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The right to ecology: Rohingya refugees and citizens contest over
natural resources in Bangladesh
Md Reza HABIB

Doctoral School of Sociology, HSE University, Moscow, Russia

ABSTRACT
More than a million Rohingya have fled Myanmar to live in Bangladesh, mostly
in Cox’s Bazar district. The government has been praised worldwide for
sheltering them, but this enormous influx has strained its limited resources.
As the host communities struggle with the Rohingya for control over and
access to the scarce natural resources they depend on for their livelihood —
land, water, agriculture, and forests — tension and conflict arise. The host
community members perceive that the government and aid agencies
prioritize the Rohingya over the host communities in allocating resources,
exacerbating their resentment. I argue that although both the locals and the
Rohingya are poor and marginalized, as citizens, the locals have a stronger
claim to environmental citizenship and rights to state resources. Any
ecological policies taken towards the safeguarding of resource usage rights
of the Rohingyas should also be inclusive and should give equal
consideration to the local host community members.
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Introduction

Discriminatory legislation, communal conflict, and violations of human rights have forced the
Rohingya, an ethnic Muslim minority group in Myanmar, to seek refuge in the Middle East and
Asian countries such as Thailand, Malaysia, India, Indonesia, and Bangladesh (Roy Chowdhury
2021). The Rohingya have crossed the border into Bangladesh on several occasions, including in
1978, 1991–1992, 2012, 2016, and 2017 (Kader and Choudhury 2019; Roy Chowdhury 2019).
Although the country successfully carried out mass repatriations in 1978 and 1993–1997. Since
the influxes in 1991–1992, approximately 33,000 Rohingya people have been officially recognized
as refugees by the government of Bangladesh (Ahmed 2017), and have been housed in two regis-
tered camps in Cox’s Bazar district (UNHCR 2007). In addition, around 100,000–200,000 unregis-
tered Rohingya were reported to be residing among the host communities (UNHCR 2007). The
Rohingya, who were living in and outside the camps, have been accused of degrading the environ-
ment and natural resources. A study demonstrates that about 80% of Rohingya were blamed for
resource depletion either in the sea or hills (Rahman et al. 2013).

However, in August 2017, over 700,000 Rohingya arrived at Cox’s Bazar, a southeastern district
of Bangladesh (Roy Chowdhury 2020; Habib 2021). Bangladesh responded promptly; but the dom-
estic policy advisory system for managing refugees in the country has encountered many obstacles
as a result of the sudden and enormous arrival of Rohingyas (Roy Chowdhury 2019); several
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makeshift camps were constructed by clearing huge amounts of forest land and vegetation nearby
the existing refugee settlements of Kutupalong and Nayapara for newly arriving refugees (UNHCR
2022). The Bangladesh government allocated over 6,500 acres of land in the Ukhiya and Teknaf
sub-districts of Cox’s Bazar for settling them (ISCG et al. 2018). But Bangladesh identifies the
Rohingya as “Forcibly Displaced Myanmar Citizens (FDMNs)1” instead of registering them as refu-
gees (Hammer and Ahmed 2020; Roy Chowdhury and Abid 2022).

The arrival of the Rohingya radically changed the demographics of the Teknaf and Ukhiya
sub-districts in Cox’s Bazar district: the population of the Rohingya is now three times that of
the locals, who feel like a minority in their own land (Yasmin and Akther 2019). The residential
satisfaction of the host communities near the camps fell to 30.17%; they are unhappy that their
neighborhood and society are crowded, polluted, unsafe, and insecure, and that the quality of
public services has deteriorated (Biswas et al. 2021). The presence of the Rohingya has adversely
affected farming and also environmental and natural resources like forests, land, water, wildlife,
flora and fauna (Korobi 2021). The degradation and depletion of environmental and natural
resources have been massive, threatening the livelihood and health of both host and refugee com-
munities (UNHCR 2016).

The arrival of the Rohingya in Bangladesh has created a large-scale humanitarian crisis and
drawn global attention and response (Mukul et al. 2019), but the international aid agencies and
the Bangladesh government focus on the refugees (Khaled 2021) rather than the poor host commu-
nity: they allocate 75% of life-saving assistance to refugees and 25% to locals. The Rohingyas are
suffering more than the host communities and need more support. However, there are many
more locals who live in poverty and they need assistance as well (Habib 2022). However, disparities
in humanitarian benefits can exacerbate inter-group conflict (Anderson 1999). The host govern-
ment plans to relocate about 100,000 Rohingya to Bhasan Char (a low-lying island)2 to ease ten-
sions between the two communities, around 28,000 Rohingyas have been relocated so far
(UNHCR 2022).

Forced migration is not only a result of conflict; it is also a source of conflict between refugees
and host communities (Martin 2005). The sudden establishment of refugee camps in an area leads
to land degradation, clearing of forest vegetation, conversion of agricultural land to habitat, collec-
tion of firewood, surface and groundwater depletion, fishing, and hunting (Martin 2005). This
environmental impact, and the competition over natural resources, has a socio-economic impact,
and it constrains peace and cohesion in society (Gaffar 2018) and eventually deteriorates the
relationship between the host community and refugees (Berry 2008).

