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Welcome Letter 

Hello delegates! My name is Jessica; I am your head chair for BMUN 66’s 

ASEAN Regional Forum. I am a senior pursuing a bachelor in Media Studies, a minor in 

History, and a certificate in Technology and Entrepreneurship. My academic interest 

lies in better understanding the role of media in politics and communication with a 

special interest in film and television. Currently, I am the Director of UC Berkeley’s 

Publication and Media Center and a member of Delta Kappa Alpha, Cal’s film 

fraternity. In the past, I have interned with Paramount Pictures, where I was able to 

launch regional publicity campaigns in the Bay Area region, and Producer Kevin 

Misher, where I assisted in compiling and researching film project pitches for major 

studios. During long weekends and holiday breaks, I enjoy road-tripping and catching 

up on all the awesome Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime shows. I am stoked for The 

Incredibles 2. And I’m trying to be patient for the second season of Westworld and the 

last season of Game of Thrones. I chose the second topic because of its prevalence in 

the news media and the first topic for the exact opposite reason: there is very little 

coverage. I hope you find researching these topics as compelling as I did! 

Sita is a senior majoring in Political Science, with a specialization in International 

Relations, and minoring in Public Policy. Her mother is from India, so she has been 
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fortunate enough to travel around the globe starting at a young age, and recently she 

visited 7 different countries during a 17-day winter break with Head Chair, Jessica. 

During her first several years at Berkeley, Sita has joined a team of researchers at the 

public policy graduate school to create and conduct a study on interest groups' 

influence on local elections all throughout the country. Along with working at a political 

consulting firm and Berkeley Mayor's Office, she is passionate about the Syrian refugee 

crisis, and this year took the Fall semester off and worked at the United Nations 

Headquarters in NYC. She is excited for BMUN 66, and welcomes any and all questions 

about the topics we'll be discussing in committee and her experience at Berkeley in 

general!  

Edward is a freshman at Cal. He is currently intending to major in Political 

Economy and Rhetoric and is interested in the ways by which global interactions work. 

Edward graduated from Gahr High School in Cerritos,California and has been a 

delegate in the BMUN conference for the last two years. He hopes to both educate 

delegates on global dynamics and show them what Berkeley has to offer in terms of 

culture, resources, and facilities. 

Best of luck with your research! 

 

Jessica Zhao 

Head Chair, Association of Southeast Asian Nations Regional Forum 

Berkeley Model United Nations, Sixty-Sixth Session 
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What is ASEAN & the ASEAN Regional Forum? 

 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a 10-member states 

intergovernmental organization. Established in 1967, it includes Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Singapore, Philippines, Vietnam, Lao, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Brunei Darussalam. 

For simplicity, our committee can use ASEAN and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

interchangeably.  

The ARF, established in 1994, constitutes 27 member states: the 10 ASEAN 

members listed above and 10 ASEAN dialogue partners (Australia, Canada, China, the 

European Union, India, Japan, New Zealand, the Republic of Korea, Russia, and the 

United States), 1 ASEAN observer (Papua New Guinea), plus the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (DPRK), Mongolia, Pakistan, Timor-Leste, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. 

It primarily focuses on discussing regional security and peace.  The need to make the 

committee the ASEAN Regional Forum stems from the desire to expand this 

committee to contain more delegates.  

The wellbeing of fisheries is a major concern for all member states of the ARF. 

Australia, for instance, receives almost half of their fish from ASEAN countries. Japan is 

the leading importer of seafood in the world, obtaining shrimp from Vietnam, 

Indonesia, and Thailand in massive quantities up to 1.45 trillion yen in value (as of 
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2011). The United States, in turn, is seeing a rise in demand for tuna, primarily 

imported from Vietnam (“ASEAN Catch Documentation” 24). Thus, topic one should 

spark some lively debate among all delegates, since Southeast Asian fisheries are a 

large contributor to the international fish market. 

 

 

Figure 1: The members of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). 

 

 

A quick note before delving into the details of our topic: I would highly suggest 

avoiding extended research on the South China Sea dispute. This is an entire 

monster of an issue on its own, and because it was the central point of discussion for 

BMUN LXV’s Security Council, we would like to provide a different perspective on 
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the fishing economy in the ASEAN region. I do not negate the importance of such a 

critical and multi-national dispute, so if you would like to touch upon it within your 

research papers, by all means do so. However, it should not make up the bulk of your 

paper. 

 

The Modern Economics of Fishing 

Figure 2: The Seafood Value Chain 
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Understanding the commercial pressures on the fishing industry is essential to 

understanding the proliferation of human rights violations within it. In short, increased 

demand for fish (but at the same low wholesale price) complimented with a decrease in 

overall fish populations has spurred a positive feedback loop in which fish stocks are 

further exacerbated and illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing has intensified. 

 

An Increase in Demand 
 

Demand for fish has been steadily rising; in fact, fishery products are the most 

globally traded commodity (“Report on Human Trafficking” 47). To get a picture of 

this, think about how much cat food is made of fish, how many fancy restaurants serve 

rare seafood dishes, and how many vendors sell street food containing fish. In 2010, 

there were “57 million tons of fish entering the global market with an export value of 

$125 billion” (“Report on Human Trafficking” 47). Unfortunately, such demand cannot 

be sustainably met. 

