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Background: 

Many Rohingya refugees of various ages continue to leave or attempt to leave the camps in Cox’s 
Bazar, travelling by sea or land with the intention of reaching third countries including Indonesia, 
India, Malaysia and Thailand. The majority of such attempts are unsuccessful, leaving refugees 
in a more vulnerable situation than they were prior to their attempted departure, and possibly 
stranded.  Sadly, many people have died or been injured on dangerous routes taken both by sea 
and land. 

Humanitarian agencies are fully aware of the difficulty that Rohingya refugees face every day in 
the refugee camps in Bangladesh, and travelling to another place may seem like the only hope. 
However, life and safety should always be the priority. Refugees are strongly recommended to 
seek any opportunity available in the refugee camps to improve their situations, though we 
recognize such opportunities are limited. 

Objective of this document: 

This document is intended to be a source document for key messages on onward movement for 
further communication and awareness raising purposes. This document is not designed to be 
directly disseminated to affected populations. Each agency is encouraged to develop information 
materials tailored to specific audiences based on the content of this document in order to circulate 
this message to as wide a range of audiences as possible, ensuring accessibility through various 
media such as audiovisual materials and child-friendly materials. 

Risks with the irregular movement 

When you embark on onward movement through sea or land, you may face various danger and 
risks in all the steps of the journey: before, during, and after the journey. The danger and risks 
are, for example: 

• Physical and verbal abuse (including beating, shouting, etc.) 

• Sexual abuse (rape, harassment, forced marriage, etc.) 

• Theft, fraud and extortion 

• No access to services (food, water, shelter, health care, etc.) 

• Human trafficking and other exploitation (enslavement, forced labour, forced recruitment, 
etc.) 

• Arbitrary detention without due process and indefinite detention 

• Death    

Before the Journey 

Before making a decision, consider the risks involved and the fact that such movements are 
against national laws, whether in the country of departure (Bangladesh) or in countries of 
destination, and can lead to detention and other punishments. Movements within and across 
countries need official papers and the documents provided by smugglers are often false. 
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● Be aware that traffickers are usually someone from the same community, culture, or 
background.   

● Be aware that smugglers and traffickers motivated by profit are making false promises 
to attract you to pay money or provide services or goods in return for the journeys. Often 
these individuals do not care about your safety and wellbeing. 

● People trafficking often happens along the same routes that people take to travel. 
Traffickers will often pretend to provide you with better educational/employment 
opportunities or marriage, but they may eventually subject you to forced labour, sexual 
exploitation or other forms of exploitation. 

● Most attempted movements are unsuccessful, leaving people in a worse situation than 
before the attempted journeys, often with no money, high debt, and no shelter to go back 
to. For example, in 2024, nearly 90% of all attempted boat movements from 
Bangladesh or Myanmar failed to reach to third countries1. 

● Fraud, theft and extorsion by smugglers is common. In some cases, smugglers took 
money for the journey and then ran away without delivering the services promised. In other 
cases, smugglers asked for a certain fee for the journey, but then halfway through the 
journey, refused to continue until the passenger provided more money. 

● Individuals with disabilities may be at higher risk of exploitation and may be more at risk 
of trafficking in persons. 

● If families can't pay the additional funds, the smugglers may resort to other extreme payment 
options such as prostitution or slavery. 

● If someone you know is at immediate risk or requires urgent assistance while in 
Bangladesh, please call the UNHCR hotline at 16670 or IOM hotline at 01872-741-801. 

During the journey 

• Smugglers may be very abusive and violent on the journey. Some people who recently 
attempted such journeys have reported being beaten, tied up, raped, or forced to work 
for smugglers. Some people even witnessed smugglers killing passengers if they refused 
to pay more money or disobey them. 

• The journeys taken by sea or land are both very dangerous. In 2024 so far, approximately 
one out of five boat journeys from Bangladesh led to fatal results. Most boats used by 
smugglers are not suitable for the long journey. The boats have no legal permit to transfer 
passengers to the destinations they promise you. Several boats have capsized, been 
stranded at sea for months, or gone missing altogether, resulting in deaths of the 
passengers. By land, travellers risk road accidents, long periods without food or water, 
and being unable to breathe due to cramped conditions in vehicles. 

