanmar, or you go to Bhasan Char.”30

In another incident in December 2021, Bangladesh authorities beat a Rohingya man and confiscated his 
family’s identity documents, which are needed to secure essential aid and services, and then forcibly 
transferred him to Bhasan Char, separating him from his wife and children. The government authorities 
allegedly accused the man of “obstructing” other Rohingya refugees from moving to the island.31 

A Rohingya woman with five children shared her experience about how Bangladesh National Security 
Intelligence (NSI) officials threatened her family and jailed her husband for three days, leading to 
their transfer to Bhasan Char. She said: 

[Bangladesh authorities] brought us here [to Bhasan Char] forcibly. They did an injustice to us. 
NSI [National Security Intelligence] officers did that to us. We didn’t move here voluntarily. 
We had to agree to move here because they threatened my husband, saying he would be killed, 
jailed, or moved to Bhasan Char alone. Because of that, my husband begged me and our children 
to agree [to move to Bhasan Char].32

Confinement
Speaking with Fortify  Rights, Rohingya refugees detailed prison-like conditions on Bhasan Char, 
including barbed wire fences and guard towers around the camps, constant patrols by armed guards, 
as well as 24-hour CCTV coverage.33 Fortify Rights reviewed and analysed photographs of the barbed-
wire fencing and watch-towers on the island, confirming these claims.34 

A Rohingya man, 29, originally from Maungdaw Township, on the island told Fortify Rights: 

It is like a prison here. … [W]e don’t want to live here at all, let alone for years. People can’t just 
leave because of the Navy guards and control by the authorities. If there is no guard or control, 
not a single person will remain here. All will leave this place.35

Another Rohingya man, 27, who unsuccessfully attempted to escape the island by boat in August 
2021, explained why he sought to leave: 

29	 Fortify Rights interview A.G.D., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, December 15, 2021; Fortify Rights interview with 
A.G.G., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, January 6, 2022; Fortify Rights interview with A.H.H., Bhasan Char, Noakhali 
District, February 15, 2022; Fortify Rights interview with A.I.C., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, February 16, 2022. 

30	 Fortify Rights interview with A.G.D., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, December 15, 2021.

31	 Fortify Rights interview with B.Z.B., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 1, 2024. See also, Fortify Rights, 
“Bangladesh: Prevent Coercive and Involuntary Transfers of Rohingya Refugees,” January 30, 2022, https://www.
fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2022-01-30/. 

32	 Fortify Rights interview with A.B.D., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 22, 2021.

33	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Bangladesh, “Press Release on Vashanchar,” December 30, 2020. 
Fortify Rights has also extensively documented how authorities are confining refugees in the mainland camps in Cox’s 
Bazar with barbed-wire fencing. See, Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Remove Fencing, Support Fire-Affected Refugees,” 
May 5, 2021, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2021-05-05/; Fortify Rights, “Bangladesh: Remove Fencing That 
Confines Rohingya to Refugee Camps,” October 9, 2021, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2020-10-09-2/; 
Fortify Rights, “Re: Restrictions on Communication, Fencing, and COVID-19 in Cox’s Bazar District Rohingya Refugee 
Camps,” April 2, 2020, https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-jl-2020-04-02/. 

34	 Verified photographs of the fencing on Bhasan Char on file with Fortify Rights, 2022 and 2023. Furthermore, a U.N. 
official, speaking on the condition of anonymity for fear of workplace reprisals, told Fortify Rights in 2021, “I don’t want 
this island to turn into a concentration camp.”Fortify Rights interview with A.H.B., undisclosed location, Bangladesh, 
November, 12, 2021.

35	 Fortify Rights interview with A.C.E., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, March 2, 2021.
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After our arrival, we found that this place is no less than a prison. We are crippled and not 
allowed to move on the island. We’re surrounded by the authorities, and we can’t move 
anywhere. … The authorities know that people are in a circle of persecution and are unhappy 
with the current system they impose on us [here]. They also know that if they allow people to 
move, they will not come back, so they keep all the people under their control.36

Refugees also cited barbed-wire fencing as a major restriction to movement. A Rohingya woman, 43, 
on the island told Fortify Rights about the fencing and the stress it creates: 

It is worrying to see barbed-wire fencing here. We are not able to go and see our relatives in 
the mainland camp. There are two kinds of fencing for us: one is the sea and the other is the 
barbed-wire fencing. Our husbands cannot go fishing here. … The authorities warn people 
from going fishing. … I feel like I am in a prison now. It is so difficult for us to live here on the 
island. The government does not allow us to go and see our [relatives] in the mainland camp. 
The government is putting all the restrictions here. If they want, they could provide us with 
boats to travel. Therefore, we feel that we are now inside a prison.37

