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Abstract
More than one million forcefully displaced Myanmar nationals, known as Rohing-
yas, are currently living in the 34 camps in the Cox’s Bazar district in Bangladesh. 
To reduce the pressure of Rohingyas in Cox’s Bazar, the government of Bangladesh 
has started the process of relocating some of the Rohingyas to Bhasan Char Island 
located in Noakhali district, Bangladesh. However, some international organisations, 
NGOs, and some people expressed their concerns over this relocation process. This 
article, thus, offers an evidence-based holistic perspective that explains the avail-
able facilities and opportunities that could bring a new hope instead of a threat to 
Rohingyas. Through a multi-method research approach, the paper argues that the 
Island is suitable for the displaced Rohingya people. It also explores that the reloca-
tion project has opportunities for Rohingyas to engage in some livelihood activities. 
The Island is stable and livable on a temporary basis and has adequate safety and 
security measures–embankments, wave breakers, shelter centers, and modern hous-
ing facilities–have been undertaken. This article, thus, concludes that Bhasan Char 
can offer a new hope–not a place with threats, for the Rohingya displaced people, to 
live temporarily before their repatriation to Myanmar.
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Introduction

Bangladesh is hosting more than one million displaced Rohingya people living in 34 
camps in Ukhiya and Teknaf in the Cox’s Bazar district in Bangladesh (Alam 2019). 
More than 4 years have passed since the mass exodus in 2017, however, no fruitful 
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results regarding the resettlement, repatriation, and reintegration of the Rohingya 
displaced people to their home country have yet to be attained (Jacob 2017; Baner-
jee 2020). Moreover, the environment in the current camps has been extremely vul-
nerable and unsustainable for such as a large number of Rohingya displaced people 
(UNDP 2018). Both manmade and natural disasters such as floods, cyclones, land-
slides, and the Covid-19 pandemic have caused untold suffering and cost of human 
lives in the camp areas (Ullah et al. 2020). As a result, the Government of Bang-
ladesh (GoB) has undertaken a number of measures including the construction of 
the Ashrayan-3 project1 in Bhasan Char Island, Noakhali district (Fig. 1) under the 
banner of ‘Refugee Management Approaches’–to better manage the refugees with 
adequate facilities and security measures.

The government has planned to relocate some of the Rohingyas to reduce the 
population pressure and environmental destruction in the current locations in Cox’s 
Bazar. Under this project the GoB plans to relocate some 100,000 Rohingya dis-
placed people from the current camps to Bhasan Char–a 13,000 acre Island located 
in Hatiya upazila of Noakhali District in Bangladesh (Humanitarian Response 2020). 
The Bhasan Char Island is now inhabited by around 20,000 Rohingya displaced peo-
ple relocated by the government of Bangladesh since December 2021 (The Daily 
Star 2021) as well as some local Bangladeshi people–who are living there for busi-
ness purposes and cattle rearing. Before the construction of the Ashrayan-3 project, 
the Island was not inhabited, but some cattle breeders, fishermen, and Bangladesh 
Navy security forces previously lived there temporarily.

Bhasan Char, an Island that originated around twenty years ago,2 is located 
approximately 28 nautical miles from Chittagong and 13 nautical miles from Hatiya, 
and around 4 nautical miles from the nearest Island Sandwip (Banerjee 2020). The 
’Ashrayan-3 project’ consists of 120 housing plots including 120 cyclone centers, 
solar systems, water sources, roads for internal communication, mobile phone net-
works, and a 9-foot high flood protection embankment (Illius 2019). This project 
also contains adequate health facilities, temporary work, and livelihood opportu-
nities and, formal and informal education facilities for Rohingya children to make 
this Island livable (The Daily Star 2020). This location is often named the mini-
town, however, various hurdles have prolonged and hindered the relocation project. 
Reports from some sources (e.g. in newspapers, TV, or International Non-govern-
mental Organization (INGO) reports) have portrayed the Island as uninhabitable 
and unfit for the Rohingya displaced people to live in (Amnesty International 2020; 
Deutsche Welle 2020). The United Nations and Amnesty International urged an 
independent assessment of the habitability of Bhasan Char, following their reported 
accounts of Rohingya displaced people supposedly being relocated against their 

1 Ashrayan-3 project is constructed to shelter more than a 100,000 Rohingya displaced people tempo-
rarily. Ashrayan is a Bengali term which refers to giving shelter to anyone. In keeping this in mind, the 
project has been named as Ashrayan-3 project in Bhasan Char.
2 Bhasan Char, also known as ‘Char Piya’ and ‘Thengar Char’ is an Island in Hatiya Upazila, Bangla-
desh. This Island was formed in 2000 but inundated. In 2006 this Island again emerged and is gradually 
increasing in size.
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informed consent (Reliefweb 2020). Thus, this topic demands scholarly attention 
and investigation to assess the livability, viability, and longevity of the Island.

Within this context, this article aims to assess the suitability, livable condition, 
and sustainability of living in the Ashrayan-3 project. This article examines the 
question of whether the Ashrayan-3 project is a sustainable place for living for the 
relocated Rohingya displaced people. To answer this research question, a mixed 
approach combining interviews, focus group discussions, and participant observa-
tions has been applied to investigate the location, availability of livelihood, secu-
rity issues, and other human rights concerns. The article first provides a short 
background of the Rohingya repression and forceful displacement to Bangladesh. 
Secondly, this article provides a theoretical framework of sustainable living based 
on livelihood, security (both physical security of the place and individual security), 
and human rights literature. This is followed by a detailed outline of the methodol-
ogy of data collection, data analysis, and data presentation. The fourth section pro-
vides the findings and discussion of the data following the theoretical framework. 
Finally, the paper concludes with comments on the prospect of the Bhasan Char pro-
ject with some observations on further initiatives that need to be undertaken to make 
this place a sustainable living location.

