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Executive Summary

Four years after inter-communal conflict broke out across the State, the context in central Rakhine state is
at a delicate juncture characterized by both modest gains and ongoing uncertainty. The late 2015 election of
a new National League for Democracy (NLD)-led government and the establishment of the new Central
Committee for Peace and Development of Rakhine State have injected a renewed sense of urgency into the
search for solutions. Starting in 2015, many of those displaced from their homes in Rakhine’s central
townships have been re-housed under a government-sponsored return and resettlement programme, with
the objective of formally ending the humanitarian emergency in these areas. As emergency aid provision
begins to wind down, the government, donors, non-governmental organizations and local communities
themselves have emphasized the need to implement longer-term development activities as a contribution
to sustainable peace. At the same time, the local context remains highly tense. Parts of the returns process
remain deadlocked by disputes, while a dangerous mix of tension between Rakhine political parties and the
NLD, armed conflict between Myanmar armed forces and Arakan Army militants, and resurgent religious
political activism continue to threaten the wider political stability of the state.

In this context, the International Rescue Committee, the Danish Refugee Council, and Relief International
have begun to implement the Rakhine Early Recovery Activity. Funded by the United States Agency for
International Development, the project is providing support to 50 villages in areas that have experienced or
are expecting returns of displaced populations in Minbya, Mrauk-U, Myebon, Pauktaw and Rathedaung
townships. The project’s goal is to reduce displacement by providing both returnee communities and their
neighbours with support to participatory governance structures, implementing small-scale development
programming, and fostering greater trust and engagement between communities.

At project inception, consortium partners engaged Andaman Research and Advisory to conduct a baseline
assessment. The assessment’s objectives were to provide a dataset against which to measure progress, and
to ensure that the design, implementation and phasing of the project was grounded in a firm, up-to-date
understanding of the local context. In pursuing these objectives, the assessment focused on four key themes
central to the project’s design: livelihoods and development needs, participatory governance, inter-
community trust and engagement, and protection concerns. In exploring these issues, the assessment also
examined how they intersected with gender, age, location and other cross-cutting factors.

Data collection took place between May and June 2016. The study adopted a mixed-methods approach of 1)
a representative sample of target populations in Rathedaung, Minbya, and Mrauk-U — where returns have
taken place; and 2) age and gender-segregated focus group discussions (FGDs) across all five townships. This
approach was designed to both gain a quantitative dataset which could identify trends, track them over time
and allow for comparisons across different parts of the target population; and provide qualitative data to
capture the complexities of how and why these dynamics take place. In total, the team interviewed 620
survey respondents and conducted 56 FGDs. Its key findings are presented below according to thematic area.
It is important to note here that these findings present a snapshot of the situation within the activity’s target
areas within each township. They should not be extrapolated to the wider situation in these townships as a
whole, or of Rakhine state in general.

Livelihoods and Development Needs

People in the project’s target area are heavily dependent on the agricultural sector for their livelihood,
followed by smaller numbers engaged in trade and fisheries. A plurality of around one-third—notably more
Muslim than Rakhine—are dependent primarily on casual labor, while another third own and farm their own
land. Casual laborers generally lack the ability to diversify into secondary income sources. This stands in
contrast with much of the rest of the population, who are often able to depend on a mixture of paddy
farming, casual labor, and home-based vegetable gardening and livestock rearing.

Livelihood outcomes were measured using the World Food Programme’s Coping Strategies Index (CSl), which
serves as a proxy for food security. This demonstrated substantial variation across both townships and
ethnicities. In Minbya and especially Rathedaung, food insecurity was found to be significantly higher among
Muslim communities than among Rakhine. By contrast, food insecurity was found to be overall much lower
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in Mrauk-U, with much less inter-ethnic variation. Reflecting the precariousness of their situation, casual
labourers were also substantially more likely to be food insecure compared to paddy farmers or fishermen.

When asked about their own needs and the needs of their communities, study participants focused
overwhelmingly on the need for more jobs, and better education and health services. Employment was the
main household priority across all ethnicities, while the focus on health was also reflected in reported
inability to access basic medical care by a majority of respondents. By contrast, very few people raised
improvements to community governance or leadership as an explicit development priority.

At present, external assistance to households in the target area is heavily concentrated on Muslim
communities, largely in the form of food assistance. This generally reflects previous emergency aid
distributed to villages housing displaced populations. Aid from NGOs or the UN accounts for just under half
of all assistance received, with township and village governments providing under one-fifth. While this ethnic
divide in the delivery of aid reflects the imbalances of food security observed between Muslim and Rakhine
areas, it remained a point of contention for Rakhine communities, who accuse NGOs of biased aid provision,
most notably in Rathedaung. However, anti-international sentiment also appeared to be softening in the
wake of the more widespread international response to Cyclone Komen in 2015. Importantly, members of
all communities stressed the importance of providing equitable assistance that is balanced not just between
different groups, but also distributed equally within communities.