In this paper, I investigate the emerging conflict between the refugee and host communities over
natural resources in Cox’s Bazar and how conflicts arise and destabilize society. The Bangladesh
government has been praised worldwide for its prompt response to the Rohingya crisis, but aid
agencies do not pay enough attention to the impact of the refugees’ presence on local environ-
mental and natural resources in the short or long term (Hammer and Ahmed 2020). Because
the land on which the Rohingya live is not theirs, they do not share the concern of host commu-
nities for preserving environmental and natural resources. The impact of refugees on the environ-
ment and other resources has received little academic discussion, but the issue must be addressed
(Black 1994). I argue that, therefore, there is a need to focus on refugee-host community resource
conflict and related issues before designing any refugee policy about the rights to access resources.
Any right to access and use of natural resources for the refugees should also benefit the local host
community. I argue that although both the locals and the Rohingya are poor and both depend on
scarce natural resources, the locals are citizens and therefore, ideally, should have an equal if not

312 M. R. HABIB



stronger claim to these resources. Therefore, the ecological and environmental citizenship rights of
the rural poor of Cox’s Bazar should also be included and upheld in policy and practice.

Study area and methods

A million Rohingya now live in 34 temporary camps (including 2 registered camps) in, and within
the host communities of Ukhiya and Teknaf, in the southeastern coastal area of Bangladesh. Refu-
gees are physically enclosed by barbed wire fences and are not permitted to go out of the camps.
The Rohingya population in these two upazilas (sub-districts) is now substantially higher than
the local population (Sakamoto, Ullah, and Tani 2021). By October 2022, Ukhiya and Teknaf
sub-districts were hosting over 943,000 Rohingya refugees (OCHA 2022). According to the 2014
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics report, Ukhiya has a local population of 207,379, while Teknaf
has 264,389. Both sub-districts are socio-economically challenged, with 33% of the population liv-
ing in poverty (ISCG 2018). The influx of the Rohingya has increased poverty in Cox’s Bazar by
roughly 52%, according to a report of World Bank (2019).

The Kutupalong–Balukhali Rohingya camp, known as “Mega Camp,” is the world’s largest refu-
gee camp, extending up to 1313 hectares (Hassan et al. 2018). The camp area is bounded on the
north by Ramu and Naikhongchhari upazilas (sub-districts), on the east by the Rakhine state of
Myanmar, and on the west and south by the Bay of Bengal (Ministry of Environment and Forests,
UNDP Bangladesh, and UNWOMEN Bangladesh 2018). Ukhiya-Teknaf is made up of 147 villages,
organized into 11 unions and one municipality (paurashava) spread over 557 square kilometers
(55,700 hectares) (Karim and Zhang 2021; Ullah et al. 2021).

Furthermore, Cox’s Bazar is vulnerable to natural calamities such as cyclones, sea storms, and
tidal bores (Karim and Zhang 2021). Due to the limited space and local geological formations,
the Rohingya are settled in hilly areas, which are extremely vulnerable to landslides and flash
floods (Hammer and Ahmed 2020).

I collected the primary data for this paper from Ukhiya and Teknaf. I used a qualitative approach
and purposive sampling to pick the respondents. A purposive sampling technique was applied to
identify eligible respondents, and to deliberately select specific characteristics or situations of inter-
est. In 2021, between July and October, I conducted about 20 in-depth interviews with members of
the host communities, Rohingyas, government and non-government officials, local journalists,
environmentalists, and community leaders. All respondents’ names are mentioned anonymously
in this study, along with demographic data and organizational affiliation.

To understand the recent settings and evidence, I reviewed and analysed several secondary
sources, such as the academic literature, news articles, policy documents, online news portals,
other relevant online sources, and project reports published by the UNHCR, Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), and local NGOs.

Natural resource conflicts and environmental rights of citizens

Natural resource conflicts

Material and natural resources are finite in every society; “conflict results from purposeful inter-
action among two or more parties in a competitive setting” (Oberschall 1978, 291), and the struggle
for access to and control over limited resources results in conflict between and among groups, insti-
tutions, organizations, and communities (Johnson 2008). Elen Turner defines the struggle of
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ethnically different communities to gain access to natural resources as “resource conflicts” (Martin
2005). Resource conflicts arise when a group that controls a resource deprives other groups of
access to that resource or damages the resources those groups rely on for their livelihood (Le Billon
2008). Disputes over environmental and natural resources are called “environmental social
conflicts.”

Both the abundance and scarcity of resources contribute to violence, inequality, conflict, and
instability in society (Bayramov 2018). Resource scarcity has a positive and contested relationship
with conflict. Malthus claimed that the human population grew rapidly, while food production
increased only at a linear rate (Mildner, Lauster, and Wodni 2011). Neo-Malthusians argue that
the gap between population growth and natural resources is unusual, and this unusual gap ulti-
mately leads to despair, rebellion, and conflict (Bayramov 2018). Following the neo-Malthusian
perspective, and if the demand of the larger population exceeds the supply of natural resources,
population growth is assumed to contribute to decreasing access to natural resources, eventually
boosting competition over resources and leading to conflict for survival (Mildner, Lauster, and
Wodni 2011).