A Rohingya man, 25, talked to Fortify Rights about the barbed-wire fencing, saying: 

It is more worrying for us that the sea surrounds the camp, and there is barbed-wire fencing 
around the camp [on Bhasan Char]. There is no way for us to escape when there is a natural 
disaster, such as a storm or flooding. Even though there is a way, the flood water will entangle 
us with the barbed-wire fencing. We, therefore, feel that we are now inside a chicken cage here. 
We are in prison here.38

Bureaucratic Obstacles to Leave Bhasan Char for the Mainland 
Significant restrictions exist for Rohingya who wish to travel to the mainland camps to visit family or 
appeal to leave the island permanently. 

The travel situation improved somewhat during 2023 and 2024, with some family visitation trips 
facilitated by the Bangladesh Navy. However, many Rohingya seeking to visit or relocate to the 
mainland for legitimate purposes still report that the application process is opaque and arbitrary 
and often requires bribes, though this still does not guarantee success.

According to refugees, the application requires them to provide individual and family biographical 
details, the reason for their visit, photocopies of their U.N. registration card number, their phone 
number, and the name of their block leader (known as a Majhi, who must be physically present as well 
as a witness) in order to approve the applications. Both the applicant and the relative or relatives to be 
visited must also turn in their U.N. registration card to the Bangladesh Camp-in-Charge (CiC) to be 
held for the duration of the trip.39 

Rohingya refugees told Fortify Rights that official responses are not always forthcoming. A Rohingya 
woman, who sought to visit family for Ramadan in 2024, applied for permission but was still waiting for 
a decision after a full month. She said: “After submitting the application, they provide a small token and 
say, ‘Come next week’ or give so many excuses.’”40 The Rohingya refugee woman, 31, continued: 

We are required to get permission when we want to go to the [mainland] camps from Bashan 
Char. Even though we submit a written application to the CIC, we still don’t get permission on 
time. First of all, I will need to submit an application to the CiC. If the application is accepted, 

36	 Fortify Rights interview with A.F.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, August 19, 2021. 

37	 Fortify Rights interview with A.E.A., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 18, 2021.

38	 Fortify Rights interview with A.E.Z., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 18, 2021. 

39	 Fortify Rights interviews with B.Z.F. Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 10, 2024; Fortify Rights interview 
D.Z.H., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 14, 2024. 

40	 Fortify Rights interview with B.Z.B., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 1, 2024. Fortify Rights interview 
with B.Z.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 14, 2024
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then I will need to submit my family [U.N.-government of Bangladesh registration card] along 
with someone else’s data sheet, who will vouch for my return [to Bhasan Char]. I am required 
to write about which camp I am going to visit and whether I am going to visit my parents or 
someone else. I will need to write the address of the person I am going to visit. I have tried. I 
submitted my application before the last Ramadan month, and I have not received any response 
to that so far.41

Another Rohingya man, 47, was still waiting for a decision for nearly one year with no response from 
the authorities on his application. He told Fortify Rights: “The permission process is just for show; 
otherwise, no one is able to leave Bhasan Char. We cannot go and see our relatives, even if they are 
critically ill or about to die.”42 

A Rohingya woman, 20, a volunteer with a humanitarian organization on Bhasan Char described 
how she had to struggle to obtain her travel permission to get to the mainland camp to visit her 
critically ill father. She had to go from one office to another, crying and pleading to get permission 
from officials to see her father. She told Fortify Rights in an interview in July 2025: 

I heard that my father’s health was getting worse day by day, so I applied for a Bhasan Char 
exit pass to go to the Kutupalong [refugee] camps [on the mainland] and see my father and 
family. In the application, I wrote that my father was seriously ill and that I needed to see 
him—otherwise, I might not get the chance to see him again. … It took more than a month 
for my request to be approved. I had to cry and plead with the authorities many times to get 
permission. I went to the NSI office, the CiC office, and spoke to the Majhi, but despite all my 
efforts, the pass was not granted until over a month had passed. It was a painful and exhausting 
process, going from office to office.43

The woman also mentioned how her husband, likewise, had to struggle to get travel permission to 
see his parents in the mainland camp. She said:

It has been about three to four months since my husband applied for permission to visit 
Kutupalong to see his parents, but he still has not received approval [from the authorities]. As 
of now, my mother-in-law is admitted to the hospital due to diabetes and high blood pressure, 
and my father-in-law is also unwell. However, my husband is unable to visit them because his 
application is still pending.44 