 

Overfishing 
 

Mismanagement in regulating how fisheries decide to meet this demand has led 

to a decrease in fish stock. According to the FAO,  
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“29.9% of the global fish stock has perished and been over-exploited. More 

than half of the global fish stock (57.4%) has been fully exploited and the 

fisheries business cannot be developed further. Only 12.7% of fish stock is 

capable of being developed. However these fishing grounds are generally only 

full of fish with low selling values”.  

In the ASEAN region, many states do not moderate how many fishing licenses 

are distributed; nor do they crack down on illegal fishing practices or the use of non-

environmentally friendly fishing equipment. In such a competitive market, fishing 

vessels are exceeding their quotas because there are people on the other end willing 

to buy large quantities. 

 

Higher Costs 
 

Overfishing has forced vessels to seek fish further from coastal areas, even 

crossing state territories to reach less-traversed, occasionally more inhospitable areas 

of open sea. But going out further means raising costs -- vessels need more gasoline 

for their engines and to carry more provisions; fishermen need to be paid more for 

spending more time at sea. A study by the FAO indicates that “wages of employees in 

the fisheries business with distant fishing grounds can reach 30-50% of the operational 

fishing cost” (“Report on Human Trafficking” 47). But again, to remain competitive, 
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vessels cannot afford to raise the prices of their product to account for increased costs. 

Instead, ship owners and captains cut costs -- sometimes illegally. 

 

To Cut Labor Costs 
 

To keep labor costs down, ships cut wages while also forcing fishermen to work 

longer hours under extreme sun exposure with little to no breaks. They skip paying for 

work accident or safety protection insurance. They hire unskilled workers because 

they’re cheaper and then they do not train them, resulting in accidents and collisions. 

According to the International Commission on Shipping, “cutbacks in crew numbers 

and maintenance effort arising from commercial pressures were blamed as a major 

cause of accidents with approximately 80% of shipping collisions, groundings and 

sinkings being estimated to be attributable to human factors” (62).  They do not 

maintain legal hygiene, sanitary, or living conditions. Overall, what we are seeing is an 

egregious case of human rights violations.  

Thailand, one of the world’s largest fishing industries, is experiencing a voluntary 

labor shortage. Citizens are aware of the lower wages, strenuous work, and safety 

concerns, steering away from the high risk job of working on fishing vessels. Thus, 

recruitment agencies have turned to manning ships with foreign crew. Crews are often 

a mix of nationalities: Cambodian, Laotian, Burmese. Because they are usually poor, 
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from rural areas, unskilled, illiterate, unfamiliar with their surroundings and the work, 

and experiencing a language barrier, they are highly susceptible to human trafficking, 

manipulation, and abuse.  

 

To Cut Other Expenses  
 

Because it requires more time and money to sail further out to sea, vessels often 

remain out for longer periods of time. Fishermen are not aware of this when they are 

first recruited, but their superiors have established ways to keep them on board and 

prevent them from reporting to the authorities. Eaklak Loomchomkhae, Director of the 

Mirror Foundation, reported that “among 67 Thai men trafficked to work on fishing 

boats, nearly 100% were placed on boats going overseas” (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 

10). In this way, victims are far from institutions they are familiar with and are less likely 

to report incidents. 

 

Illegal Practices 
 

Often, i l legal, unreported, and unregulated fisheries (IUU) must fish 

outside their nation’s territory. They look to register under a state that is not capable or 

willing to fulfill their national and international duties of regulating their flag vessels.  
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Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing (IUUs) 
 

Illegal fishing is defined as “fishing which is conducted by national or foreign vessels 

in waters under the jurisdiction of a state, without the permission of that state, or in 

contravention of the laws and regulations of that state” (“Report on Human” 30).  

 

Unreported fishing refers to “(intentional and unintentional) fishing activities which 

have not been reported, or have been misreported to the relevant national authority, 

in contravention of national laws and regulations, or similar lack of reporting or 

misreporting to regional fisheries management organizations” (“Report on Human” 

30). 

 

Finally, unregulated fishing is “...fishing conducted by vessels without nationality, or 

those flying the flag of a country not party to a Regional Fisheries Management 

Organisation 10 (RFMO), or more generally fishing in a manner which contravenes the 

regulations of the RFMO, [...] or in a manner inconsistent with State responsibilities for 

the conservation of living marine resources under international law” (“Report on 

Human” 30). 
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Some of the flag States allow fishing operators to register their vessels under 

“shell companies” allowing for anonymous ownership of vessels and less traceability or 

legal responsibility. Another alternative is to bribe government authorities of 

developed countries to allow the vessels to fly their state’s flag and to fish mainly 

unregulated. Praporn Ekouru, a Thai former member of Parliament has admitted that in 

the past he has paid Indonesian officials “bribes of millions of baht per year, or about 

200,000 baht ($6,100) per month” to permit Thai boats to fish illegally. Organized 

transnational illegal fishing operators are, hence, able to maximize profit at minimum 

risk of discovery or arrest. 

