Nnited States Denate

November 30, 2022

The Honorable Antony Blinken
Secretary of State

U.S. Department of State

2201 C Street, NW
Washington, DC 20520

The Honorable Samantha Power

Administrator

United States Agency for International Development
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20004

Dear Secretary Blinken and Administrator Power,

We are writing to urge the United States to work with the government of Bangladesh and humanitarian
providers to ensure that all Rohingya children living in refugee camps in Bangladesh have access to formal
educational opportunities. Rohingya children living in refugee camps in Bangladesh are facing undue
restrictions on access to education. We appreciate that the Government of Bangladesh has accommodated
thousands of Rohingya refugees, while other governments in the region have been unwilling to do so. However,
as the humanitarian crisis continues in Burma, the United States must take steps to ensure that all Rohingya
children in Bangladesh have access to a formally recognized and accredited education.

In August 2017, more than 750,000 Rohingya refugees fled Burma to Bangladesh to escape a brutal campaign
of atrocities perpetrated by Burma’s military and security forces.! Five years later, the number of refugees has
grown to more than 926,000, over half of which are children.? In March 2022, Secretary Blinken declared that
the Burmese army committed genocide and crimes against humanity against Rohingya in Burma,® a finding that
drew on the testimony of many Rohingya refugees living in camps in Bangladesh.*

Rohingya refugees suffered immeasurable harm while escaping violence in Burma. They continue to face
considerable challenges in host countries such as India and Malaysia, but especially in Bangladesh, which hosts
more Rohingya refugees than any other country.®

Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh continue to raise concerns about the lack of education in the camps — with
human rights groups, non-governmental organizations, and the United Nations (U.N.) High Commission for
Refugees (UNHCR). In November 2021, the U.N. International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and
its partners launched a program called the Myanmar Curriculum Pilot, establishing thousands of learning
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centers in the refugee camps in Bangladesh.® While an important step in the right direction, the pilot
program’s limits mean that nearly 100,000 refugee children still do not have access to sufficient basic
education.” The United States must work with the Bangladesh government and humanitarian organizations to
improve educational opportunities and increase enrollment and participation for Rohingya students—
including by allowing community-led schools to operate, taking steps to overcome cultural barriers to female
education, and protecting the safety of students and teachers— to ensure that all Rohingya children in
Bangladesh are able to secure an accredited education.

In 2020, Bangladesh permitted on-the-ground humanitarian organizations to provide support to schools in
refugee camps, which Rohingya teachers operated. Those teachers had stepped in to instruct Rohingya
children using the Myanmar national curriculum; at the time, few other educational opportunities were
available to refugee children inside or outside the refugee camps.® But in 2021, Bangladesh authorities
reversed that decision, banning Rohingya-led schools and closing thirty of them, a decision that affected
nearly 32,000 refugee students.® Teachers have attempted to offer private lessons to refugee children, only to
be threatened by Bangladesh officials overseeing camp operations.'® Moreover, according to reports,
Bangladesh government officials have retaliated against refugees who have participated in informal education
efforts, stripping them of their identification cards and threatening to relocate them to the remote, flood-prone
island of Bhasan Char.!

We’d like to better understand the Bangladesh government’s justifications for closing the Rohingya-run
schools. The government claims that Rohingya community leaders failed to secure permission to open and
operate the schools. But no process even exists for Rohingya to make such a request.'? The government has
also expressed concern with the schools’ curriculum. But the thirty closed schools had been using the
Myanmar national curriculum for years, the same curriculum that humanitarian organizations now filling the
camps’ educational void are beginning to use.'®

Without the Rohingya-led schools, many of the Rohingya children living in the camps lack access to safe,
quality education. Seventy-five percent of children in the camps place the lack of quality education among
their top three concerns.'* The problem is serious and far-reaching, as many of the 450,000 Rohingya
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children in Bangladesh still lack access to a formal education.*® As Rashad Hussain, U.S. Ambassador at
Large for International Religious Freedom, has said about the Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh: “We fear
losing a whole generation of youth because they haven’t gotten access to education.”

Accordingly, the Department of State, in coordination with the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID), should urge the government of Bangladesh to:

1. end any policies that limit the right to education of Rohingya children in refugee camps in Cox’s
Bazar and on Bhasan Char;

2. take all necessary steps to ensure that all Rohingya children in Bangladesh have fair and equitable
access to quality, formal, and accredited education, including by providing, or allowing others to
provide, sufficient teachers and infrastructure;

3. ensure that Rohingya teachers are given equitable opportunities and salaries for teaching positions
in the camps;

4. establish a process for Rohingya community-led schools to request legal status and operate as a
certified, accredited, and integrated part of the official Bangladesh- government-approved
educational system for the camps;

5. work with UNICEF to identify additional facilities that may be used, even on a temporary basis, to
hold classes in order to expand access to the Myanmar Curriculum;

6. work with UNICEF and other humanitarian organizations, in consultation with Rohingya teachers
and community leaders, to start a teacher training program within the refugee camps so that more
Rohingya community members can be trained and brought on as full-time teachers to support the
program; and

7. expand the Myanmar Curriculum Pilot in coordination with UNICEF, with the ultimate goal of
including all school-age Rohingya children.

At the same time, USAID and the State Department should support the Bangladesh government in these efforts
by increasing funding for education in the refugee camps and by providing additional technical support to these
crucial programs. This should include a USAID-led assessment of educational progress in the camps, with
recommendations for how U.S. and international funding can better serve the educational needs of the Rohingya
refugee population in Bangladesh.

We look forward to hearing from you and engaging on future opportunities to support the Rohingya refugees’
right to a basic education. We must do all we can to avoid a lost generation of Rohingya children and youth.
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Edward J. Marke
United States Senator

Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator

Jefirey A. Merkley
United States Senator

Sincerely,
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United States Senator
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Benjamin L. Cardin
United States Senator