A Rohingya woman, 40, also told Fortify Rights about having to pay bribes to various people during 
the process of submitting an application to leave the island. She said: 

The person who writes the applications takes 200 Bangladeshi taka [approximately US$1.68]. 
We have to provide more money to the head Majhi so that he goes to the CiC office and expedites 
the process of our applications. [The head Majhi] doesn’t go to the CiC unless he receives 
money from us. Those who can provide money to the head Majhi can obtain permission easily; 
otherwise, they cannot. I submitted an application to the CiC nearly three months ago.45

Bribes, solicited by Majhis and CiC officials, do not guarantee permission to leave the island.  “It’s like 
a lottery,” explained one refugee to Fortify Rights. “If you are lucky, you get [permission quickly]. 
It has been approximately a year [since I submitted my travel authorization]. We need to bribe. … 

41	 Fortify Rights interview with B.Z.B., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 1, 2024. 

42	 Fortify Rights interview with A.I.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 30, 2024. See also Fortify Rights 
interviews with B.Z.G. and B.Z.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 14, 2024; Fortify Rights interview 
with B.A.Z., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July, 15, 2024. 

43	 Fortify Rights interview with B.A.A., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 17, 2025.

44	 Ibid.

45	 Fortify Rights interview with B.A.Z., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 15, 2024. 
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Sometimes you need to bribe the CiC. I needed to pay.”46 

A 38-year-old Rohingya teacher originally from Sittwe Township in Rakhine State told Fortify Rights 
that he faces restrictions on his freedom of movement on Bhasan Char, saying: 

The government doesn’t grant us permission to travel when we truly need it. If you pay a large 
amount of money to the Majhi, then you might get the permission [to travel] when you need it. 
Otherwise, there’s no way to visit your parents when you want. … Travel restrictions are one of 
the most critical problems we are facing. We are not free to move or travel as needed, even for 
family emergencies.47

Because of the travel restrictions, the man used a broker to go back to the mainland refugee camps, 
where he still is today. He said: 

I did not try to apply for government permission to leave Bhasan Char. …  I could not leave for at 
least two months or more [if I applied for permission]. I couldn’t risk that, because my father’s 
health was worsening day by day [in the mainland camps]. There have been many cases where 
people applied for permission but had to wait two to six months to get it. I knew that if I had 
to wait that long, I might not be able to see my father alive. So, I decided to take an alternative 
route to leave earlier [with a broker].48

A Rohingya volunteer, 46, who works for a humanitarian organization on Bhasan Char,  told 
Fortify Rights in July 2025 how he was not able to attend his parents’ funeral in the mainland camp. 
He noted: 

Even after the death of our parents, we are not able to leave Bhasan Char in time to see them. 
Before we were relocated here, we were promised that we would be able to visit the Cox’s Bazar 
camps once or twice a month, but in reality, we are not getting that opportunity.49

Additionally, he mentioned how public services were declining on Bhasan Char. He said: 

Freely moving outside the island is a great challenge for us, as we don’t get permission on time. 
Health facilities lack proper treatment, and the level of protection we were given when we 
were newly relocated here is no longer the same. In those days, police would patrol around the 
clusters [of housing blocks] and guard us, but that no longer happens. Now, even if we complain 
about anything, they seem not to care—and Allah knows, I feel like they are also involved in all 
of these incidents.50

Dangerous Escape Attempts and Detention of Rohingya 
Fleeing Bhasan Char 
Some Rohingya have resorted to paying people on the mainland to smuggle them off. Over the 
years, the Bangladesh authorities have detained hundreds of Rohingya refugees who attempt to 
flee the island.51 

A Rohingya refugee told Fortify Rights how Bangladesh authorities arrested and imprisoned him and 
his family for attempting to escape from Bhasan Char, saying: 

46	 Fortify Rights interview B.Z.A., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 30, 2024.  See also, Fortify Rights 
interview with B.Z.H., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 14, 2024.

47	 Fortify Rights interview with B.A.B., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 30, 2025.

48	 Ibid. 

49	 Fortify Rights interview with B.A.C., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 1, 2025.

50	 Ibid.

51	 See, for example, “45 Rohingya Fleeing Bhasan Char Detained in Ctg,” The Daily Star, May 12, 2025, https://www.
thedailystar.net/rohingya-influx/news/45-rohingya-fleeing-bhasan-char-detained-ctg-3893151; “14 Rohingyas 
Detained in Sandwip While Fleeing from Bhasan Char,” New Age, May 31, 2021, https://www.newagebd.net/
article/139292/14-rohingyas-detained-in-sandwip-while-fleeing-from-bhasan-char. 