 

Injury to Legal Fisheries 
 

If IUUs are able to keep prices the same by cutting costs, legitimate fisheries are 

incapable of staying afloat in such a competitive market. With the depletion of 

available fish, it costs more to fish, forcing law-abiding fisheries to raise prices that 

cannot contend with the lower prices of the IUUs. Moreover, traditional fishermen are 

incapable of fishing too far from coastal areas where most of the fish stock has 
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disappeared. These fishermen are therefore forced to find work on larger fishing 

vessels, often taking lower wages and enduring hard hours and harsher conditions. 

 

Case Study: FAO’s Blue Growth Initiative & Eco-Labelling 

 

Understanding the value chain can help in coming up with solutions to 

mitigating fishworker abuse and exploitation. In the case of the Blue Growth Initiative 

(BGI), the FAO took a look on how practices at the retail and consumer level can 

restrict IUUs at the harvesting level. 

The concept of a “blue economy” acknowledges the importance of 

sustainable fishing practices to maintain the economic wellbeing of ocean-based 

markets. FAO’s Blue Growth Initiative, launched in 2013, seeks to “generate decent 

employment and trade opportunities, improve biodiversity conservation, end illegal, 

unreported and unregulated fishing, and implement measures that foster cooperation 

between countries and institutions” (“Achieving Blue Growth” 6).  

What makes the goals within Blue Growth Initiative measurable and achievable 

is the focus on the entire seafood value chain from harvesting to processing to 

wholesale to retail and eventually consumption and food waste. Looking at the relation 

from harvesting up to consumption, one of the BGI goals is to address consumer 
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demand for “sea to plate” traceability. Since 1997, the FAO has very actively been 

updating guidelines for ecolabelling so that governments, private companies, industry 

groups, and NGOs may establish or maintain labelling schemes. Ecolabels and 

certification allow consumers to become active members in influencing the market by 

providing them information on how their purchase is caught. Consumers more willing 

to purchase certified fish can help combat IUUs by creating less demand for illegally 

caught fish and increasing demand for fish caught by legal small-scale fisheries 

(“Achieving Blue Growth” 14). Certifying bodies interested in starting a labelling 

scheme must adhere to the standards of transparency and accuracy outlined by the 

FAO or have their accreditation revoked. 

Eco-labelling and the other solutions outlined in the BGI are examples of 

conducive, effective solution-building. Ecolabels is one approach to ending IUU fishing. 

It also requires cooperation between countries to adhere to guidelines as provided by 

the FAO. And it is a catalyst for policy development.  
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Duplicity/Exploitation in Recruitment Agencies 

Figure 3: The relationship between brokers, employers, and workers. 

 

Brokers 
Brokers on behalf of fishing operators recruit workers, manage employment 

contracts, arrange travel, and verify visa requirements (“Caught at Sea” 31). There is no 

singular outlined method to approaching recruitment, so there are many types of 

brokers each with their own policies and procedures. Most commonly, recruitment 

begins with brokers locating fishers in villages, often seeking workers in the most 

poverty-stricken and illiterate areas for easier deception, and smuggling them across 

borders (“Caught at Sea” 31). The migration process can become more and more 
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complex, with many workers passing from broker to broker before actually reaching the 

pier. The convoluted process allows brokers to take advantage of migrants, setting the 

foundation for an entire recruitment process steeped in duplicity. Some of their 

strategies of deceit are expounded upon below.  

 

Human Trafficking 
 

“Human trafficking” occurs through both deception and force. A group of 

Cambodian fishermen reported in a study conducted by the ILO (“Trafficking of 

Fishermen” 20), that they were promised jobs in construction, factories, and farms in 

Thailand, but found themselves trafficked to ports where they would be sold to fishing 

boat captains (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 20). In the most serious cases, brokers drug 

and abduct fishers. 

 

Unwritten Contracts 
 

Brokers and boat owners often hire through verbal contracts. Although some 

countries like Cambodia have standard written contracts between seafarers and boat 

owners, Thai fishing boat owners often hire with verbal agreements. Without written 
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proof, fishermen “are effectively excluded from social welfare provisions” like the social 

security (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 19). 

 

“Sub-Contracting” 
 

Sometimes boat owners informally pass the responsibility of hiring to captains 

and deck supervisors, a practice called “sub-contracting”. Sub-contracting makes it 

hard to combat human trafficking and illegal hiring practices because without written 

agreements, it is difficult to identify who should be held accountable: the captain or 

boat-owner. An example of this occurred in 2006 when the operator of six Prapas 

Navee trawlers abandoned his crew of mixed nationalities on board for three months 

as he renewed his fishing license, resulting in 39 deaths. The case fell into a limbo 

taking almost two years to come to a ruling because neither the captain nor the 

skippers nor the boat owner wanted to take responsibility. 