Homer-Dixon (1999) points out that resource scarcity can cause three forms of conflict: inter-
state (conflict between states over limited resources), group identity (scarcity leading to migration,
causing ethnic conflict and competition with the host community), and insurgency (scarcity that
creates economic deprivation and triggers conflict). The struggle for limited natural resources
may strengthen group identities and trigger hatred against out-groups (Martin 2005). Refugees
have little access to income-generating activities and they utilize natural resources unsustainably
(Jacobsen 1997). The resources in Cox’s Bazar were limited even before the Rohingya arrived,
and the host communities in Teknaf and Ukhiya feel that their government ignores them and forces
them to compete with the refugees (Khaled 2021). This feeling has strengthened the communities’
own identity, stirred up anti-refugee sentiment, and led them to regard themselves as a group (the
in-group or citizens) distinct from the refugees (the out-group or non-citizens) despite their cul-
tural, linguistic, and religious similarities.

Refugees are frequently regarded differently within the framework of citizenship. The term “citi-
zenship” is defined in the Marshallian sense, encompassing the three core components: civil, pol-
itical, and social rights. According to Marshall (1992, 28), “Citizenship is a status bestowed on those
who are full members of a community. All who possess that status are equal with respect to the
rights and duties with which the status is endowed…” In Marshall’s theory, “community” was
just as significant in this way as citizenship. In the case of Cox’s Bazar, the host communities consist
of the Bengali Muslim community, the religious minorities, and the indigenous people, all of whom
are considered to be citizens of Bangladesh under the constitution (Kamal 2022).

In Western liberal democratic countries, refugees and immigrants are treated equally with citi-
zens; but, in the majority of developing nations, many citizenship rights are withheld from refugees,
who are also labeled as “other” (Kibreab 2003). According to Tully (2003, 517), “‘identity politics’
refers to comprises struggles over the appropriate forms of legal, political, and constitutional rec-
ognition and accommodation of the identities of individuals, immigrants and refugees… ;” this
recognition and accommodation of identity are connected to the larger principles of justice, free-
dom, human rights, and democratic citizenship (Eisenberg and Kymlicka 2011). A wide variety of
identity groups are politicized on the basis of gender, color, language, ethnicity, indigeneity, reli-
gion, and sexual orientation (Gamson 2009; Eisenberg and Kymlicka 2011). Tully (2003) further
states that struggles can take many different forms. Along with the recognition of their identity,
minorities often struggle against exploitation, dominance, and inequality to protect their languages,
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cultures, ethnicities, and religions. Appiah (2005, 2006) outlines various ways of “identity politics,”
the most important of which are: political disputes over who is in and who is out; identities can be
mobilized by politicians; states can treat people differently depending on their identity; people can
engage in recognition politics, and more. Laclau (1994, 2) claims that all social conflicts must be
taken into account not only from the standpoint of competing claims but also from the viewpoint
of the social identity loss that the conflict would bring about.

The government of Myanmar has politicized the Rohingya people’s identity based on their cul-
ture, language, ethnicity, and religion, which has led to their exclusion from citizenship rights since
1982; every ethnic group is free to choose its name and means of self-identification (Washaly 2019);
a Muslim minority group living in Rakhine state calls themselves “Rohingya,” despite allegations
from Buddhist nationalists. However, the state treats Rohingyas as “them” or “other,” outsiders
or illegal Bengali immigrants; in contrast, the Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh are labeled as
“Myanmar nationals” (Farzana 2016). The denial of legal and constitutional recognition by the
state has rendered the Rohingya population stateless, undermining their sense of identity. The
Rohingyas still struggle over their identity and to regain their citizenship rights through legal
and constitutional recognition from the government of Myanmar.

Millions of people in developing and less developing nations rely on environmental products
and services for their economic well-being, and they often lack the financial, material, and
human capital resources to mitigate the effects of environmental scarcities (Homer-Dixon 1999).
By analysing sixteen cases, Homer-Dixon (1994) developed a theoretical model that claims scarcity
is caused by three factors: degradation and depletion of natural resources such as agro-land, forests,
water, and fish stocks; population growth and/or high living standards, which contribute to rising
demand; and unequal distribution of resources. All three elements have the potential to cause confl-
ict amongst groups. In the context of Bangladesh, it is evident that Cox’s Bazar district has experi-
enced significant demographic pressures due to the influx of Rohingyas, including national and
international organizations in 2017. A lot of arable lands, hills, and forests are occupied to build
housing, roads, drainages, sewerage facilities, local markets, and administrative facilities. As a
result, a vast number of lands, forests, mountains, and water sources have been destroyed, consider-
ably increasing the scarcity of natural resources (Rashid et al. 2021); the demands of both refugees
and local groups on the scarce natural resources resulted in disparity in their distribution. As a
result of such disparity, conflict inevitably emerges between two or more groups.

A number of studies have reviewed the impact of refugees on natural resources and the resulting
conflicts with the host community, mostly in African countries (Black 1994; Maxwell and Reuveny
2000). In the context of South Asia and particularly Bangladesh, however, there is no significant
study on these issues.