Contextual study: Rohingya displacement and relocation issue

The Rohingya displaced people, originating from Myanmar, are one of the most 
oppressed populations in the world, and have been the subject of extensive persecu-
tion and human rights violations (Islam 2020; Ullah and Chattoraj 2018). Literature 
suggests that the origin of the predominantly Muslim Rohingya people in Myanmar 
is contested, as the Myanmar Buddhist community identifies them as the descend-
ants of immigrants from the Chittagong District of Bangladesh; however, Mus-
lim historians claim that Rohingyas have been living in the country for more than 
1000  years (Bremner 2020). The long-standing repression by the military regime 
and deprivation of citizenship rights (Ullah 2011; Albert and Maizland 2020), have 
equally forced the Rohingya people to flee to other countries, and a significant num-
ber of them have taken shelter at Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh (Alam 2019).

The primary influx of Rohingyas to Bangladesh started in 1978, with a large 
arrival in 1991–1992 (Ullah and Chattoraj 2018). Currently, these people are living 
in the official camps managed by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. The recent Rohingya influx to Bang-
ladesh started on 25 August 2017 with the arrival of an estimated 537,000 Rohing-
yas across the border from Myanmar into Cox’s Bazar (Alam 2019). According to 
the UNHCR, around 8,69,994 forced migrants came to Bangladesh from Myanmar 
over different periods where only 33,784 are registered (only 4%) and the remaining 
836,210 are treated as forcibly displaced people by the Government of Bangladesh 
(UNHCR 2018). These people now have to depend on humanitarian assistance from 
the Government and different local and international NGOs (ISCG 2017).

In August 2017, an estimated 745,000 Rohingyas entered Bangladesh and are 
now living in about 33 camps in the Cox’s Bazar district (Uddin 2019). They are 
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now in the makeshift camps developed for them by the GoB and international organ-
izations working to facilitate their temporary shelter in Bangladesh. The current 
condition in the camps at Cox’s Bazar has, thus, become increasingly cramped and 
insecure. This has made the response of the GoB to provide necessary humanitar-
ian assistance increasingly critical. The dense population of the Rohingya displaced 
people has also caused environmental degradation in the camp and nearby areas as 
natural resources have been depleted and degraded (Ahmed 2020).

Meanwhile, the local conditions, socio-cultural environment, and natural ecosys-
tem of the region have suffered serious decline, because of the growing influx of the 
Rohingya population in Bangladesh (UNDP 2018). The local people have started to 
become frustrated due to cohabitation problems with the nearby Rohingya displaced 
population in the camps. Various crimes and unlawful activities inside and outside 
the camps have seriously increased, undermining the social peace and harmony of 
the region (Mallick 2020). Therefore, the issue of Rohingya displaced people has 
been a serious matter of concern in terms of social stability, security, and the econ-
omy of the region and Bangladesh as a whole. Despite the efforts of the interna-
tional community, the Bangladesh government is struggling to manage a large num-
ber of Rohingya displaced people. The position of Cox’s Bazar in terms of strategy 
and tourism has come under threat due to environmental degradation, social disor-
der, and overall chaos. Therefore, the issue of relocation of some of the Rohingya 
people from Cox’s Bazar to other locations including the Bhasan Char has emerged. 

Fig. 1  The location of the Bhasan char Island ( Source: Reuters)
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However, relocation of the Rohingya displaced people from Cox’s Bazar to other 
locations needs to be based on proper investigation and should follow the princi-
ples of sustainable living. This investigation of the sustainability of living of the dis-
placed people occupies an important consideration in the context of their relocation. 
This article explores the issue of sustainability of the living of the displaced people 
in Bhasan Char where the government of Bangladesh has taken the policy of reloca-
tion of the Rohingya displaced people.

Conceptual ideas

The Rohingya displaced people living in Bangladesh badly need their livelihood, 
security, assurance of human rights, and sustainable living. Therefore, the four fun-
damental conceptual issues–sustainability, livelihood, security, and human rights–in 
the Ashrayan-3 project are examined. These concepts are not new, but well-founded 
by the international community and multi-states organizations such as the United 
Nations.

Sustainability

Sustainability as a term denotes different meanings in different disciplines. This con-
cept is connected to the economic and environmental issues–sustainable develop-
ment and environmental sustainability. The Brundtland Commission report coined 
this term to sensitize the international community to the effects of development 
efforts on the environment and future human lives (WCED 1987). The World Bank 
later developed this idea by triangulating the three interlinking issues—economic, 
ecological, and social dimensions–which delineates the idea of sustainability as an 
opportunity “to leave future generations as many opportunities as we ourselves have 
had, if not more” (Koning 2001, p. 68). Gradually, the term social sustainability 
emerged for qualifying the economic and environmental dimensions of social living, 
promotion of social capital, participation, and capacity building of the citizen (Col-
antonio 2009). Social sustainability also included the issues of employment, poverty 
alleviation, happiness, and social connection as its core elements. More recently, 
some fundamental aspects of human development, such as education, skills, experi-
ence, consumption, income, and employment have also been referred to by this con-
cept (Omann and Spangenberg 2002). In sum, the concept of social sustainability is 
a comprehensive term that covers many aspects including livelihood, security, and 
human rights for all people. Social sustainability for the refugee and forcibly dis-
placed people would denote ensuring livelihood, security, human rights, and other 
fundamental rights.
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Livelihood

Ensuring livelihood is the core component of the concept of social sustainability 
and human rights. Livelihood means the distribution of assets and power so that 
people can lead their lives. Chambers and Conway (1991) used the term sustainable 
livelihood as denoting the capabilities and assets of people to sustain themselves. 
International organizations such as CARE (i.e., the Cooperative for Assistance and 
Relief Everywhere), UNDP (i.e., the United Nations Development Programme), 
and Oxfam used the livelihood approach to ensure people’s access to resources and 
capabilities to reduce their poverty, recover from stresses and ensure healthy lives 
(Haidar 2009). In a broader perspective, livelihood is connected with three interlink-
ing aspects, such as assets, context, and strategies. Assets enable people to pursue 
their goals and reduce poverty (Li et al. 2020). Context, such as economic trends, 
and different types of shocks and seasonal influences (availability and scarcity), also 
determine people’s livelihood. The third pillar of livelihood is the strategy that refers 
to the activities of the people to achieve their livelihood goals (Haidar 2009).