 

Broker Fees 
 

Most workers do not have the means to pay travel fees or the broker’s fee, and 

must agree to have the costs detracted from their wages on a monthly basis 

(“Trafficking of Fishermen” 20). However, these broker fees (in dollars) are reportedly 
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as high as $2000 (“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 51). The ILO have attempted to 

combat such “duplicity” by having ship owners pay agents for finding seafarers, but 

such legislation is hard to regulate. Ship owners are disinclined to pay the broker fee, 

which can cost as much as 3800 baht, because fishermen are often moved from boat to 

boat, switching employers frequently, and such a payment is expensive for such short 

commitments. Brokers actively seek workers from the remotest regions of developing 

countries and ship them to work on foreign flag international fishing vessels, sometimes 

successfully evading detection (“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 52). In this way, the 

Conventions 9 and 179 compelling ship owners to pay agents can be evaded because 

the government or trade unions do not have responsibility over regulating the 

treatment of these workers.  

 

Blacklisting 
 

Blacklisting is a collusion among agencies and boat owners to isolate workers, 

more often than not, to avoid responsibility of unpaid wages. Blacklisted workers are 

put on a watch list that recruiting agencies circulate amongst themselves to warn 

against hiring the seafarer. It is a practice most common in Manila, Philippines and it 

could effectively destroy a seafarer’s livelihood. According to the International 
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Commission on Shipping, "for a seafarer to be blacklisted means total loss of 

occupation, loss of income and denial of opportunity to practise one’s trade. It also can 

lead to loss of the seafarer’s home, inability to fund children’s education and possible 

break-up of families” (57). Blacklisting has also been employed to prevent workers from 

reporting abuses or complaining about conditions, allowing abuses on board to go 

underreported and unrestrained. 

 

The Relationship with Poverty and Slavery 

 

Escaping Poverty to Find Work Opportunities 
 

Most people hired to work on vessels (especially in Thailand and Indonesia) are 

migrant workers escaping poverty. The economic disparity between Thailand and other 

countries in the ASEAN region (partially due to its giant fishing industry and high 

market demand for fish) is apparent in the significant gap between Thailand’s GDP and 

others’. Thailand’s GDP is more than 4x larger than Cambodia’s GDP and 3x as large as 

Lao PDR’s and Myanmar’s GDP (“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 64). People from 

poverty stricken or conflict-ridden parts of Indonesia, Myanmar, Lao People’s 
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Democratic Republic (PDR), and Cambodia escape to find job opportunities in 

Thailand. Migrants often cannot afford proper documentation but it’s more 

advantageous for them to work on a ship undocumented than to go home where there 

are little to no opportunities for them to support their families.  

 

Undocumentation 
 

Moreover, the institutions that have been created to protect victims, are hardly 

ever accessible to them due to the fact they have illegally obtained certificates or 

fraudulent papers. Even if they did have documentation, reaching out to the ILO, IMO, 

flag States, port States, home government agencies, and other institutions is a difficult, 

convoluted, and expensive task (“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 64). 

 

Tackling Undocumentation May Injure Migrants and the Industry  
 

However, any actions to reduce undocumentation through stricter regulation 

may end up turning away many of these migrant workers who cannot afford the costs 

of acquiring documentation. For many of them, the fishing industry has become a safe 

haven to work in with low risk of arrest for improper documentation. Some captains are 

more than happy to hire illegally if they can also supply lower wages. And since the 
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fishing industry needs cheap labor to stay profitable (and lots of it to keep up with 

rising demand for fish), a decrease in available labor will be debilitating to the industry. 

It has almost become a symbiotic relationship: 

1. Vessels can hire undocumented, unskilled foreign workers to maintain higher  

profit margins 

2. Migrant workers with little skill and money can find work 

3. And demand can be met.  

The result, of course, is high accident rates due to little training and incompetence, 

slave-like working and living conditions, and wage deception. 

Exploitation and Abuses at Sea 

Figure 4: Some of the human rights violations experienced by fishermen 
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There is extensive evidence exposing the extent of abuse, manipulation, 

blacklisting, and violence towards seafarers aboard fishing vessels. This section is 

intended to touch upon a few of the more common practices, illuminating the horrors 

practiced at sea. All of these practices are still being reported, albeit underreporting is 

probably very high. 

 

A Cycle of Debt Bondage 
 

To add onto the deception made by agencies in deducting broker fees from 

workers’ wages, captains have concocted their own systems of cutting into promised 

wages.  Once on the boat, workers are told they will be paying for their living expenses 

out of pocket; this includes “extras” such as food and cigarettes. Sometimes the 

captain enacts a “share system” in which fishers are paid based off a proportion of the 

catch instead of the full amount promised. Knowing that fishermen often switch 

employment to escape the harsh working conditions, they withhold wages till the end 

of the contractual period. If a fisherman leaves before receiving payment, they 

effectively lose everything. If a fisherman has ended their contract and seeks to return 

home, the cost of repatriation is also deducted. ILO Convention No. 166 “prohibits the 

shipowner from requiring an advance payment from the seafarer towards the cost of 

repatriation, and from recovering the costs of repatriation from the seafarers’ wages”. 
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However, shipowners are hardly held accountable. By the time employment has [come 

to an end], many fisherman leave in debt and are forced to find employment on 

another vessel, continuing the cycle perpetually (“Caught at Sea” 34). Many fishermen 

interviewed have stated they were not paid the promised amount and were forced to 

work overtime without pay, but as the captain is usually in charge of all wage 

calculations, they often keep their books hidden. In the worst cases of wage deception, 

boat owners dump seafarers in foreign ports (“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 59). 