Environmental citizenship and environmental rights

Environmental citizenship, Dobson (2003) argues, needs to be defined in terms of the state-citizen
relationship. Citizenship refers to a feeling of belonging to a particular group of people or geo-
graphically defined territory, and which comes with a series of rights and duties (Pallett 2017). Citi-
zens exercise their rights and duties to conserve and improve the environment because they have a
profound connection to it. Environmental citizenship is concerned with contractual rights and
entitlements in the public sphere, which necessitates the expansion of rights-based discourse to
incorporate environmental rights. According to Dobson (2010, 6) “environmental citizenship
behavior can be defined as a pro-environmental behavior in public and private, driven by a belief
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in the fairness of the distribution of environmental goods, in participation, and in the co-creation of
sustainability policy.” The concept of environmental citizenship can be viewed as a subset of
environmental rights demands. There is a form of reciprocal relationship between citizens who
recognize a responsibility to protect the environmental rights of others (Humphreys 2009). Accord-
ing to Julian Agyeman and Bob Evans’ (2005, 186) viewpoint, environmental citizenship is not an
especially helpful term for political action. They say that the only way for the concept of environ-
mental citizenship to gain ground is to place it in the context of environmental justice (Latta 2006).
The notion of environmental justice mainly focuses on the issue of distributive justice. Bullard and
Johnson (2000, 559) describe as follows: “The environmental justice framework rests on developing
tools and strategies to eliminate unfair, unjust, and inequitable conditions and decisions…” The
entire population is impacted when the natural environment is degraded, not just the citizens or
refugee community. Refugees frequently experience the same struggles as other marginalized
populations in their new host countries (Darling 2017). Environmental justice-based policies
and practices should be based on the idea that everyone has an equal right to protection, and
that environmental burdens should be distributed equally. Then, when we acknowledge that
everyone is at risk, we must attempt to pinpoint the social groups that are most adversely affected
(Yildiz 2022).

Ecological citizenship, on the other hand, is founded on the concept of the ecological footprint
and deals with non-contractual responsibilities, as Dobson explains. Citizens who occupy an unsus-
tainable quantity of other people’s ecological space owe it to them to lessen their ecological foot-
print (Humphreys 2009). When legal rights and principles are utilized to legitimize the demands
of individuals and groups for a fair share of ecological space, these types of citizenship strengthen
each other (Humphreys 2009).

Environmental rights are rights that communities have over natural resources. The environment
plays an important part in the lives of communities. The connection between the environment and
human rights is undeniably important, and humans may be privileged to a certain level of environ-
mental well-being as a fundamental right (Lewis 2012). Human rights and the environment are
linked, resulting in a rights-based approach to environmental protection that prioritizes the indi-
viduals impacted by environmental degradation. Environmental protection is mentioned as a
potential means of achieving human rights (Pathak 2014). The right to a clean and safe environ-
ment, the right to act to protect the environment, and the right to information, access to justice,
and involvement in environmental decision-making are all covered by environmental rights.
There is no universal definition of environmental rights. Environmental rights are defined from
an eco-centric (environment first) standpoint, whereas human rights are mostly anthropocentric
(humans first) (Otubu 2010). Environmental degradation is a violation of human rights, because
the environment directly influences human conditions (Otubu 2010). Article 11 of the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights ICESCR (1966) guarantees to all indi-
viduals the right to “an adequate standard of living… including adequate food, clothing and
housing, and the continuous improvement of living standards.” However, environmental degra-
dation such as pollution, deforestation, and land degradation may create a shortage of clean
water sources and inadequate food and nourishment. This deterioration can lead to a violation
of the social and cultural rights of a community or individual (Lewis 2012). The environment’s
preservation, conservation, and restoration are essential components of a safe and healthy environ-
ment that can be incorporated into the core of human rights protection (Cullet 1995).

Another important principle is the right of people to self-determination, which concentrates on
the rights to govern lands and natural resources in their ancestral territories as well as the right to
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determine how they use them. People under colonial occupation, indigenous peoples, and all
inhabitants of an independent state are all recognized as having rights to natural resources
under international law. Local communities have the right to determine and set priorities for
the use of their lands, territories, and other resources, according to the principle. The state’s
decisions on land allocation and natural resource development may have a negative impact on
local communities (Wenar and Gilbert 2021). Therefore, the rights of the poor citizens of
Cox’s Bazar are equally important to that of the refugees, and in the case of Bangladesh, it is per-
haps (or should it be) more important than the rights of the Rohingya, as Bangladesh does not
recognize refugees.

Global refugee – host community conflicts over natural resources

A wide range of studies has reviewed the impact of refugees on natural resources and the resulting
conflicts with the host community. Migration may trigger tensions and conflict between locals and
outsiders over limited natural resources (Black 1994; Maxwell and Reuveny 2000). The severity of
the environmental impact of refugees is determined by the type of settlement they make at a given
location; and their settlement patterns establish the parameters of the relationship developing
between the locals and refugees (Jacobsen 1997). The arrival of a massive number of refugees
degrades the environment and depletes natural resources (Clark 2008; World Bank 2010).

Locals in Kenya reported that refugees cut down forest trees to build shelters and for firewood
(Kumssa et al. 2014). Refugees are responsible for deforestation and the extinction of tree species on
farms in Ethiopia’s northwestern Tigray region (Mekonen and Muluberhan 2020). The existence of
Nigerian refugees in northern Cameroon’s Minawao camp contributes to increased deforestation;
nearly 43 tons of wood are used per day. To encourage communities and refugees to use alternative
energy cookstoves, the UNHCR has initiated a reforestation campaign both inside and outside of
the camps. As a result, only 2.8 percent of refugees have access to such alternative energy sources,
implying a low success rate (Groupe URD 2017).