https://www.thedailystar.net/rohingya-influx/news/45-rohingya-fleeing-bhasan-char-detained-ctg-3893151
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https://www.newagebd.net/article/139292/14-rohingyas-detained-in-sandwip-while-fleeing-from-bhasan-char
https://www.newagebd.net/article/139292/14-rohingyas-detained-in-sandwip-while-fleeing-from-bhasan-char
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We attempted to leave Bhasan Char, but since we did not obtain permission to do so, we tried 
to escape quietly to the mainland camps by engaging with the local host community. We paid 
the necessary fees to the members of the host community who agreed to transport us. These 
individuals then informed other host community members in Noakhali [the closest district to 
Bhasan Char]. … However, we were apprehended by civilians in Noakhali, who subsequently 
handed us over to the village chairman and his members. We were detained there for some 
time before being transferred to the police station. The police took us to court, where we were 
sentenced to prison. We remained incarcerated for two months and 27 days. During this period, 
the legal proceedings and related expenses amounted to nearly 400,000 Bangladeshi taka 
[approximately US$3,280].52

A Rohingya minor, 17, explained why she decided to escape the island. She said: “[The authorities] 
used to say that, ‘We will keep you here and won’t let you go back.’”53 

Tragically, such escape attempts often turn fatal. A 27-year-old Rohingya man described how the 
boat he and several members of his family hired in an attempt to escape Bhasan Char capsized on 
August 14, 2021, causing more than two dozen people to drown. He said: 

There were 41 people on the boat heading to Chittagong. We knew each other and were willing 
to escape the island. … The boat was a mid-sized fishing boat. At 10 p.m., we set out on the boat, 
heading toward the ocean. We spent two and a half hours on the boat before it sank. It is hard to 
describe how dangerous it was. The boat was thrown up [by a wave] and then it sank quickly.54

The day after the incident, police reported 25 Rohingya missing or dead, including members of the 
man’s family.55 He told Fortify Rights: “I had three children. I lost every one of them on the boat 
while we tried to escape the island. Along with my children, I lost a niece, my younger brother, and 
my sister-in-law.”56 

Another Rohingya refugee man, 30, who attempted to escape Bhasan Char on board the same boat, 
also confirmed losing several family members when the boat capsized. He said: 

Among my four children, they recovered only the dead body of my eldest son. The rest of my 
three sons are still missing. … My wife weeps for her children. We will try to leave the island 
since we cannot live well here, and we don’t have any livelihood opportunities. We have to leave 
[the island] by boat again. Otherwise, it’s only possible using a helicopter to leave. Our aim is to 
go back to the mainland camp.57

52	 Fortify Rights interview with B.Z.F., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 10, 2024.

53	 Fortify Rights interview with A.D.E., Cox’s Bazar District, Bangladesh, May 21, 2021. Fortify Rights interviewed the 
17-year-old minor with the permission and presence of her guardians.

54	 Fortify Rights interview with A.F.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, August 19, 2021. 

55	 “Desperate Rohingya Drown While Fleeing Remote Bangladesh Island,” Voice of America, August 23, 2021, https://www.
voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/desperate-rohingya-drown-while-fleeing-remote-bangladesh-island.

56	 Fortify Rights interview with A.F.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, August 19, 2021. 

57	 Fortify Rights interview with A.F.H., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, August 19, 2021.  

https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/desperate-rohingya-drown-while-fleeing-remote-bangladesh-island
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/desperate-rohingya-drown-while-fleeing-remote-bangladesh-island
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Bangladesh’s domestic law—including the Bangladesh Constitution, Code of 
Criminal Procedure, and jurisprudence—guarantees protection from arbitrary 
deprivation of liberty and freedom of movement. Article 32 of the Bangladesh 
Constitution provides that “no person shall be deprived of life or personal liberty 
save in accordance with law.”58 These protections extend to all persons within 
Bangladesh’s territory, including Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char.

International human rights law also provides people in Bangladesh protection 
from arbitrary deprivation of liberty and freedom of movement. Bangladesh 
is legally obligated to uphold such protections under customary international 
law and as a state party to various relevant international human rights treaties, 
including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the U.N. Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (UNCAT), and the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD).59 Although Bangladesh 
is not a party to the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees, fundamental 
refugee protections—such as the right to seek asylum and the prohibition 
on refoulement—form part of customary international law that is binding on 
Bangladesh and reinforced by Bangladesh’s obligations under the ICCPR and 
UNCAT. Arbitrary deprivation of liberty is incompatible with these obligations.