This practice is called “abandonment”, and it occurs in horrific numbers. 

 

Abandonment 
 

As mentioned previously, in the Prapas Nevee case, an entire crew was left 

stranded in the open sea for three months. Sadly, this is not an isolated case. 

According to the ITF, “the ITF over the past four years dealt with more than 210 cases 

of abandoned crews involving 3,500 seafarers” (59). Crew members are abandoned, so 

shipowners can avoid paying wages and to avoid the cost of repatriation. 

Such an egregious violation of human rights has spurred legislation to hold 

shipowners accountable as well as create a net to prevent abandoned crew members 

from falling through the cracks. Flag States are in charge of holding ship owners 

accountable for dealing with abandoned seafarers. The ILO Convention No. 166 states 
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flag States are “responsible for repatriating the seafarer” should shipowners fail to 

arrange repatriation” and should the flag State not act, the responsibility falls to the 

seafarer’s home State or port State, with the cost being recuperated from the flag State 

(“Ships, Slaves, and Competition” 59).  

Yet, abandonment is still occurring. The Commission of Shipping noted that 

“few, if any flag States operating open registers met their responsibility to send 

marooned crew members home when a ship owner defaulted”. Plus, the cost of 

dealing with crew members stranded in foreign countries is very time consuming, 

difficult, and expensive for home States, which makes it not only a tedious task for 

home States but also nearly impossible for developing countries (“Ships, Slaves, and 

Competition” 60). 

In an interesting case, the Government of Myanmar responded to such abuse of 

workers in 2011 by making it too expensive to abandon, kill, or switch fishworkers. At 

inspection points, the Myanmar Navy would compile a crew list before allowing a 

vessel into their territorial waters. Upon leaving the area, the captain would be subject 

to fines of up to 70,000 baht for every missing crew member (“Caught at Sea” 34).  

Human Trafficking 
 

Brokers are not the only players in human trafficking. Once a fisherman is 

sold and brought on board, he or she may have to labor for as long as 6-8 months 
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before earning any wages (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 8). To “prolong the exploitative 

situation and maximize the labour of the victims”, traffickers may use “threats of 

violence [to frighten workers]”, “confiscation of documents [to limit freedom of 

movement]”, and “debt bondage [to trap victims]” (“Report on Human” 58). 

Moreover, anxious that crew members may report abuse to authorities, some operators 

switch fishermen from boat to boat (usually all owned by the same owner) in order to 

have them working at sea indefinitely. Fishermen from Thailand, Cambodia, and 

Myanmar have all reported this form of modern slavery can be a common practice, 

often ending in perished lives at sea (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 26). 

 

Working Overtime 
 

Fishermen have reported, once reaching fishing grounds, they may work “18 to 

20 hours of back-breaking manual labor per day, seven days per week” (“Trafficking of 

Fishermen” 8). An interview with 17 Cambodian fishermen, victims of human 

trafficking, reported they were only allowed to stop working two to four hours per day 

in order to sleep and eat (“Trafficking of Fishermen” 29). Sometimes, fishers are even 

drugged to stave off fatigue, sleep deprivation, illness, and malnutrition. 
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Lack of Medical Treatment 
 

Fishermen who fall ill, often from accidents caused by working through 

exhaustion or sun and seawater exposure, receive little to no medicine. In the worse 

cases, injured or sick fishermen are thrown overboard or abandoned. Because many 

workers are undocumented, loss of life at sea may take place without repercussions 

(“Caught at Sea” 32). 

 

Violence and Physical Abuse 
 

A study conducted by ASEAN has provided greater clarity and credibility to 

accounts of “murder, physical assault, and the disposal of victim’s corpses at sea and 

on land”. Sometimes, if a fisherman fell overboard, the captain would not stop to 

rescue. Victims have reported beatings and whippings (and even confinement or 

chains) for minor mistakes and insubordination. When a vessel landed at port, captains 

would sometimes lock fishermen in their cabins or storage rooms to prevent them from 

escaping. 
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Terrible Living Conditions  
 

It has been common response across many surveys, studies, and interviews with 

victims that living conditions are “cramped...without proper proper mattresses, 

blankets, ventilation and noise reduction” (“Caught at Sea” 32).  Vessels often did not 

provide toilets and fishers were compelled to wash hands with salt water.  

 

Why is The Abuse So Prolific?  
 

The main reason labor abuse and exploitation are still prevalent, is that larger 

vessels can work in the remotest areas of the world where government surveillance and 

victim escape are nearly impossible. Sometimes, country labor protection laws do not 

apply to irregular migrant workers. The Thai Labour Protection Act, for instance, limits 

working hours but the law does not cover migrant fishers, who tend to report working 

“indefinite” hours more often than Thai fishers. In a survey organized by the ILO, “38.5 

percent of migrant fishers reported less than five hours each day” (“Work in Fishing” 

33). Furthermore, the national minimum wage is not applicable to the fishing sector. 