Participatory Governance

In general, village governance mechanisms were found to be highly centralized, with power concentrated in
the hands of exclusively male village or village tract administrators, accompanied by small groups of village
elders and occasionally religious leaders. Village leaders and their advisors tend to dominate decision-making
within their villages, sometimes consulting the wider population on important issues but just as frequently
making decisions unilaterally before announcing them to villagers. These leaders are also responsible
overseeing dispute-resolution processes, and for ensuring safety and security in their communities. In
addition, they serve as the village’s main point of contact with the outside world in the absence of any other
horizontal or vertical structures linking villagers to either neighbouring communities or to the state.

In terms of wider participation, around one-half to two-thirds of all survey respondents reported some
degree of engagement with village governance, whether in terms of selecting their leaders, or of
understanding and engaging with decision-making processes. Within all communities, gender, age and social
class were all key determinants affecting people’s level of participation. Gender is an especially critical
determining factor. Village politics remains a male-dominated space, with women actively excluded from
meaningful participation in decision-making processes across all communities — a trend often justified by
communities on the grounds of religion, cultural values, or women’s perceived lack of education.
Unsurprisingly, poorer people and youth were also found to be more marginalized, and were perceived as
lacking the required social capital to take an active part in village politics. Overall, a picture emerges from
both the survey and focus group data of decision-making power and engagement across all communities
focused in the hands of older, richer, better-educated men.

However, there were variations across both ethnicity and geography. Overall, people in Muslim communities
demonstrated lower levels of participation and awareness of village governance. Muslim respondents were
significantly less likely than their Rakhine or Maramargyi counterparts to report feeling involved in selecting
their village leaders, taking part in decisions affecting their village, and being properly informed about
important decisions when they were made. These trends were especially pronounced among Muslim
communities in Rathedaung.

Despite the lack of inclusiveness, almost three-quarters of respondents reported that they perceived their
village leaders listened to their priorities and concerns, while a smaller majority also felt their leaders were
effective in addressing them. In either case, study participants overwhelmingly felt that the leadership of
their communities had improved over the past year, linking this directly to the appointment of a new cohort
of village tract administrators and hundred household heads after the 2015 general election.

Study participants gave mixed responses about the kind of role they would like to play in village governance
in future. Overall, around two-thirds of survey respondents wanted more involvement. Female and youth
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FGD participants often rejected their current marginalized status quo and demanded a greater level of
inclusion, including changes in the structure of decision-making to accommodate their voices if necessary.
However, survey respondents in Rathedaung were much less interested in taking greater part relative to their
counterparts in Mrauk-U. In addition, only around half of all women surveyed expressed such an interest,
compared to three-quarters of men.

Trust and Engagement

Findings from the baseline suggest a slow increase in the level of interaction between members of different
ethnic groups in the past 12 months, centred on the resumption of pre-conflict economic relationships.
However, this trend exists along a continued background of hostility and mistrust, largely but not exclusively
towards Muslims.

Around three-fifths of survey respondents reported interacting with members of another ethnicity in the
previous 30 days. These interactions were notably higher in Mrauk-U compared to other townships, and
lowest in Rathedaung. A plurality respondents felt these interactions were becoming more frequent,
following the same trend in township variation. In line with this trend, FGD participants in non-camp Muslim
communities also spoke of a gradual easing of movement restrictions through reduced requirements for
permission documents or reduced rates of informal payments to police.

Interactions were mainly based around trading relations, as well as labour markets structured by ethnicity.
Both FGD and survey participants reported a situation where ethnic interactions occur mainly when Muslim
labourers are hired to work on the land of Rakhine paddy farmers, or when Muslim traders and consumers
purchase goods through Rakhine brokers. However, it should also be noted that approximately one-quarter
of Muslim respondents, one-third of Rakhine respondents and one-half of Maramargyi respondents also
reported in engaging in more informal social relations with members of other ethnic groups.

In line with evidence from other recent studies, Muslims reported somewhat conciliatory attitudes toward
their Rakhine neighbours — albeit driven as much by economic pragmatism as any other motive. Around half
of all Muslim respondents reported feeling positive about interacting with other ethnic groups, with over
90% hoping to see this increase. By contrast, attitudes among Rakhine communities remained much more
ambivalent. Only one-third felt positive about such interactions, and only one-fifth wanted to see them
increase. Rakhine women were in particular especially skeptical of increased interactions, a view grounded
in the perceived threat of sexual violence from Muslims that has permeated popular narratives since the
2012 conflict. Notably, Rakhine FGD participants sometimes expressed a relative level of acceptance for long-
standing local Muslim communities, while emphasizing their hostility toward a perceived group of more
dangerous, recently-arrived outsiders. Overall, differences in people’s perceptions across townships followed
a similar pattern: more conciliatory in Mrauk-U, more hostile in Rathedaung.