Freedom from Arbitrary Deprivation of Liberty
Article 9 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) states that “no 
one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.”60 Article 9(1) of the 
ICCPR expands on this provision, stating: “Everyone has the right to liberty and 
security of person. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest or detention. No 
one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance 

58	 Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, Article 32. The Constitution of the People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh was adopted in 1972 and has been amended several times, most recently 
through the Seventeenth Amendment in 2018. Since the ousting of the former Sheikh Hasina 
government, there have been renewed and ongoing discussions regarding constitutional 
reform, including proposals to amend the Constitution through a national referendum 
under the July Charter, adopted in October 2025. See, July Charter 2025 (English translation), 
ConstitutionNet, https://constitutionnet.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/Bangladesh%20
July%20National%20Charter%202025%20%28English%20translation%29.pdf.

59	 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. 
Res. 2200A (XXI), U.N. Doc. A/6316, acceded by Bangladesh on September 6, 2000; International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. 
Res. 2200A (XXI), U.N. Doc. A/6316, acceded by Bangladesh on October 5, 1998; Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted 
December 18, 1979, G.A. Res. 34/180, U.N. Doc. A/34/46, acceded by Bangladesh November 
6, 1984; International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(ICERD), adopted on December 21, 1965, G.A. Res. 1514 (XV), U.N. Doc.A/RES/2106, ratified 
by Bangladesh on June 11, 1979; Convention against Torture and Other Cruel or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (CAT), adopted December 10, 1984, G.A. Res. 3452 (XXX), U.N. Doc. 
A/RES/44/144, acceded by Bangladesh on October 5, 1998.

60	 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted December 10, 1948, G.A. Res. 217A 
(III), U.N. Doc A/810, Art. 9.

II.	Legal Framework and 
Analysis

https://constitutionnet.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/Bangladesh%20July%20National%20Charter%20202
https://constitutionnet.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/Bangladesh%20July%20National%20Charter%20202
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with such procedure as are established by law.”61 Freedom from arbitrary deprivation of liberty is an 
absolute, or non-derogable, right that cannot be suspended or restricted under any circumstances, 
including national emergencies and war.62 Freedom from arbitrary deprivation of liberty is also a 
peremptory, or jus cogens, norm of general international law binding on all states and hierarchically 
superior to other norms of international law.63

The U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD)—the only body within the international 
human rights system with a mandate to receive and examine cases of arbitrary deprivation of 
liberty—states that deprivation of personal liberty occurs “whenever a person is being held without 
his or her free consent.”64 Typically, detention occurs in places like prisons and police stations, but the 
WGAD also recognizes irregular detention sites, such as psychiatric institutions and administrative 
detention, as well as instances of de facto deprivation of liberty–where individuals are in theory able 
to leave a location, but in practice are unable to do so.65 Finally, the WGAD also regards measures such 
as house arrest and confinement of conscientious objectors to military service, when combined with 
serious restrictions on their freedom of movement, to be forms of deprivation of liberty.66 

While the WGAD’s opinions are not legally binding in the same way as treaty obligations, they 
are authoritative interpretations of states’ duties under international law and carry significant 
persuasive value as part of the U.N.’s special procedures system. Their decisions and deliberations 
also reflect the consolidated international interpretation of Article 9 of the ICCPR.

Mass Arbitrary Detention, Confinement, and De Facto 
Deprivation of Liberty
Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char that Fortify Rights spoke to for this report cited the physical 
barriers to their freedom of movement as contributing to their perception of being detained on the 
island. One Rohingya man, 29, said: 

It is like a prison here. … [W]e don’t want to live here at all, let alone for years. People can’t just 
leave because of the Navy guards and control by the authorities. If there is no guard or control, 
not a single person will remain here. All will leave this place.67

Another Rohingya man, 27, said, “We’re surrounded by the authorities, and we can’t move 
anywhere.”68 A Rohingya woman, 43, on the island said, “There are two kinds of fencing for us: one is 
the sea, and the other is the barbed-wire. … I feel like I am in a prison now.”69 Even one of Bangladesh’s 
highest-ranking civil servants working on the Rohingya refugee situation now concedes that Bhasan 
Char is “a kind of confinement.”70

61	 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), U.N. 
Doc A/6316, acceded by Bangladesh on September 6, 2000, Art. 9(1).

62	 U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Report of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, U.N. Doc. A/HRC/22/44, 
December 24, 2012.

63	 Ibid.

64	  Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Fact Sheet No. 26 (Rev. 1): Working Group 
on Arbitrary Detention, February 14, 2024, https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/fact-sheets/fact-sheet-no-26-rev-
1-working-group-arbitrary-detention. 