Myanmar and Cambodian fishworkers have reported receiving half of what their Thai 

counterparts make (“Work in Fishing” 33). Thailand is not the country in which policies, 

legislation, and measures do not afford equal protection to migrant fishers; Japan, 

Taiwan, Indonesia, and many other ARF countries face the same challenges. 
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Certain practices may be so prevalent and unquestioned -- in both coastal 

regions and the high seas -- that they have become naturalized. Lack of education and 

regulation of license issuance may produce a crop of vessel operators, skippers, and 

captains who are unfamiliar with legal policies and standards. One suggestion, 

proposed by the Republic of Korea, is to establish an FAO World Fisheries University to 

provide technical and professional training for fishworkers. The World Maritime 

University managed by the International Maritime Organization already has such a 

program. An educational program would respond to the lack of skilled workers and 

should hopefully, help reduce accidents and deaths. Moreover, fishworkers and 

operators would enter the industry with knowledge of the proper recruitment process 

and working standards. The proposal, however, is in limbo due to the costs and extent 

of planning required in establishing an institution of such nature. 
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UN Action 

 

Figure 5: The catch documentation scheme is an in-practice strategy to 

 better record data on vessels exiting and entering ports 
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Catch Documentation Schemes (CDS) 
 

A catch documentation scheme (CDS) is a market-based Monitoring, 

Control and Surveillance (MCS) tool to check IUU fishing. More officially, it is defined in 

the FAO’s Report of the Expert Consultation on Catch documentation Schemes as: 

“A system that tracks and traces fish from the point of capture through 

unloading  

and throughout the supply chain. A CDS records and certifies information that 

identifies the origin of fish caught and ensures they were harvested in a manner 

consistent with relevant national, regional and international conservation and 

management measures. The objective of the CDS is to combat IUU fishing by 

limiting access of IUU fish and fishery products to markets” (“Report of the 

Expert” 11). 

The extent of damage IUU fishing has on food security and state economics 

prompted the FAO to establish in international instrument that could enforce the 

principles and standards for responsible fishery practices. It mimics the CDS already in 

application by regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs).  
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Existing CDSs 
 

The RFMO CDS differ from their sophomore version — the unilateral scheme — 

by wielding the weight of international law. They typically specify a species to be 

protected or better regulated, and once in place, must be adhered to by all fisheries. 

The 2000 Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources set a 

CDS covering the Toothfish (or Chilean Seabass) in Antarctic waters. Other CDSs are 

required for Atlantic Bluefin tuna and Southern Bluefin tuna fishing (Hosch). Statistics 

and reports represent that CDSs have helped in scaling back the “endemic 

underreporting” of both Bluefin fisheries. The IUU catch of Eastern Atlantic Bluefin 

stock dropped in 2008 once quotas were enforced and the CDS system activated 

(Hosch). Moreover, in 2015 the Coalition of Legal Toothfish Operators (COLTO) 

“estimated the fraction of IUU catch to be 6% of the total annual harvest, crediting the 

CDS as one of a mix of effective enforcement actions instrumental in achieving this 

result”.  

 

New Unilateral Schemes 
 

The FAO proposed during the sixty-eighth session of the UN General Assembly 

in December 2013 to expand and tailor the CDS to be better implemented by 

organizations, countries, and regional blocks — such as ASEAN and the EU. Thus, the 
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CDS can be adapted for a particular or set of fisheries, tackling whichever point in the 

supply chain requiring the most attention or data. To prevent falsification and ensure 

efficient flow of documentation, CDSs can be electronic documents, e-CDSs.  

The USA is working on creating CDSs for target “at-rish” species of seafood 

they import whereas the EU scheme will cover all marine wild caught fish exported 

from non-EU countries into their market (Hosch). These schemes therefore require 

different standards and procedures, but ultimately aim at mitigating underreporting. 

 

ASEAN Catch Documentation Scheme 
 

The ASEAN Catch Documentation Scheme for Marine Capture Fisheries 

(ACDS) was adopted on September 28, 2017 by the 39th AMAF Meeting. The goals of 

ACDS are to improve the traceability of fish and fishery products in order to prevent 

IUU fishing activities from entering the supply chain and to strengthen the integrity of 

fishery products for intra-regional and international trade (“ASEAN Catch 

Documentation” 6). 

 

To clarify, IUU fishing activity occurring in the Southeast Asian region includes: 

 "(1) illegal fishing activities within a country; 

(2) unauthorized transshipment and landing of fish/catch across borders; 
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(3) poaching in the EEZs of other countries; 

(4) illegal fishing and trading practices of live reef food fish, reef-based 

ornamental and endangered aquatic species; 

(5) IUU fishing in the high seas and RFMO areas?” (Hosch 5) 

 

One of the strengths of the ACDS is that it’s not specific to small fishing vessels, 

which many former ASEAN legislation neglected to consider. Previously, ASEAN could 

not find the capacity to tackle large ghost ships, the very ships that are most capable 

of going further out to sea, beyond the jurisdiction of any single State, and can 

exercise the greatest threat to decent working conditions.  