By policy, refugees in Nakivale, Uganda, have merely user rights to land, but boundaries are
unclear, land ownership is undecided, and refugee land allotment is badly handled. The refugees
displace the residents and settle in their gardens, where they collect firewood and crop remains
to serve as home energy sources (Ronald 2020), and they want to farm the ground where the locals’
cows and goats graze (Frank 2013).

In Ghana, the host communities accuse the refugees of cultivating their land and collecting
firewood, thus destroying the environment. The host communities assert that the land belongs
to them, not to the refugees. Using environmental resources is the root of more than half the confl-
icts. Conflicts over transport fares and service costs, as well as anti-social behavior such as smoking
in public areas, are becoming more common in the region (Agblorti and Grant 2021).

Water shortages for both refugees and the host population may occur as a result of increased
demand for water in refugee camps; this influence on water supply and quality might have serious
health consequences for both communities, as well as pollute groundwater and soils (Black 1994).
Refugees in western Tanzania are blamed for destroying the environment and natural resources;
water supplies are being depleted, the land is being eroded, and agricultural production is being
damaged as a result of the rising demand for surface and groundwater (Berry 2008). The inflow
of Syrian refugees has boosted the demand for water by 40% in Jordan’s northern governorates,
resulting in a severe water shortage. Sewage networks and treatment plants are also under strain
(Breulmann et al. 2021). In Lebanon, for example, most NGOs are allowed only to carry water
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in on trucks, not connect the Syrian refugees to the existing water network. The refugees receive 2.4
million gallons of water every day. The wastewater is discharged directly into rivers and the soil,
contaminating it significantly and depleting the water table (Groupe URD 2017).

Wild animals have moved away from their natural habitats due to deforestation in and around
the camps (Berry 2008). To supplement the little food they receive, refugees have been known to
indulge in large-scale hunting and, in some cases, poaching wildlife (Chitereka 2008). In East
Africa, a lack of meat in refugee rations has sparked a thriving illegal trade in wild meat, endanger-
ing the wildlife population and posing a food security challenge for rural areas. In many refugee
camps, illegally procured wild meat is exchanged and cooked after dark, and is referred to as
“night-time spinach” (Traffic 2008).

Rohingya – host community conflicts over natural resources

The locals of Cox’s Bazar used to depend exclusively on agriculture and forest resources for their
livelihood, but the Rohingya are accused of destroying the diversity of natural resources and
increasing the population. However, the locals’ perception is that the host government and aid
agencies support the Rohingya much more than the locals, and this disparity leads to conflict
between the two communities.

The presence of the Rohingya refugees in the camps and surrounding areas negatively affects the
environment and natural resources, including deforestation, land degradation, water resource
depletion, rapid biomass reduction, loss of vegetation and species, damage to wildlife habitats
and increased mortality risks of wildlife, cutting of hills, and soil erosion (Hammer and Ahmed
2020; Khaled 2021). The poorest residents of the host communities, who depend on these
resources, are damaged by the numerous relief operations and refugee camps established by aid
organizations, in addition to the usage of natural resources by the refugees (Khaled 2021). The
host community will be burdened by any form of environmental damage. The Rohingya refugees
were blamed for causing issues in the host communities, reported by 94% of households in the host
areas (Ullah et al. 2021). Over 70% of locals think Rohingyas are causing environmental problems
(Jerin and Mozumder 2019).

Forests

Ukhiya and Teknaf are biodiverse areas; gurjan (Dipterocarpus turbinatus) trees dominate the tro-
pical evergreen and semi-green forests in deep and shaded valleys (Mowla and Hossain 2021). Most
of the large makeshift camps were established in Kutupalong and Balukhali, and other areas in
Cox’s Bazar, by clearing over 3,000 hectares in Ukhiya, Whykong, and Teknaf of vegetation and
trees and using these to build settlements and for fuelwood. Between 2017 and 2019, thirty-four
camps were set up; nearly 79.57% of the vegetative cover was lost in the area, and 14% of the vege-
tative cover in Ukhiya-Teknaf vanished overall, according to satellite-based monitoring results
(Karim and Zhang 2021).

About 92% of the local households in Cox’s Bazar rely solely on firewood for cooking (UNDP
2018a) and on forest resources for firewood, medicine, and food. The Rohingya, particularly
women and children, collect fuelwood from the forests and sell it at the local market (Ministry
of Environment and Forests, UNDP Bangladesh, and UN WOMEN Bangladesh 2018); only 1%
obtain fuelwood from aid agencies and 33% purchase it from local marketplaces – 65% collect it
from the surrounding forests (International Organization for Migration [IOM] 2017). It is claimed
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that almost 1.67% of the forest area in Cox’s Bazar, and 0.05% of the total national forest area, have
been destroyed (Ansar and Md. Khaled 2021; Babu 2020; Khatun and Kamruzzaman 2018). Teknaf
Wildlife Sanctuary, Himchari National Park, and Inani National Park— all biodiversity areas pop-
ular in Cox’s Bazar — are threatened on account of population growth, the movement of the
Rohingya, and the construction of housing, schools, water supply, and sanitation facilities (Ministry
of Environment and Forests, UNDP Bangladesh, and UN WOMEN Bangladesh 2018; Dekrout
2018). Assistant Forest Officer, Teknaf sub-district, says:

Since the arrival of the refugees, the forest classification has changed, and the water level has also
dropped a lot, and the canals have been filled to make way for new houses. The environmental
system has been destroyed. Nearly 8,000 acres of land in Teknaf and Ukhia have been occupied and
destroyed. Rohingya cattle are damaging local gardens, causing locals to quarrel with them. (Interview,
July 21, 2021)

Many poor locals have lost their livelihoods and have had to change them. The tension between the
two communities over forest resources is escalating. A Rohingya (camp 17, block-A) says:

Since we had no land to live on after we came from Burma (now Myanmar), we had to cut trees and
hills to build our houses, for which the locals now blame us. Where do we go with the family? We stay
here because we have nowhere else to go. It is true that many trees and hills have been cut down because
of us, but now, people from the CIC office and NGOs are encouraging us to plant trees next to houses
instead of cutting down hills. (Interview, August 13, 2021)

Land and agriculture

About 40% of the entire land area of Bangladesh is forested, and unsuitable for farming; the cor-
responding figure for Cox’s Bazar is more than 60% (UNDP 2018a). The terrain in Bangladesh
may be wet, forested, mountainous, coastal, flat land, and all types may be found over a small
area (Mowla and Hossain 2021). The cultivable land was insufficient even before the refugees
arrived, and agricultural production was low, food prices high, and the economy insecure (Khaled
2021).

The Bengalis, Rakhaines, Chakmas, and Rohingyas co-exist in this region. The main sources of
income for locals were collecting forest resources, fishing, agriculture, business, and daily labor
work (Mowla and Hossain 2021). The system of land ownership in the forest and mountain
areas of Bangladesh is distinctive: the poor local people can often lease these plain forest lands
from their respective government offices at a minimal price. Residents are unable to utilize their
agricultural land, particularly those living nearby the camps. Arable lands have been encroached
upon by the rapid expansion of settlements across the refugee camps. Locals initially believe that
the refugees will stay on their arable land just temporarily. However, they are now unable to
drive the refugees from their lands. Marginalized people rely heavily on these lands for their liveli-
hood. According to a study, around 20% of those who once earned from the local forest have chan-
ged their livelihood options (Ansar and Md. Khaled 2021).

But within six months of the arrival of the Rohingya in 2017, nearly 100 hectares of cropland in
Teknaf and Ukhiya were spoilt. Humanitarian agencies have occupied almost 76 hectares of arable
land (UNDP 2018a) for establishing warehouses, branch offices, and relief operations. Hotels and
resorts have been constructed on much arable land, as well as urban and tourism facilities, aqua-
culture and salt farming, human settlements, shrimp hatcheries, and facilities for fishing and pro-
cessing dry fish (Ministry of Environment and Forests, UNDP Bangladesh, and UN WOMEN
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Bangladesh 2018). According to a study, the built-up/disturbed areas (artificial and natural events
such as construction, logging, and landslides) in the whole Teknaf peninsula increased by 6825 ha
until May 2021, especially in comparison to the 2015–2017 period (Sakamoto, Ullah, and Tani
2021).

Earlier, the people of the host communities, especially those living near camps, could use this
land for small-scale crop production, betel nut/leaf cultivation, and other homestead agroforestry.
But now they have lost ownership and cannot cultivate their land anymore, and many agricultural
workers are forced to work for low wages at local markets and in the camps. An inhabitant of
Ukhiya, says:

“We gave our land to the Rohingya, but they cut down our trees. Additionally, we can’t now cultivate
these lands. Earlier we could raise cattle; now we can’t. If we keep our cattle for grazing, they are stolen.”
(Interview, August 15, 2021)

Water (ground and surface) resources

Cox’s Bazar district is a dry zone and has low water resources. The groundwater contains a high
level of arsenic and salinity (Ministry of Environment and Forests, UNDP Bangladesh, and UN
WOMEN Bangladesh 2018). The locals rely on little streams of water that flow from the region’s
hills and terrain.

Over 5,700 deep tube wells were installed in the camps after the arrival of the Rohingya in 2017
(UNDP 2018a), but the excessive drawing of groundwater by locals and refugees for drinking and
washing has increased the water crisis in Teknaf and Ukhiya, and the shortage of groundwater may
increase the conflict over the use of water resources. The excessive dependency on groundwater has
depleted the water resources in Ukhiya and Teknaf. The water level around the camp areas is
reported to have fallen 5–9 meters (UNDP 2018a). A Community leader says:

The water levels in our Teknaf and Ukhiya upazilas have significantly decreased. Water from tube wells
is no longer available. Water from surrounding canals is also no longer drinkable and has been polluted
owing to camp waste. (Interview, Teknaf, September 10, 2021)

The construction of camps and new roads has clogged the canals and streams, and the locals cannot
use the surface water to irrigate their land; besides, the drainage facilities are insufficient, and the
surface water is contaminated. Local environmental activist says:

The environment in Ukhiya and Teknaf has been disrupted by excrement, rubbish, and various types of
waste from the Rohingya camp. Many canals have been filled. There is no solution to this situation,
even after informing the local administration many times. If Rohingya camp waste is not properly
managed now, more than half of the land in this area will become uncultivable. (Interview, Ukhiya,
October 15, 2021)