65	 Ibid.

66	 Ibid.

67	 Fortify Rights interview with A.C.E., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, March 2, 2021.

68	 Fortify Rights interview with A.F.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, August 19, 2021. 

69	 Fortify Rights interview with A.E.A., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 18, 2021.

70	 Fortify Rights interview with B.A.D., undisclosed location, October 3, 2025. Furthermore, in September 2025, 
Mohammed Mizanur Rahman told media: “The government now considers the Bhasan Char project a failed one.” 
See, “আটকে� গে�ছে� রো�োহি�ঙ্গাাদে�র ভাাসাানচর সরাানো�োর প্রর কল্্ (The Project to Relocate the Rohingyas to Bhasan Char Has Stalled),” 
Independent Television. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/fact-sheets/fact-sheet-no-26-rev-1-working-group-arbitrary-detention
https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/fact-sheets/fact-sheet-no-26-rev-1-working-group-arbitrary-detention


31“Like Prisoners” 

While the barbed wire fences, armed guards, and naval oversight make Bhasan Char appear to be 
a detention site, the decisive factor is whether individuals are able to leave at will.71 The onerous, 
opaque, and arbitrary permission process Rohingya must navigate to leave the island indicates that 
they are not, in practice, able to do so, amounting to a situation of de facto deprivation of liberty, or 
mass arbitrary detention.

As one Rohingya man, 47, said, “The permission process is just for show; otherwise, no one is able to 
leave Bhasan Char.”72 Moreover, Rohingya refugees attempting to leave Bhasan Char without official 
permission face arrest and punishment for their attempts. One refugee, 38, told Fortify Rights:

We attempted to leave Bhasan Char, but since we did not obtain permission to do so, we tried 
to escape quietly to the mainland camps. … However, we were apprehended by civilians in 
Noakhali [on mainland Bangladesh], who subsequently handed us over to the village chairman 
and his staff. We were detained there for some time before being transferred to the police 
station. … We remained incarcerated for two months and 27 days.73

Arbitrariness Under International Law
There are limited legitimate reasons under international law to deprive an individuals of the right 
to liberty, such as when a crime has been committed. Deprivation of liberty becomes illegitimate, 
however, when it is arbitrary. 

The U.N. Human Rights Committee stated, “The drafting history of article 9, paragraph 1, [of 
the ICCPR] confirms that ‘arbitrariness’ is not to be equated with ‘against the law,’ but must be 
interpreted more broadly to include elements of inappropriateness, injustice, lack of predictability 
and due process of law.”74 U.N. Human Rights Committee jurisprudence further elucidates that to 
avoid a characterization as “arbitrary,” deprivation of liberty must be just, reasonable, proportionate, 
and necessary to the aims sought.75 Finally, the WGAD has found that arbitrary deprivation of liberty 
also occurs when the deprivation of liberty is based on laws or legal provisions that are incompatible 
with fundamental rights and freedoms guaranteed by international law, such as the prohibition on 
discrimination and the right to seek asylum.76 The WGAD has expressed particular concern regarding 
the deprivation of refugees’ liberty solely on the basis of their refugee status.77

To assist in its deliberations, the WGAD has formulated five categories of cases of arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty. These include :

•	 “Category II,” which declares deprivation of liberty arbitrary when it results from the exercise of 
fundamental rights guaranteed by the UDHR and ICCPR, including the right to seek asylum, and 

•	 “Category V,” when deprivation of liberty constitutes a violation of international law by being 
discriminatory in nature, and “which aims towards or can result in ignoring the equality of 
human rights.”78

71	 OHCHR, Fact Sheet No. 26 (Rev. 1): Working Group on Arbitrary Detention.

72	 Fortify Rights interview with A.I.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, June 30, 2024. See also, Fortify Rights 
interviews with B.Z.G. and B.Z.I., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 14, 2024; Fortify Rights interview 
with B.A.Z., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July, 15, 2024. 

73	 Fortify Rights interview with B.Z.F., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, July 10, 2024.

74	 U.N. Human Rights Committee, Mukong v. Cameroon, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/51/D/458/1991, July 21, 1994.

75	 U.N. Human Rights Committee, A. v. Australia, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/59/D/560/1993, April 30, 1997.

76	 U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Report of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention.

77	 See, for example, U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Report of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, U.N. Doc. 
A/HRC/39/45, July 2, 2018.

78	 U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, “About Arbitrary Detention,” website, https://www.ohchr.org/en/about-
arbitrary-detention. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/about-arbitrary-detention
https://www.ohchr.org/en/about-arbitrary-detention
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Coercion, Discrimination, and Lack of Consent
Fortify Rights spoke with several Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char whom Bangladesh authorities 
misled, manipulated, and threatened into agreeing to be transferred to the island, and one Rohingya 
refugee whom Bangladesh authorities transferred to the island by force. 