• Smugglers may sometimes destroy your official documentation (such as your ID card), 
which is essential for identification, protection, and future safeguards. 

After the journey 

• You may be arrested by the authorities on arrival and risk being sent back to Myanmar. 
You may also be at risk of indefinite detention in jails with inadequate access to food, 
water, medical or sanitary facilities. While in prison, you may have no contact with the 
outside world or your family back home. 

 
1 The percentage is based on the data from UNHCR Regional Bureau for Asia and the Pacific. 
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• Choosing to travel to another country can lead to you being separated from your family 
for a long time or forever. People have faced the following issues: 

o You will likely not have any legal right to bring your family members to join 
you. You may not be able to return to Bangladesh to visit your family.  

o Your family members that remain in Bangladesh may face additional challenges in 
their daily lives if you are arrested, injured, or killed, since in such cases you will 
not be able to work and send money to them.  

o Your younger siblings may have to drop out of school to support the family. 

o Some unscrupulous people may take advantage of the debt your family is in. 

• If you or someone you know is facing pressure from someone else to undertake such a 
journey, please contact UNHCR or IOM Hotlines for counselling and information on the 
support available in Bangladesh. (UNHCR hotline at 16670 or IOM hotline at 01872-
741-801) 

• All services and assistance provided by humanitarian agencies including UNHCR and IOM 
Hotlines are free of charge. 

Opportunities available in the Camps 

Although the availability is very limited, there are opportunities that may be of your interest, either 
for staying in the camp or for further moving to another location in a safe and legal manner. 

● Skill-based volunteer opportunities: UN Agencies and NGOs are operating in the camps 
with the valuable help of refugee volunteers. These volunteers cover a wide range of 
activities inside the camps, ranging from protection monitoring or community-based 
activities to electricity repair or fire/flood management. Through working as a volunteer, 
you will be equipped with a specific skill which can be useful for future opportunities.  

Below are some examples of opportunities which may bring you to go out of the camps in a safe 
and legal manner. Available opportunities are extremely limited and the possibility of you being 
selected is not high. It should be noted that UNHCR, IOM, or any humanitarian agencies are not 
in the position to provide support for any application. 

● Family reunification programme: If any of your family members is currently a legal 
resident abroad, you may have a possibility to travel and be reunited with the family 
member. For further information, please contact the UNHCR Helpline and be prepared to 
provide detailed information. Please note that UNHCR adopts Zero Tolerance Policy 
against fraud, and any kind of false information will lead you to be ineligible for future 
opportunities. 

● Talent opportunities abroad: There are several non-profit organisations working on 
labour mobility pathways for refugees and other displaced people. These organisations 
will connect refugees with employers which are interested in hiring refugees and other 
displaced people, where you can bring your skills, qualifications and experience to the 
attention of employers around the world. You can register yourself from the links below for 
free. 

○ Talent Beyond Boundaries (USA): https://www.talentbeyondboundaries.org/? 

○ TALENTLift CANADA (Canada): https://www.talentlift.ca/ 

○ Jumpstart Refugee Talent (Canada): https://jumpstartrefugee.ca/ 

https://www.talentbeyondboundaries.org/?
https://www.talentbeyondboundaries.org/
https://www.talentbeyondboundaries.org/?
https://www.talentlift.ca/
https://www.talentlift.ca/
https://jumpstartrefugee.ca/
https://jumpstartrefugee.ca/
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○ Skilled refugee labour agreement pilot (Australia): 
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/employing-and-sponsoring-
someone/sponsoring-workers/nominating-a-position/labour-agreements/skilled-
refugee-labour-agreement-program 

○ Economic Mobility Pathways Pilot (Canada): 
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/services/refugees/economic-mobility-pathways-pilot.html 

● Scholarship opportunities for Refugees (UNHCR Website): 
https://services.unhcr.org/opportunities/search 
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