In the case of forced migrants and displaced people such as the Rohingyas, liveli-
hood approaches carry different meanings as they lose everything including assets, 
family members, and community relationships, even emotional and physical health. 
In such a condition, the migrants and displaced people depend on the support of 
the aid agencies and host governments to fulfill their livelihoods (Jacobsen 2014). 
Forced migrants and displaced people are often unable to utilize their efficiency and 
human capital, such as skills and experiences that they gained or practiced in their 
home countries. This is largely because they are most likely not given permission to 
work, or even if they do work, they commonly face discrimination at the workplace 
as well. Community development allows the refugee people to build the capac-
ity to face their challenges and regain their lost positions (Calhoun 2010). In sum, 
livelihood constitutes the core elements of sustainable living for the displaced and 
migrant people as they need livelihood options for their survival.

Security

Security is another key component of sustainable living for the displaced and 
migrant people (for example, Rohingya displaced people) as they have nothing to 
protect themselves. In the context of sustainable living, security does not mean 
the military capability of a state but refers to the non-traditional security issue that 
ensures human potential and development (Srikanth 2014). The writing of Buzan 
and Hansen widened the concept of security by adding five sectors of security–mili-
tary, regime, societal, environmental, and economic security–to cover all concern-
ing aspects of human security (Buzan and Hansen 2010). However, the addition of 
human security to the lexicon of security concept by the UNDP Human Develop-
ment Report grounded the two fundamental issues–freedom from fear and want–as 
the core issues of security (UNDP 2005). Freedom from fear means emancipation 
from any kind of repression, persecution, killing, intimidation, and torture. On the 
other hand, freedom from want is more akin to ensuring basic human needs at any 
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time irrespective of any distinctions based on race, ethnicity, and religion, and so on. 
In their discussion of refugee and forced migration, governments across the world 
have tightened the immigration process and taken various measures for the protec-
tion of migrant and displaced people within the charter of international norms and 
treaties (Hammerstad 2014). The influx of forced migration and displacement across 
the world is putting pressure on host countries and international organizations to 
ensure their safety and security.

Human rights

Ensuring human rights by the host place and international community also con-
stitutes a fundamental issue for ensuring the social sustainability of the migrants 
and forcibly displaced people. Human rights in this context mean the inalienable 
and indispensable rights of the human being. The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) in 1948, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) 1966, and International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) 1966, guaranteed a comprehensive list of rights as human rights (Majo-
dina 2009). Under these categories, human rights are those rights that a human 
being enjoys because he/she is a human being. Although the UDHR prescribed a 
comprehensive list of rights for all human beings in the world, the increasing rate of 
refugees and forcibly displaced people demanded special protections from the host 
country as well as the international community. Thus, the 1951 Refugee Conven-
tion was enacted providing a comprehensive list of rights and privileges of displaced 
and refugee people (Weis 1995). Among the list of the rights of refugees, the refu-
gee conventions prescribed the rights of non-refoulement, no torture, and no inhu-
man and degrading treatment or punishment (Majodina 2009). The convention gave 
emphasis to the right to life and physical integrity to protect human lives.

Therefore, the host country and international community must take affirmative 
measures to prevent any sort of arbitrary killings or other mistreatment of the dis-
placed and refugee people. The displaced and refugee people require, as all human 
beings, the right to freedom of movement, livelihood, employment, and develop-
ment. Forced migrants and displaced people are also entitled to enjoy the full range 
of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights set out in international and 
regional human rights treaties and customary international law. With very few 
exceptions, such as practicing the right to vote, the right to stand for public office, 
and the expulsion of aliens, the international human rights instruments make few 
distinctions between the rights of citizens and forced migrants (McAdam 2014).

The above conceptual ideas reflect that these concepts have been used separately 
but they are closely connected and often used as cross-cutting approaches. Liveli-
hood, safety, security, and sustainability are widely regarded as human rights of all 
people, thus it can be broadly termed as the social sustainability framework. Based 
on these concepts, a framework (Fig.  2) has been developed that covers the pro-
tection of the Rohingya displaced people. The framework has been developed to 
advance the analysis and presentation of the data collected for this study.
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The first part of this framework is sustainability and livability. The finding sec-
tion analyses the sustainability and livability of the Bhasan Char Island for the Roh-
ingya displaced people. The second part is livelihood which has been used to see 
what opportunities are available in Bhasan Char. The third component–safety and 
security–has been used to assess the protection mechanism and available security 
measures in Bhasan Char so that the relocated Rohingya people can live in safe and 
safety. Finally, the last part of the framework is the issues of human rights which 
have been used to explore the condition of ensuring human rights items the relo-
cated people will enjoy after relocation.

Methodology

A qualitative interpretive approach with multiple methods–(i) focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) with relevant stakeholders in Bhasan Char, (ii) key informant inter-
views (KIIs) with influential local stakeholders, (iii) expert interviews (EIs) with 
different professionals who visited Bhasan Char and observed the Island and its sus-
tainability, and (iv) direct observation (DO)–were used as research methodologies 
in this study. A qualitative interpretive approach enables the researchers to construct 
knowledge from the analysis and interpretations of the research participant’s percep-
tions and experiences (Woodyatt et al. 2016).

Research participants

The researchers (five authors) actively participated in all sections of this research 
project–protocol development, pilot study, data collection, analysis, and presenta-
tion. The research team visited Bhasan Char twice: first in November 2020, then in 
February 2021. Before going to the field, the researchers sought permission from the 
concerned authority as the Bangladesh Navy supervised the Ashrayan-3 project. The 
researchers also sought permission for the entrance of three experts (three univer-
sity professors–a sociologist, a geologist and disasters science expert, and security 
expert) who accompanied the researchers to get firsthand experience about Bhasan 
Char Island and shared their observation and understanding about Bhasan Char and 
relocation of the Rohingya people.