One Rohingya woman spoke of the coercion she and her family faced at the hands of Bangladesh’s 
National Security Intelligence (NSI) agency. She told Fortify Rights: 

[Bangladesh authorities] brought us here forcibly. They did an injustice to us. NSI officers 
did that to us. We didn’t move here voluntarily. We had to agree to move here because they 
threatened my husband, saying he would be killed, jailed, or moved to Bhasan Char alone. 
Because of that, my husband begged me and our children to agree [to move to Bhasan Char].79

Other Rohingya refugees told Fortify  Rights how Bangladesh authorities and their proxies made 
false promises to them, including economic opportunities on the island and prioritization for third-
country resettlement, to secure their consent to move to Bhasan Char.80 

The coercive tactics used to transfer Rohingya refugees from mainland camps to Bhasan Char were 
wholly unjust, unreasonable, disproportionate, and unnecessary to the Bangladesh government’s 
stated aims for Bhasan Char. Such coercive tactics render any purported consent gathered invalid 
under international law.

The confinement of Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char is also discriminatory. Only Rohingya 
refugees—a national and ethnic minority—are subjected to such restrictions. Under Articles 2 and 
5 of CERD, Bangladesh must prohibit and eliminate racial discrimination in all forms, including 
measures that impair the right to freedom of movement. The WGAD’s opinions and deliberations 
confirm that confinement targeting a specific ethnic, racial, national, or political group amounts to 
discrimination and is, therefore, arbitrary deprivation of liberty.81

Finally, Article 9(4) of the ICCPR requires that anyone deprived of liberty be entitled to take 
proceedings before a court to challenge the lawfulness of their detention. The absence of any 
accessible judicial mechanism through which Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char can challenge 
their confinement violates this guarantee.

The confinement of Rohingya refugees on Bhasan Char amounts to de facto and arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty under international law. It is discriminatory in nature, lacks necessity or proportionality, 
and is unsupported by any legitimate aim recognized under Article 9 of the ICCPR. Bangladesh is, 
therefore, in violation of its obligations under domestic laws, various international human rights 
treaties, and customary international law. 

The Government of Bangladesh should rapidly close Bhasan Char, immediately end restrictions on 
Rohingya refugees’ liberty and freedom of movement, and provide effective remedies to all those 
arbitrarily deprived of their liberty. 

79	 Fortify Rights interview with A.B.D., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 22, 2021.

80	 See, for example, Fortify Rights interview with A.H.G., Bhasan Char, Noakhali District, Bangladesh, February 15, 2022.

81	 See, for example, U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Report of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, para. 
63.;U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, “Opinion No. 78/2022 Concerning Alexey Gorinov (Russian Federation),” 
U.N. Doc. A/HRC/WGAD/2022/78, March 20, 2023.
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Recommendations
To the Government of Bangladesh 

	� CLOSE the Bhasan Char camp and grant all Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh freedom of 
movement, the right to liberty, and access to livelihoods by phasing out restrictions. Ensure 
that those currently on the island are allowed to relocate voluntarily and without coercion to the 
mainland camps, and that no further relocations occur. 

	� CONDUCT a public relations campaign among “host community” residents with regard to the 
situation of Rohingya refugees, their protection, and the ways in which protecting their rights 
benefits Bangladesh.

	� ENSURE Rohingya refugees have access to rights guaranteed by international human rights 
treaties, including, but not limited to, rights to liberty, freedom of movement, physical and 
mental health, freedom of expression and peaceful assembly, livelihoods, education, housing, 
food, water, and sanitation facilities. This includes lifting barriers to formal education and 
employment, improving access to healthcare in all refugee camps, and ensuring safety from 
gender-based violence and arbitrary arrest. 

	� RATIFY the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol and develop a domestic legal 
framework to regularize the status and protection of refugees.

	� ENGAGE Myanmar’s democratically elected leadership and urgently provide support to the 
National Unity Government of Myanmar as the country’s legitimate representative authority. 

	� DENY the Myanmar military junta political legitimacy in any form, including avoiding political 
and economic engagement and by rejecting Senior General Min Aung Hlaing’s sham “elections,” 
which are neither free nor fair.

	� EXERCISE collective and bilateral leverage to encourage U.N. Security Council member states 
to impose a global arms embargo to prevent the sale of weapons and dual-use technology to 
the Myanmar military, refer the situation in Myanmar to the International Criminal Court, and 
impose targeted sanctions to deny the military access to funds and financing. 