 

 

Ghost ships are “unregistered commercial fishing boat, operating without a Thai 

license, and often operating in overseas fishing concessions without permission” (15.6) 

 

The ACDS in essence is requiring larger vessels to provide catch and landing 

data for greater transparency on practices. One of the requirements is a log sheet 

plotting movements to prevent the destruction of protected aquatic ecosystems and to 

monitor numbers of living marine species (“ASEAN Catch Documentation” 9). Further 

down the pipeline, in order to export fishery products, the vessel must be issued an 
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ASEAN Catch Certificate (ACC). The certificate will be validated by the flag State of the 

fishing vessel from which the fish and fishery products have been obtained. These new 

infrastructures will be coordinated, monitored, and evaluated by a nominated focal 

point. The scheme is built on multiple layers of verification, holding vessels and flag 

States accountable. In not only supports honest and accurate logging of information, 

but will also provide vital statistical data for future amending processes and 

infrastructural refinements. 

 

Case Study: The ILO’s Work in Fishing Convention Has Recently 

Been Put Into Effect 

 

The Work in Fishing Convention (ILO Convention No. 188), entered into 

force on November 16, 2017, is arguably the most comprehensive piece of legislation. 

It re-validates the fundamental rights as described in various other international labour 

conventions, including the Forced Labour Convention (1930), the Abolition of Forced 

Labour Convention (1957), and the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 

Convention (1958). Although the impact of the convention is yet to be seen, the 

convention does a superb job at outlining what constitutes decent working condition 

aboard fishing vessels and how best to enforce the minimum requirements of labor 
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inspections in foreign ports. Interestingly, none of the 10 states ratifying the 

Convention are members of the ASEAN Regional Forum. 

The Convention was adopted in 1997 and finally put into effect in 2017, two 

decades later. Six years after it was proposed, only two countries — Argentina and 

Bosnia Herzegovina — had ratified it. What this highlights is a disinterest in most 

countries to meet the requirements upholding social protection of fishworkers.  

It will be rather difficult for States to organize what articles fall under the 

jurisdiction of which authority: labour, fisheries, or maritime. Another issue, of course, is 

whether or not implementation will make current fishing operations non-viable. The 

labor standards require shorter hours, higher wages, and improved working and living 

conditions — some requirements that are financially infeasible for some vessels. 

However, the Convention also provides hope for a long-term solution to rights 

violations at sea. It will facilitate better transparency in the recruitment process, medical 

attention on ships, and address a slew of other problems plaguing fisheries.  

The ASEAN Tripartite Action for the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 

Migrant Workers in the ASEAN Region (ASEAN TRIANGLE Project) is an example of 

bilateral and regional approaches to combating illegal labor practices and protecting 

the rights of migrant fishers. The project is funded by the Canadian Government 

Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Development with goals aligned with the 

"strategic priorities" of the ASEAN Labor Ministers Work Program and the ASEAN 
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Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (“Work 

in Fishing” 1).  

The TRIANGLE Project is pushing for the application of the Work in Fishing 

Convention, specifically in regards to migrant fishers. The project draws attention to 

Articles 8(2)(b) — preventing fatigue — and 9(3) and (6) — “prescribing a minimum age 

of 18 years for dangerous work on board fishing vessels and prohibiting night work for 

fishers under 18 years” (“Work in Fishing” 4). Article 11 and 12(1) of Work in Fishing 

Convention require a qualified medical examiner to be on board and for vessels 

remaining at sea more than three days to provide, at the minimum, hearing and sight 

examinations.  

The ASEAN Triangle Project illustrates the cooperation and dialogue between 

members of the ASEAN Regional Forum. The goals of the project aim specifically at 

addressing grievances in the ASEAN region but can just as easily apply to fisheries in 

the European Union, East Asian, and the African coastline.  

     

Final Thoughts 
 

This has been masterfully covered by New York Times investigative journalist Ian 

Urbina in a series of riveting stories called Outlaw Ocean. I was aware of the 
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existence of piracy and human slavery in Southeast Asian fisheries, but it wasn’t until I 

read these stories that I fully grasped how deep rooted these legal and humanitarian 

issues were to the current global fish market. The extent of corruption and human 

exploitation was still inconceivable to me, until I read through the anecdotes shared 

in these articles. 

 

It is best to approach the issue of labor exploitation and abuse at sea by singling out 

specific problems to address. A few include: 

● The corrupt recruitment process 

● How to create restrictions on buying illegal fish without injuring the market 

● How to tackle abandonment, blacklisting, wage duplicity, and/or the debt cycle 

 

Questions to Consider 

1. One of the approaches to tackling labor abuse and exploitation at sea is to 

better regulate fishing practices themselves to prevent a reduction in the fish 

population. Coastal fish crops can be replenished and sustainably managed in a 

economically, socially, and environmentally responsible way. How may states 

create policies that protect our aquatic ecosystems? How would this benefit the 
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local and international markets? And if the supply of fish can be protected for 

future generations, how would this alleviate the rising costs of fishing? 

2. One of the glaring issues in this humanitarian and environmental crisis is the 

difficulty of obtaining social security coverage and insurance for impoverished 

fishworkers. How can states make social security and insurance (and other 

institutional programs) more affordable to protect fish workers from the hazards 

of their work? 