The improper disposal of solid waste is a severe strain; the nearly 10,000 tons of surplus solid waste
a month is contaminating the surface water and polluting the air (UNDP 2018b; ISCG et al. 2018).
An NGO official says:

The large number of Rohingya people living together is definitely affecting the environment. We are
making the Rohingyas aware not to live in dangerous places and working with the Rohingyas to
keep the camp environment clean and healthy. (Interview, Ukhiya, September 26, 2021)

Heavy rainfall pollutes the surface water sources and spreads waterborne diseases as both commu-
nities depend on ponds, canals, small water streams, and the Naf river for their daily activities.
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There are few sources of fresh water in the Teknaf area, increasing the tension (Halim et al. 2021). A
Rohingya (camp 8, block-B) says:

When we came here, there was no designated place to dump the garbage; we could not keep this gar-
bage in the house, and next to the house, we were forced to throw it in canals, drains, and on other
people’s land. Because of this, we used to quarrel with the locals; the locals blamed us for destroying
their land, but we had no choice. (Interview, October 10, 2021)

Wildlife resources

In Ukhiya-Teknaf, 11,615 hectares of forest land have been designated as a wildlife sanctuary
(Karim and Zhang 2021). More than 63.8% of the wildlife — wild elephants, deer, wild boar,
monkeys, birds, squirrels, red jungle fowl, and many types of snake — live in the Teknaf
peninsula and Ukhiya forest area (Ministry of Environment and Forests, UNDP Bangladesh,
and UN WOMEN Bangladesh 2018). Teknaf Wildlife Sanctuary (TWS) is home to 538
plant and wildlife species (Mannan 2017), including a huge number of Asian elephants
from Bangladesh, as well as other endangered species that often contact refugees (Dekrout
2018). Over 25% of the country’s elephants live here. But the presence of the Rohingya is a
problem because the construction of camps creates food shortages, reduces their habitats,
and disturbs breeding. There is a high possibility of conflict between humans and wildlife
(Rashid et al. 2021; Mowla and Hossain 2021). The wildlife is at risk of being hunted by
the locals and the Rohingya. A local journalist says:

Teknaf’s Nature Park used to be home to a wide variety of wildlife, many locals and tourists from out-
side used to come here to see them, but now they are gone. Due to overcrowding, the animals have
become unsuitable for living and roaming here. (Interview, Teknaf, September 14, 2021)

Important elephant pathways have been destroyed as a result of the arrival of the Rohingya and
the subsequent human settlements at Cox’s Bazar (Sakib 2021). Around 14 elephants slipped into
traps and died, or were electrocuted to death, according to forest officials and reports, and another
three were killed in unclear circumstances. On one occasion, elephants entered the camps and dev-
astated the settlements; 13 Rohingya died and almost 50 were injured (Rahman 2019).

Hill cutting, soil erosion, and stream congestion

Hills are degraded when hills or slopes are cut, forests cleared, roads developed at mountainous
locations, and jhum (Agriculture practice of slash and burn) agriculture practised. The Rohingya,
NGOs, and government agencies cut most of the hills over 4,000 acres of land in Teknaf and Ukhiya
to build houses at the camps (Quader et al. 2021; Ministry of Environment and Forests, UNDP Ban-
gladesh, and UN WOMEN Bangladesh 2018). A local government representative says:

Although the Rohingyas have been given shelter here for humanitarian reasons, it has become unbear-
able in the current situation. Land is being grabbed and hills are being cut down every day for housing
construction. No one is accepting any complaints from the locals. (Interview, Ukhiya, August 25, 2021)

A Rohingya (camp 17, block-D) says:

My family has a total of 10 members, but the accommodations we were given only allowed for 3, which
was insufficient. The majhi (community leader) didn’t let us cut the mountain, but I had no choice.
(Interview, September 10, 2021)
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The vegetation was found in the Teknaf-Ukhiya-Himchhari area (Halim et al. 2021). Cutting the
hills has eroded the soil and caused sedimentation and siltation; the eroded soil may hamper strea-
mflow, increase water pollution and water scarcity, and result in the loss of habitats (Dekrout 2018).
Almost 21 canals and streams in the area are now fully polluted (Hammer and Ahmed 2020). Veg-
etation cannot grow on the hills, and deforestation has exacerbated the risk of landslides and inland
floods in the camp areas (Mahmud 2017; Quader et al. 2021).

Out of 27.76% of the settlements in the Kutupalong RC and Kutupalong extension camp-
grounds, 0.35% are at risk of landslides and 9.61% are at risk of floods (Quader et al. 2021). The
foothills, where the poor and landless live, are especially prone to landslides (Ahmed et al.
2020). Around a million people in the Chittagong Hill Districts (CHD) are at risk of landslides,
including Rohingya refugees, their host communities and urbanized hillside populations
(Ahmed 2017).

Discussion and conclusion

Over a million Rohingya live in Bangladesh, most in camps at Cox’s Bazar district. Their presence
has increased the demographic pressure, particularly in the Ukhiya and Teknaf sub-districts, and
raised the demand for resources and livelihoods. But the supply is extremely limited, and the
competition for control over and access to resources has accelerated the conflict between the
host communities and the Rohingya. This struggle for limited natural resources reinforces
local communities’ identities while also inciting anti-Roghingya animosity. The Bangladesh gov-
ernment and aid agencies provide the Rohingya protection, food, shelter, and other life-saving
assistance — more than the locals — and this inequity escalates tension between them and ulti-
mately leads to conflict.