To United Nations Agencies
	� PRIORITIZE human rights protections in line with the Human Rights Up Front initiative, 

especially with regard to the delivery of humanitarian assistance in Bangladesh. Ensure all 
U.N. agencies adopt a rights-based approach that actively monitors and reports on abuses and 
that humanitarian access is not conditioned on silence or complicity. Access for humanitarian 
assistance should not come at the price of looking away from human rights violations.

	� COMMUNICATE the importance of whistleblowers within the U.N. system, encouraging staff to 
raise attention to any possible instances of U.N. complicity in human rights violations. 

	� ADVOCATE for the Bangladesh government to allow Rohingya refugees freedom of movement 
and the right to livelihoods in Bangladesh and, until the closing of Bhasan Char, the ability to 
move freely between the island and mainland refugee camps.  

To States Parties to the International Criminal Court
	� IMMEDIATELY refer the situation in Myanmar to the Chief Prosecutor of the International 

Criminal Court under Article 14 of the Rome Statute. 
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To the Chief Prosecutor at the International Criminal Court
	� LAUNCH an immediate, full investigation into war crimes, crimes against humanity, and 

genocide in Myanmar based on the Article 12(3) declaration deposited at the Court by the 
National Unity Government of Myanmar in July 2021, which granted the Court jurisdiction to 
investigate and prosecute international crimes in Myanmar from 2002 to beyond.

	� FORMALLY request an arrest warrant for Ata Ullah, head of the Arakan Rohingya Salvation 
Army, who remains in Bangladesh custody for crimes in Bangladesh, but who is responsible for 
war crimes in Myanmar and Bangladesh territory.

	� PURSUE arrest warrants for Myanmar Commander-in-Chief Major General Twan Mrat Naing 
and Vice Deputy Commander-in-Chief Brigadier General Nyo Twan Awng, holding them 
accountable for violations of international humanitarian and human rights law committed 
under their command against the Rohingya. 

To United Nations Member States
	� IMMEDIATELY coordinate to fortify existing bilateral sanctions against the Myanmar military junta 

and impose additional sanctions to prevent the sale and transfer of aviation fuel to Myanmar.

	� SUPPORT the establishment of a global arms and aviation fuel embargo on the Myanmar junta 
through the U.N. Security Council and bi-laterally between states.

	� ENSURE international justice for past and ongoing atrocity crimes in Myanmar and press the 
U.N. Security Council to refer the situation in Myanmar to the International Criminal Court or, 
alternatively, to establish an ad hoc international criminal tribunal to investigate and prosecute 
genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes.

	� RECOGNIZE the National Unity Government as the legitimate Government of Myanmar. 
Continue to support the National Unity Government’s existing credentials at the United Nations 
and other international organizations.

	� EXPAND political and material support to the National Unity Government of Myanmar, 
state level government bodies, democratic resistance actors, and cross-border civil society, 
ensuring they have the resources necessary to protect civilians, deliver humanitarian aid, and 
document ongoing atrocities.

	� SUPPORT the mandate and recommendations of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights in Myanmar.

	� ADVOCATE for the Government of Bangladesh to uphold the rights of Rohingya refugees, 
including freedom of movement, access to livelihoods, and other fundamental rights, and 
support efforts to safely close Bhasan Char in line with international human rights standards.

To the U.N. Security Council
	� PASS a resolution under Chapter VII of the U.N. Charter implementing a global arms and aviation 

fuel embargo on the Myanmar junta, referring the situation in Myanmar to the International 
Criminal Court, and taking other measures to end and remedy the junta’s crimes. If a resolution 
is vetoed by a permanent member of the Security Council, Member States should move to hold 
an Emergency Special Session at the United Nations General Assembly to address the threat to 
international peace and security posed by the Myanmar junta.

	� REFER the situation in Myanmar to the International Criminal Court for investigation and possible 
prosecutions, recognizing that justice for mass atrocity crimes in Myanmar is one step toward safe, 
voluntary, and dignified returns of Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh to their indigenous homeland.
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Based on 102 interviews from May 
2020 to October 2025, “Like Prisoners”: 
The Mass Arbitrary Detention and 
“Warehousing” of Rohingya Refugees’ 
on Bhasan Char in Bangladesh, 
exposes how the Bangladesh 
government is depriving tens of 
thousands of Rohingya refugees and 
genocide survivors from Myanmar of 
their rights to liberty and freedom of 
movement by confining them arbitrarily 
on Bhasan Char—a remote, silt island in 
the Bay of Bengal.

It urges the government of 
Bangladesh to close down Bhasan 
Char as a site of refugee confinement 
and to protect the refugees’ rights to 
freedom of movement, education, 
livelihoods, and legal status. 
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