Interview protocols and ethical issues

Before the field data collection, the researchers conducted an extensive literature 
review, including books, journals, publicly available policy documents, and news-
papers regarding Rohingyas’ issues and Bhasan Char. The literature review enabled 
the researchers to develop research instruments such as semi-structured questions 
for FGDs, KIIs, and EIs (See Table 1).

The research team developed an open-ended question guide to cover the areas of 
expertise of each interviewee to be used by the EIs. The research team also prepared 
the FGD guiding questions and themes and the KIIs questions in accordance with 
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the research objectives and themes set in the theoretical framework. To avoid the 
language barrier in the field, the research team appointed research assistants, includ-
ing two local people, who understood the local dialects of the greater Chittagong 
region.

The study considered the appropriate human ethical issues. As there is no formal 
ethics approval system in Social and Behavioral science in Bangladesh, the research 
team sought permission from the research participants before conducting the inter-
views. The research team presented a consent form to the participants and informed 
them that their participation in this project was voluntary. The research team also 
followed the principle of anonymity and confidentiality which constitutes a vital part 
of social research (Wiles et al. 2008).

Data collection

The researchers collected considerable data using the above methods. Data were 
collected from FGDs as this method allowed the participants to reflect on the issues 
they discuss and thus bring critical knowledge to the research (Woodyatt et  al. 
2016). This study conducted four FGDs–two FGDs involved the local Bengali peo-
ple and two with the relocated Rohingya people in Bhasan Char–who were selected 
purposively. The participants were Bengali shepherds and buffalo herders, and shop-
keepers at the local market. They were people who came from adjacent areas like 
Noakhali and had access to Bhasan Char. As they had firsthand experience about the 
Island, their knowledge and opinions were vital to understanding various aspects of 
livelihoods, safety and security, and sustainability of the Island. The research team 

Sustainability and protection of a
relocated displaced refugee people

Sustainability, livability, 
communication and 
flourishment

Livelihood opportunities 

Safety: Physical, environmental, 
individual, and social security; 
Safety and security of the officials 
who work for the refugee 
protection

Ensuring basic human rights

Fig. 2  Theoretical framework ( source: developed by the authors)
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conducted another two FGDs among the Rohingya people when they were relocated 
in Bhasan Char. The aim of the FGDs was to get the perception and experience of 
living in the houses developed for the refugees on the Island. The opinions and expe-
rience of these relocated Rohingyas enabled the researchers to grasp the real issues 
of living, livelihood, and rights in Bhasan Char. Interviewees were selected purpo-
sively, and local gatekeepers helped the research team access and conduct FGDs. 
Two research assistants who understand Rohingya dialects helped in the conduct of 
FGDs with Rohingya stakeholders and translated and transcribed data.

The researchers also conducted eight key informant interviews–four KIIs on 
18–19 November 2020, and another four on 9–10 February 2021. The first group of 
informants was officials who worked closely with the Ashrayan-3 project and offic-
ers who monitored the project activities and progress. They worked on the devel-
opment of the project and developed knowledge about the Island and its adjacent 
areas and associated challenges and opportunities. Thus, these interviews provided 
local knowledge, information, and problems associated with Bhasan Char and 
the Ashrayan-3 project. The other four KIIs were conducted with Rohingyas e.g. 
Majhis, a block leader, an imam, and a teacher. They were selected as they had rea-
sonable control and connections with ordinary Rohingyas living in cluster houses in 
Bhasan Char. They shared their experience of living in the Ashrayan-3 project area 
after their relocation to Bhasan Char. They also shared information about the living 
conditions, opportunities, challenges, and expectations on the Island.

The researchers interviewed five experts in the relevant fields. In social research, 
interviews with experts assist a research process to gain and explore contextual, 
implicit knowledge of a social issue (Döringer 2020). Among the experts, the 
three who visited Bhasan Char with the researchers have a broader understanding 
of socio-political issues, sociology and human rights, geology, and disaster sci-
ence, and security matters. These experts were intentionally chosen for their sig-
nificant knowledge and understanding of the subject. Immediately after they saw the 
Ashrayan-3 project and Bhasan Char, they provided their observations, insights, and 
shared thoughts on the subject aspects of this research. The other two experts were 
interviewed later at Dhaka. One of them was a geologist who has expertise in Island 
formation and underground water resources, while the other is an expert on disaster 
science and management who has a particular interest in Bhasan Char, its formation, 
and sustainability. They also offered information based on their independent assess-
ments of Bhasan Char and its sustainability and shared their opinions concerning the 
livability and habitability of Rohingyas in the Ashrayan-3 project.

Table 1  An overview of data collection participants

Fieldwork periods Methods Number Male Female

November18–19, 2020; Key informant interview 8 6 2
Focus group discussion 4 focus group (In each group 

6–10 participants attended)
3 1

February 9–10, 2021 Expert interview 5 4 1



SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:277 Page 11 of 24 277

The researchers visited Bhasan Char and directly observed the Ashrayan-3 project 
area and the available facilities for the relocated Rohingyas who live there. These 
observations provided first-hand experience of seeing the facilities. The researcher’s 
and experts’ overall visit and observation enabled them to validate the data that vari-
ous FGDs and KIIs had shared with them Researchers also talked informally with 
the local people beyond the scheduled interviews and FGDs, which allowed verifica-
tion of some crucial data gathered through other methods.

Data generated through these combined methods helped the researchers to 
understand various aspects of Bhasan Char and the relocated Rohingyas living in 
the Ashrayan-3 project. Various critical issues and challenges of actual scenarios 
in the study area also emerged. Once data were collected the researchers undertook 
a thematic analytical process. Data were sorted and coded as per the themes and 
were analysed by the inductive method, mixing with narrative discussion and criti-
cal explanation.

Major findings

Data have been presented in the areas of safety and sustainability, water and sanita-
tion, livelihood opportunities, security, and other physical opportunities that would 
enable the displaced people and supporting staff to live secure and safe lives.