Critically, majorities among all ethnic groups expressed a willingness to work with members of other
ethnicities on projects that would bring benefits to all residents of their village tract. While this sentiment
was weaker among Rakhine respondents, it was substantially more common than positive sentiments about
more general increases in cross-ethnic interaction. This indicates a possible willingness to suspend wider
animosities in pursuit of concrete development outcomes.

Protection

Although the return and resettlement of displaced people represents an important step forward, protection
issues remain a significant concern in RERA’s target areas. Especially in Muslim communities, RERA’s
protection teams have documented and worked to address upwards of 50 individual protection-related
incidents since the start of 2016. Against this background, the baseline focused on exploring possible
protection concerns related to community-based dispute resolution processes, realization of rights, and the
returns process itself.

It found that dispute-resolution remains dominated by a small group of village elites, with formal justice
mechanisms used only as a last resort. This remains a significant concern in cases of gender-based violence,
where the rights and needs of survivors are unlikely to be respected, and where the primacy given to
mediation and stability is likely to put them in harm’s way once again. In addition, it was observed that
Muslim communities are dependent on village tract administrators (VTAs) and sometimes the police in
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arbitrating more serious disputes within their villages, and between their villages and those of another
ethnicity. This represents a potentially troubling power imbalance given that these actors are almost always
Rakhine.

The study examined households’ access to basic identity documentation in the form of birth certificates and
updated family lists. These documents are critical as they form the basis for families being able to prove their
existence to the state and other actors, and thus access basic services and claim formal rights where these
exist. It found that coverage of such documentation was poor across RERA’s target area, but substantially
worse for Muslims than Rakhines. Around three-quarters of Muslim households lacked birth certificates for
children born within the past year compared to one-third of Rakhines, while almost none had seen their
family lists updated within the past five years compared to just under half of Rakhines.

In terms of access to basic services, Muslims were substantially less likely to report access health and
education compared to their Rakhine neighbours—although these trends exist in a wider context of chronic
service provision gaps faced by the state as a whole. For health, just under half of Muslim survey respondents
reported being unable to access care, compared with around one-tenth of Rakhines. Geography was also a
factor, with Minbya and especially Rathedaung reporting higher barriers to healthcare access compared to
Mrauk-U. Access to township hospitals remains restricted for Muslims, who must depend on challenging
referrals directly to Sittwe when they need emergency care. In contrast to health, primary education was
more easily accessible for all communities. While slightly more Rakhine children of primary school age wre
in school compared to their Muslim counterparts, geography was the key difference, with school access in
Rathedaung substantially lower than either Mrauk-U or Minbya.

Closely linked with access to services is the issue of freedom of movement. Although almost all Muslims
remain subject to some degree of movement restrictions, there appears to be some room for manoeuvre
within people’s home village tracts. By contrast, movement restrictions for Rakhine are not unheard of but
remain very rare. Just under half of all Muslims reported being able to move freely within their village tracts,
although this conceals a pattern of very tight restrictions in Minbya, and much laxer constraints in Mrauk-U.
Movement beyond the village tract remains difficult for Muslims, with only around one-sixth able to move
further afield—almost all concentrated in Mrauk-U. FGD results indicate that when Muslims do move, they
are often forced to pay burdensome informal payments to police or other authorities when they do so.

The assessment yielded only a limited amount of data on the process of ending displacement through return
to area of origin or local integration—out of all survey respondents, only 43 were from formerly displaced
households. Nevertheless, it identifies some key trends in need of further investigation. Promisingly, the vast
majority of formerly displaced people in the survey expressed satisfaction with the process. By contrast,
participants in some FGDs reported instances of misappropriation of funds allocated for returnees by village
leaders. In addition, the returns process appears to have been poorly communicated to local populations.
Less than one-third of people in villages neighbouring return communities reported having any awareness of
the process, with most hearing by word of mouth. This raises questions about the long-term sustainability
and impact of returns on inter-communal relations in areas where they have taken place.

In general, the findings from this assessment align with much of the current research as significant challenges
were found for the RERA program, while a number of opportunities for engagement were identified.
Recommended activities include supporting sustainable and decent-paying employment for laborers with
particular attention to reducing food insecurity, and acting on the positive sentiment expressed by
respondents in pushing for greater inclusiveness and participation of marginalized groups, particular of
women, in the economy and in local-level decision-making. Prioritizing the formalization and sustainability
of local governance bodies through a consultative approach that does no harm to existing relations will be
also be critical. Given ongoing protection concerns and the tense state of inter-communal relations,
monitoring work should continue while the RERA program seeks to build on the willingness of ethnic groups
in some areas to collaborate on small-scale infrastructure projects that seek to incrementally build trust.
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