Most locals depend on natural resources for their livelihood. Natural resource scarcity has been
created in Cox’s Bazar for several reasons, including degradation of forest, land, and agriculture,
rising demand of an additional population, and finally, unequal distribution of resources. The
competition for natural resources — fuelwood, land, construction materials, clean water, and
wild food— is a matter of immediate concern. The well-being of both the host and Rohingya popu-
lations is at risk from deforestation and firewood depletion, land and vegetation degradation,
unsustainable groundwater exploitation, water pollution, hunting and killing species, cutting
hills, and converting agricultural land to habitat, resulting in conflict between two communities,
as explained by Homer-Dixon.

The concepts of “citizenship” and “environment”might be related. Ecological or environmental
citizenship can be defined by the combination of the claiming of rights and the fulfilling of duties in
order to secure justice. In addition, it is related to the development of ecological and political iden-
tities. Citizens have the right to take part in the environmental policy-making process as well as the
right to access and consume environmental resources. Citizens are therefore regarded as the main
actors who can play an important role in reducing the abuse of the resources that they inherited; but
their environmental rights can be threatened by the state and powerful interest groups.

Locals’ rights are being violated as a result of deterioration. Locals of Cox’s Bazar believe that it is
their obligation as citizens of this country to protect their environment and natural resources from
degradation and depletion, as well as to provide a safe and clean environment for their commu-
nities that addresses environmental and human rights. Furthermore, local communities also
have the right to select and determine priorities for the use of their lands, territories, and other
resources in accordance with international law’s rights to self-determination. But most aid agencies
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focus more on life-saving programs rather than on the adverse effects on the environment and
natural resources that threaten the livelihoods of the poor locals.

There is a gap in the execution of the policy that has been made to control the movement of
Rohingyas. New strategies are required to address the stress on the environment and its impli-
cations for the refugee and host communities. The host government and its international aid part-
ners should propose a medium- and long-term plan and allocate resources to address these issues.
UN agencies and INGOs should assist the host government in determining how refugees can fit
into their national environmental policy.

I recommend several actions:

(1) Determine the most severely affected locations and strive to restore them.
(2) Involve both communities in social forestry, reforestation, and soil and mountain manage-

ment activities, and link these activities to livelihood programs.
(3) Ensure the engagement of Rohingyas in environmental and natural resource awareness

activities.
(4) Embed environmental education into the curricula of capacity-building programs.
(5) Local environmental and natural resource protection groups must ensure active participation

and cooperation in the formulation and implementation of environmental policies.
(6) Community vigilance teams run by local governments, citizens, and organizations should be

set up to protect the environment and natural resources.
(7) Provide an adequate supply of alternative sources of fuel.
(8) Improve sanitation, drainage, and soil restoration initiatives.
(9) The canals and drains that have been clogged with waste and trash from the Rohingya camps

must be cleaned up.
(10) Set up water treatment plants to make the Naf River’s water more accessible to both

communities.
(11) To establish a favorable environment for wildlife habitat and movement, as well as to enforce

the Wildlife Conservation Act.
(12) Appropriate funding and allocation to give local farmers a boost.
(13) To take an active role of local government and the civil societies in preventing hill cutting and

upholding effective law enforcement.
(14) To protect the local environment and natural resources, the UN and international organiz-

ations must take on more projects and increase funding.
(15) Improve group consultation and coordination.
(16) Persuade all the stakeholders to resolve conflict and promote social cohesion.

Every citizen’s environmental rights are extremely vital. Citizens have a unique knowledge of the
environmental concerns that affect their communities. Degradation of a community’s environment
and natural resources is regarded as a violation of human rights. They have the right to safeguard
the environment since they are citizens. Despite limited resources, both locals and refugees are
dependent on them because they are economically poor. The host government and UN agencies
must adopt policies that preserve locals’ environmental rights while still allowing refugees to access
natural resources. At the same time, caring for the human rights of the refugees is also of supreme
importance. The government must find a balance between these two in policy and practice so that
discontent and conflict between these groups can be mitigated.
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Notes

1. Despite not being a signatory to the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, Ban-
gladesh has adopted ad hoc policies to handle the humanitarian crisis and manage the Rohingya refu-
gees. According to its national policies, the Bangladesh government registered these Rohingya as
“Forcibly Displaced Myanmar Nationals (FDMNs)” after the influx in 2017. The UN agencies refer
to this community as Rohingya refugees in accordance with the relevant international convention,
including the responsibilities for the countries of origin and asylum (Inter Sector Coordination
Group [ISCG], 2018).

2. Bashan Char is a large silt island in the Bay of Bengal and belongs to Noakhali district. According to the
plan, a total of 1,440 buildings, including 120 cyclone shelters, have been constructed to relocate refu-
gees from Cox’s Bazar (The Business Standard 2019). It is claimed that the island is vulnerable to
cyclones and flooding. Initially, the United Nations was concerned about the safety of refugees, their
access to necessities, and the sustainability of the socioeconomic system and its environment; however,
they are now aiding refugees.
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