Safety and sustainability

This study explored information about safety and sustainability from multiple 
sources such as KIIs, FGDs, and EIs. Before exploring the opinions of the stake-
holders, this study asked the experts about the safety and sustainability of the Island. 
The experts shared their opinions that there is no chance of the Island being washed 
away due to severe floods and cyclones. The professor of Disaster Science and Man-
agement, University of Dhaka argued that,

Only a powerful tsunami would be able to enter and do any sort of flooding 
and damage, which hasn’t been recorded yet in this area. In the extreme condi-
tions of high-level signals like that of a level 8 to 10 warning, the relocated 
Rohingyas only have to move to the shelters on an emergency basis, till the 
calamity subsides.

Further “the Island is growing gradually. In the Meghna estuary, 1.6 trillion tons of 
sedimentation is deposited per year. This deposition of sedimentation is helping to 
increase the Island.” In relation to comments on the risks of damage from cyclones, 
he added that “No reported cyclone has damaged the Island in the last 200 years.” 
This information confirms that the Island is stable and sustainable for living. In dis-
cussing the Island’s sustainability against land-based disasters such as earthquakes, 
another expert in the field of Geology noted that,
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Evaluating 200 to 300 years of earthquake records it can be said that the Island 
is stable, because there is no evidence of inundation and destruction of Islands 
in this area due to the earthquakes.

The key informant–who has been responsible for constructing the project, gave his 
opinion about the viability and stability of the Island stating that “We have plans 
here to build more species of mangrove plants, so that erosion does not take place.”3 
In addition, he pointed out that “construction work for a 19 feet dam for handling 
tidal waves is underway which will protect the Island from any forms of cyclone and 
flood”.4 A Geologist and Disaster expert of the University of Dhaka also added that,

The Island is stable, and is somewhat going towards stability. Now, this con-
struction work happening in Bhasan Char has started since December 2017. 
Due to this, they have noticed the side of the Island where erosion takes place, 
and they’ve installed wave breakers and undertaken various artificial measures 
on that side. The erosion has been prevented with such measures.

It was also observed that there is adequate preparation for protecting the Island and 
its people from natural disasters and environmental risks. In Bhasan Char, there are 
120 clusters houses and 120 cyclone shelters, and every shelter has the capacity to 
accommodate more than 1000 people (Fig. 3).

The sources confirm that there is no such arrangement to face such disaster in 
the other coastal areas in Bangladesh.5 Thus, the sociologist who accompanied the 
research team argued that this is a mini-town with high quality infrastructure, which 
is rare in other char lands (other Islands) in Bangladesh.6

While asking about the impacts of recent past disasters, a key informant pointed 
out that “there has been no significant impact here from the recent disasters, namely 
‘Bulbul’7 and ‘Amphan’.8 The FGDs participants also shared their views about dis-
asters and their impacts on the Island arguing that “Alhamdulillah,9 although there 
has been a lot of damage across the country during the cyclone Amphan, very little 
damage had happened here”.10 Some of the participants particularly mentioned that 
“the embankment constructed here is mighty and there is no such place safer than 

5 As evidenced by the nearby Island Hatiya having its embankment collapse in 21 August 2020, from 25 
villages flooded after COLLAPSING Embankment in Hatiya. (2020, August 21). Retrieved from https:// 
www. risin gbd. com/ engli sh/ count ry/ news/ 73325 (Accessed on February 08, 2021).
6 18/11/2020, Expert Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
7 Bulbul was a strong tropical cyclone which struck the Indian state of West Bengal, and Bangladesh, 
occurring in November of 2019. It caused strong storm surges, heavy rainfall, and flash floods across the 
affected areas. Source: Reliefweb.
8 Amphan was a massively powerful tropical cyclone that caused widespread damage and catastrophe in 
Eastern India, specifically West Bengal, Odisha, and in Bangladesh, occurring in May of 2020. Source: 
Reliefweb.
9 "Alhamdulillah" (Arabic: ِهَّٰلِل ُدْمَحْلٱ, al-Ḥamdu lillāh) is an Arabic phrase meaning "praise be to God", 
sometimes translated as "thank God".
10 18/11/2020, Focus Group Discussion taken at the Bazar, Bhasan Char, Bangladesh.

3 18/11/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
4 Ibid.

https://www.risingbd.com/english/country/news/73325
https://www.risingbd.com/english/country/news/73325
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this”.11 Another participant agreed and added that “there is no such an embankment 
in Hatiya, so the area might get flooded there. But here, they have built the embank-
ment to be very capable and sturdy for handling floods.”12 The Project Director also 
shared that "the wave breakers have been installed to weaken the waves. Then at the 
second stage, there are the low elevated barriers, built with gravel, and geo-bags 
filled with sand. When the waves hit this barrier, they become even further weaker. 
This three-layered engineered protection system further lowers the intensity of the 
waves, so that when they hit the embankment, they become even weaker."13

Considering all the information from the various sources, it can be argued that 
Bhasan Char Island is sustainable, viable, and secure for living. With regards to the 
Island weather conditions, the geologist and Professor of Dhaka University com-
mented that the weather conditions of Bhasan Char would be perfect for human liv-
ing. The weather is normally conducive to good living as there is no extreme hot or 
extreme cold. Consequently, living in Bhasan Char would be a good option for the 
relocated Rohingya people.14

Water and sanitation

Availability of freshwater is a must for sustainable living. As Bhasan Char is an 
isolated Island, apprehension has been raised about the availability of freshwater 
(UNHCR 2020). This study asked the project directors and geologists about the 
presence of groundwater on the Island. The project director argued that in Bhasan 
Char, water and sanitation facilities are incorporated in the Ashrayan-3 project itself 
(Fig. 4).15

While asking a question about the groundwater availability on the Island, the 
expert in the field of Environment and Disaster Sciences who visited the Island 
noted that,

There is an underwater layer of freshwater 700-780 feet deep...They will be 
able to use this reserve water for domestic use. And since there’s a lot of rain-
fall, measures have been taken so that they can collect and store this rainwater. 
I hope that this reserve is connected to the mainland, as information on the 
size of the reserve is not available yet. If it’s not connected to the mainland, the 
water reserve might run dry with extensive use.16

Another Professor in the Department of Geology, University of Dhaka has revealed 
information regarding the nature of the water reserve of Bhasan Char Island. He 
stated that “Supposedly 5 million cubic meter of freshwater is stored in this Island. 
Underground aquifers may be available within 200 m (roughly 700 feet) of land on 

11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 19/11/2020. Key informant interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
14 02/2021, Expert Interview taken at the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh.
15 18/11/2020, Key Informant interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
16 19/11/2020, Expert Interview taken at Bay of Bengal, Bangladesh.



 SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:277277 Page 14 of 24

this Island. In coastal areas, the water may be available around 150–200 m under-
ground. In the coastal area, water is reserved as a ’fully confined area’ which is 
called a fully confined aquifer.17

Thus, the experts suggested storage of rainwater for use all year round, as depend-
ing solely on the aquifer (i.e. the underground water reserve) might deplete it quite 
rapidly. Our observations in Bhasan Char indicate adequate and modern utility facil-
ities. There are arrangements for meeting the water needs of the people. The pro-
ject has built a reservoir in each of the houses, and they will be able to store water 
in those tanks.18 Storing and preserving water under each house, and the ground-
water supply would meet the needs of freshwater of the relocated Rohingya people 
in Bhasan Char. While asking the Rohingya people who have been relocated there, 
about the water and sanitation issues, they argued that they do not face any problems 
with water and sanitation. Rather, they are very happy to get such good sanitation, 
water supply, and toilets.19 The observations from the study also confirmed the pres-
ence of separate toilets and good sanitation systems for the displaced people. More-
over, the displaced people could have the scope to arrange their own toilets with the 
help of the supporting NGOs as there are lots of open spaces available in the Island.

The drainage system is built keeping waste management in mind. There would 
be a lot of accumulated waste here as 100 thousand people would be living here 
together, creating a large amount of waste that would be dumped in one location. 
A landfill has been designated for this dumping. The project director noted that a 
‘Green Waste Management System’ would be utilized to turn the accumulated waste 
into suitable compost for reuse.”20 Observation from the study also confirms the 

Fig. 3  Cyclone shelter center and housing. Source: Photo taken by the research team

18 19/11/2020, Expert Interview taken at Bay of Bengal, Bangladesh.
19 09/02/2021, Focus Group Discussion taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
20 18/11/2020, Key Informant interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.

17 02/2021, Expert Interview taken at the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh.
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construction of planned canals for the drainage system and a landfill site under con-
struction in the project location.

Security system

The security issues in Bhasan Char have been explored from the KI, participants of 
the FGD, and subject experts. The participants of the FGD showed their satisfaction 
about the Island as there is no robbery, insecurity, and piracy in the area. They stated 
that compared to any other areas of Bangladesh, Bhasan Char is safe.21 The author-
ity has taken adequate measures in setting police camps close to the Ashrayan-3 pro-
ject area to maintain security. While collecting data in the field the study found that 
two police stations have already been established in the Island to sufficiently cover 
and protect the population and the distinct nature of its township in Bhasan Char. 
Another key informant stated that, “We frequently patrol in small squads in order 
to keep the area under our observations, and to make sure that the Rohingyas do not 
leave the premises. There is no curfew here.”22 In response to a question of main-
taining security the officer in charge of security explained that, “They resolve every 
small-scale conflict that happens within and between groups. There are 30 from the 
police forces, 31 from the Armed Police Battalion Units (APBNs), and 10 female 
members dedicated to meet the security needs of this area to maintain security sys-
tem in this area.”23 The participants of the FGD also noted that “there is always a 
Navy ship, and two Navy boats are stationed here. There’s no tendency of crime 
from the local people. No political activity occurs here.”24

Fig. 4  Available water and sanitation facilities. Source: Photos taken by the research team

23 Ibid.
24 18/11/2020, Focus Group Discussion taken at the grazing areas near the Ashrayan-3 project site at 
Bhasan Char, Bangladesh.

21 18/11/2020, Focus Group Discussion taken at the grazing areas near the Ashrayan-3 project site at 
Bhasan Char, Bangladesh.
22 18/11/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
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Indeed, the Island would be a safe place for the Rohingya people to live peace-
fully. The security expert and Professor of International Relations, University 
of Dhaka argued that, “Rohingyas are the most vulnerable people and have been 
traumatized due to the persecution by the Myanmar armies. This arrangement in 
the Bhasan Char will be a perfect place to live temporarily until their repatriation 
to their country of origin. Moreover, the relocation to a secure and isolated place 
would reduce the intra-conflicts as well as prevent the killings of innocent people.25

Medical facilities, emergencies, and humanitarian responses

The study explored the four community clinics and two hospitals, with facilities 
in place for the treatment of even some serious illnesses, which have been built in 
Bhasan Char (Fig. 5). There are accommodation facilities for doctors who will be 
treating the patients in that they have quarters for living with their families. Moreo-
ver, pharmacies and space for stored medicines in the hospitals and community clin-
ics have been arranged for the Rohingya displaced people.

As the Island is situated far from the mainland, adequate facilities have been 
arranged for people who would reside on the Island as temporary settlers. While 
asking the Project Director about the medical facilities, he argued that,

There is no compromise with the medical services for the Rohingya displaced 
people in Bhasan Char. Hospitals, clinics and accommodation for the doc-
tors are high in standards. The local doctors and international humanitarian 
response people will get better places to live in and look after the displaced 
people.

In response to a question about the medical facilities, the participants in the FGD 
showed their satisfaction about the medical facilities and medicines. In case of emer-
gency, there is also a scope to take the patient to the city centers for better treatment. 
One participant mentioned that “he has been taken to Noakhali to better treat him in 
his legs”.26 A professor of Sociology, University of Dhaka also gave a satisfactory 
opinion about the facilities available in the Ashrayan-3 project.27 However, there has 
been some mild dissent regarding the medical facilities received in the month the 
research team visited Bhasan Char in 2021. The observation also confirms that two 
helipads and helicopter facilities will enable the expert doctors and humanitarian 
services to be brought in case of emergencies. Keeping in mind the nature of isola-
tion, the project area is equipped with all necessary facilities to ensure humanitarian 
responses.

25 19/11/2020, Expert Interview taken on a Navy cruiser, at the Bay of Bengal, Bangladesh.
26 09/02/2020, Focus Group Discussion taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
27 18/11/2020, Expert interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
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Livelihood, education, and income opportunities

One of the key aspects of managing refugees and displaced people is to provide live-
lihoods and basic human rights (for example, education and income). Keeping this 
in mind, the GOB has built schools for relocated Rohingya children. Two schools 
with four-storey buildings have been constructed for the children, who would live on 
the Island. There are other non-formal structures dedicated to initial learning cent-
ers, where teachers will teach children Burmese, English and Arabic.28

Employment opportunities for the displaced people mainly consist of being 
engaged in the agricultural and poultry sectors. The study observed that there are 
various opportunities to get involved in employment such as through rearing cattle 
and agriculture (Fig. 6). Through FGDs with the local people in Bhasan Char, the 
study explored that people have the chance of rearing cattle on the Island and catch-
ing fish in ponds and lakes. The participants also pointed out that they collect milk 
from buffalos and sell it in the nearby markets, therefore, relocated people could use 
milk for their daily needs.

The Rohingya people mainly depend on rations provided by the NGOs and 
UNHCR. A key informant pointed out that the relocated people would be able to 
diversify their livelihood options by engaging with some other activities such as cot-
tage industries. The project director of the Ashrayan-3 project explained that "as this 
is an Island, there is an immense opportunity to set up an export-oriented foodstuff 
processing system, where they could work and would produce products during their 
temporary relocation period in the Island".29

While asking about the scope of agriculture another key informant highlighted 
the potential range and opportunities for food production in Bhasan Char. He argued 
that there is a scope to cultivate prawns as this is possible using the tide patterns of 
the Island. There would be more opportunities for cultivating paddy, and other crops 
in the near future.30

Freedom of movement and religious practices

The project coordinator explained that relocated Rohingya people will enjoy free-
dom of movement. This study verified this issue of freedom of movement by asking 
about this at the focus group. The FGD participants mentioned that they can move 
anywhere within the project area.31 One of the Majhis stated, “We heard that the 
Island is small and close to the sea. But this is not true. It is a big Island like other 
Islands of Bangladesh. We cannot walk from one end to another. The security forces 
do not restrict us from moving from one place to another. We sometimes go to the 
sea to catch fish”.32 A key informant pointed out that "They would be able to move 

29 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
31 09/02/2020, Focus Group Discussion taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
32 09/02/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.

28 18/11/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
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from one cluster to another without any problems."33 In case of movement, they will 
not face any security problems.

Considering the religious sentiment of the Rohingya people, the project planners 
have constructed mosques and madrasas in Bhasan Char that facilitate their religious 
rights. The study observed that there are three mosques and a community center 
located in the middle of the Bhasan Char Ashrayan-3 project. These have enough 
space to accommodate a large number of people to perform their religious rights. 
While discussing religious festivals, an informant pointed out that Eid ’Jamaat’ 
(i.e. public prayers) take place each year in Bhasan Char.34 Privacy concerns have 
been taken into account when constructing the housing as the rooms for the fami-
lies within the concrete-built houses are separated by concrete walls that ensure the 
families can maintain their privacy.

Discussion

A key concern of Bhasan Char was associated with environmental hazards and 
risks (UNHCR 2020; Amnesty International 2020), because there is a widespread 
perception about the Island as it is composed of sediment which is highly influ-
enced by the monsoon, cyclones and storm surges (Bremner 2020). It is also 
argued that Islands in Bangladesh are more vulnerable to erosion and floods, 
as well as being a vulnerable zone for cyclones and storm surges (Haque et  al. 
2012). The empirical findings and interviews with the professional experts identi-
fied that there is not nearly as much apprehension as given by the international 
organizations and independent researchers thus far. As a riverine and deltaic 
country, Bangladesh has so many chars and coastal areas where around 25% of 
the poor, minority, and displaced people live (Islam 2018). The GoBis struggling 
to provide adequate opportunities to the people living on the char lands (a land-
mass surrounded by water bodies), whereas the GoB has arranged good facili-
ties and developed infrastructure for the displaced Rohingya people. Nonetheless, 
Bangladesh has attained high capacity and set an example to manage its disasters 

Fig. 5  Medical facilities for the 
Rohingyas. Source: Photo taken 
by the research team

34 18/11/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.

33 18/11/2020, Key Informant Interview taken at Bhasan Char, Hatiya, Bangladesh.
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and save people (Mallick et al. 2017). Moreover, the country has been successful 
in tackling frequent disasters and reducing the death toll and damage to property 
(Haque et al. 2012).

Therefore, it can be argued that Bhasan Char is not such a dangerous place as 
has been presented by some international organizations, media personnel, and aca-
demics. The available infrastructure, services, and resources will help the relocated 
people to live with safety and security. The KIs, who are working in the project area, 
have confirmed that housing and other infrastructure are of a high standard and have 
been built following international standards for the refugees and displaced people 
(Ullah et al. 2020). The projects contain housing and road facilities as has been pre-
scribed by the international standard of shelter–the minimum shelter space is 3.5 
square meter per person (Ullah 2014). In Bhasan Char rooms are 12 feet in length 
and 14 feet in width and have been built for four people. In terms of facilities and 
services, the project has the capacity to provide adequate support to the relocated 
people. Water scarcity in the coastal areas in Bangladesh is a critical issue that is 
mainly caused by salinity intrusion (Rahman et  al. 2017). Keeping this reality in 
mind, different methods have been adopted to store freshwater during the rainy sea-
son. To meet daily household water requirements a water pump system has been 
installed in the cluster houses.

As a stateless community, the Rohingya people are most likely to be deprived 
of basic needs and facilities including medical facilities, relief, and educational 
support (Ullah and Chattoraj 2018). Thus, opportunities for medical, health edu-
cation, and religious rights have been adequately provided. Rohingya refugees 
living in the current camps in Cox’s Bazar are living in cramped conditions, 
with poor health facilities, perilous mental health conditions, poor hygiene, and 
endemic malnutrition, and physical/sexual abuse (Ullah et  al. 2020). Keeping 
this in mind, much attention has been given to ensure their basic needs and ser-
vices. There have been pilot initiatives for growing foodstuffs, paddy cultivation, 
cattle herding, and poultry farming, and so on. Exploring these could be viable 

Fig. 6  Livelihood opportunities in Bhasan Char. Source: Photos taken by the research team



 SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:277277 Page 20 of 24

alternatives for a more stable supply of food, and a self-sustaining food supply if 
relocated people were given access to their production and a supply for their daily 
sustenance.

However, the sociologist was concerned that good doctors and nurses may not 
come and live on this Island as it is far from the other parts of Bangladesh. Thus, 
it was suggested that generous incentives must be given to the medical personnel 
who would be interested in working on this Island. The international organiza-
tions must work and cooperate with the local NGOs and government to provide 
medical facilities to the displaced people.

Another key concern is the security of the displaced Rohingya people who will 
be relocated to the proposed Ashrayan-3 project (Hossain 2020). As the displaced 
people have been severely traumatised due to the persecution and torture they 
faced in their homeland, adequate security is a must to satisfy their living in the 
Bhasan Char. One of the key parameters of security was measured by the fact that 
the Island is under the supervision of the Bangladesh Navy. Nobody would risk 
the illegal occupation of this place, as it belongs to the GoB; however, worldwide 
extremist groups may target the Rohingya Muslim people to be involved in ter-
rorist activities (Idris 2017). In this regard, a security expert argued that there is 
no scope for extremism right now given the security arrangements available there 
and the active involvement of law enforcement agencies with the project. He fur-
ther added that,

Rohingya and local criminals are involved in drug dealing in Cox’s Bazar. 
And the immediate route for this drug is the Rakhine state–the border state 
of Bangladesh. Thus, the relocation of the Rohingya people to Bhasan Char 
would cut the connection, and thus reduce the drug and arms business.

In fact, major security concerns matter to the Rohingya displaced people living 
in the Cox’s Bazar camps—drugs (mainly the drug known as ‘yaba’), the arms 
trade, abduction, killing, and human rights violation. Local people also have 
great concern regarding the presence of Rohingya displaced people (Yasmin and 
Akther 2020). Thus, the relocation will reduce the likeliness and prevalence of 
unlawful activities and the illegal drug business. The presence of the Bangladesh 
Navy in this area will ensure security as they are dedicated to helping the local 
people during disasters. Navy ships and patrol boats are always stationed there for 
any form of emergency.

Indeed, good housing, and physical infrastructure, and livelihood opportuni-
ties are key challenges to every host country where large numbers of refugees live 
(Albakri and Shibli 2019; Ullah et al. 2020). Providing education to the Rohingya 
children is another challenge for the host country as well as the international organi-
zations (Milton et  al. 2017). Some of the already relocated Rohingya people also 
shared their concern to be together with their relatives living in the Cox’s Bazar 
camps. They want to move and meet with their relatives in Cox’s Bazar. It would 
be a challenge for the host country to allow them to move freely and meet their 
relatives. Therefore, the international community must come forward to support the 
Bangladesh government to make the project a successful one for providing better 
services to the displaced people until their repatriation to their home country.
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Conclusion

Bhasan Char is not a myth anymore; instead, it is a reality, prepared for temporar-
ily relocating displaced Rohingya people from the camps in Ukhia and Teknaf, 
Cox’s Bazar. The Ashrayan-3 project, which has been prepared for relocating 
some 100,000 Rohingyas from Cox’s Bazar to the Bhasan Char area, needed a 
quick assessment in terms of understanding its facilities, opportunities, and chal-
lenges. Although the government has prioritized this relocation plan due to vari-
ous existing vulnerabilities Rohingyas have faced in Cox’s Bazar camps (e.g. 
landslides, environmental risks, living in cramped conditions, the pressure of 
engaging in criminal activities etc.), Bhasan Char has been in the center of dis-
cussion for many reasons, including its longevity, sustainability, and opportuni-
ties available for people who would be temporarily transferred there. It is often 
argued that Rohingya people may permanently live in Bhasan Char. Once they 
are settled there, it would be quite impossible to repatriate them to Myanmar. 
However, the concerned authority believes that these people will be repatriated 
to Myanmar. Moreover, the displaced Rohingyas desire to return to their home 
country with dignity and security.

This paper has presented an assessment of opportunities and challenges for the 
relocation of the Rohingya displaced people to Bhasan Char. The opportunities 
for providing better services to the relocated displaced Rohingya people are well 
developed. Currently, more than fifty national NGOs are coordinating the relief and 
livelihood programme in the Ashrayan-3 project. The already relocated Rohingya 
people are happy to receive well-equipped housing facilities and other opportuni-
ties in the current location. The young children are happy to have playgrounds, open 
spaces, and educational institutions. They are not concerned about the uncertainties 
regarding the future of their repatriation to Myanmar. The Bangladesh government 
is trying its best to help these displaced people, however, local initiatives seem to 
be inadequate to manage the large number of Rohingya displaced people living in 
Bangladesh. The international community must come forward and coordinate with 
the local NGOs to support the people living in Bhasan Char.

Moreover, further research is also essential in order to get information about 
the continuous flow of freshwater on the Island because livelihood options (for 
example, agriculture) are fully dependent on freshwater. The current information 
about the availability of water is quite not clear of how much water is available in 
the Island. The study found that measures to tackle the cyclone and flood issues 
are well developed, but it is suggested that more concrete measures are needed to 
face any sort of emergencies. The study suggests that eventually these displaced 
people must be repatriated to their home country Myanmar with adequate safety, 
security and recognition.
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