3. What solutions are there in keeping flag States accountable for the actions of 

vessels flying their flags?  

4. We have discussed the relationship between poverty and labor abuse and 

exploitation. What policy ideas can encourage regional cooperation in tackling 

poverty and employment insecurity? 

5. Many fish farmers do not have a voice in their own operations. What is one way 

States can encourage the formation of unions? What are the benefits of 

unionization? For example, unions can organize vocational training for unskilled 

migrant workers financially desperate to seek work in fisheries despite their lack 

of experience; or, unions can help workers obtain formal, written contracts to 

protect them against exploitation by recruitment agencies and employers. 
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POLITICAL VIOLENCE SURROUNDING SEPARATIST CONFLICTS 

 

Non-Interference 

 

 ASEAN was primarily formed to address socio-economic disputes and mediate 

regional reconciliation. After a series of hostile conflicts, the five founding members of 

ASEAN — Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore created a 

peace agreement predicated on the understanding that “intra-mural relations should 

be predicated upon the requirement to respect national sovereignty and the principle 

of non-interference in domestic affairs” (Sukma 14). Non-interference, thus, would be 

the remedy for bilateral tensions and the primary means of conflict prevention. 

The issue with non-interference is that it makes intra-state conflicts — especially 

ones that start domestic but have impacts on bordering countries, the region, or a 

global scale — hard to manage or prevent. Although the mechanisms for conflict 

management exist — outlined in the Report on Conflict Prevention by the UN — it is 

hardly ever used. 
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Non-Interference in ASEAN Legislation 

 

 Non-interference was first written in the Preamble of the ASEAN Declaration, 

adopted on August 8 1967, which stated that the countries of Southeast Asia 

“determined to ensure their stability and security from external interference in any form 

or manifestation in order to preserve their national identities in accordance with the 

ideals and aspirations of their peoples”.  

 This idea of non-interference is reiterated in the February 1976 ASEAN Concord, 

a document serving to manage disputes and expand cooperation among member 

states. It appeals to states to “self-determination, sovereign equality and non-

interference in the internal affairs of nations”. 

The Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (1976) again recites non-

interference in Chapter 1, “Purpose and Principles”, Article 2: “the right of every state 

to lead its national existence free from external interference, subversion of coercion” 

and “non-interference in the internal affairs of one another”. Also notably clarified in 

the treaty is the need for cooperation over creating frameworks. Article 12 states:  

“In their efforts to achieve prosperity and security, shall endeavor to 

cooperate in all fields for the promotion of regional resilience, based of the 

principles of self-confidence, self-reliance, mutual respect, cooperation and 
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solidarity which  will constitute the foundation for a strong and viable community 

of nations in  Southeast Asia.” 

Therefore, the agreed to ensuring the politico-security of each country would 

rest upon respecting each country to deal with their intrastate issues privately unless it 

requested cooperation.  

 After expanding into its current 10-member state committee, ASEAN became 

the ASEAN Community and addressed some of the critiques of the non-interference 

policy with the ASEAN Charter in November 2007. The Charter asked for a “rules-

based organization rather than a loosely organized association” (Sukma 2). This would 

free them to take more actionable steps in solving regional issues and preventing 

conflicts: “a manifestation of the collective desire to accelerate the process of regional 

integration among member states” (Sukma 2). Every document, henceforth, however, 

continued to normalize the non-interference policy. 

 Non-interference promotes a reactive versus proactive approach. ASEAN 

acknowledged in 2009 that it would become obsolete in the world of globalization if it 

did not really work towards regional integration and relationship building with 

international bodies. The APSC Blueprint (March 1, 2009) enhances ASEAN to play a 

more active role in conflict management. ASEAN is currently studying and analyzing 

“existing dispute settlement modes and/or additional mechanisms with a view to 

enhancing regional mechanisms for the pacific settlement of disputes”. Most countries, 
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however, are only going so far as to play the “facilitator rather than as an active third-

party mediator in disputes”. 

 

Identity Conflicts 
 

Moving away from non-interference has been and will remain a challenge. 

Because European colonization efforts subjugated many Southeast Asian states to the 

whims of a foreign power, the idea that another entity could intrude upon domestic 

issues feels intrusive, a violation of sovereignty (Sukma 14). They would be replacing 

the old system of cooperation with institutions, which did not appeal to many ASEAN 

states. 

At the same time, ASEAN has been criticized for its lack of confrontation and 

follow-through. Although integration and connectivity have been long discussed in the 

Regional Forum, the reality remains that the 10-member committee and other 

members of the regional forum boast varying political, economic and legal systems and 

glaring economic disparities. These are factors important to consider when attempting 

to understand the causes and solutions to identity conflicts in the region. Non-

interference is one of the largest obstacles facing our committee. 

The following discourse will be breaking down the history, conditions, and 

impacts of domestic conflicts on the regional arena. The historical roots of each conflict 
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are very generally summarized. For a more detailed look into each conflict, you may 

embark on your own research, but delegates are highly encouraged to study how these 

issues affect their own countries and the prosperity of the Southeast Asian block. 

 

 

To reiterate, the goals of the second topic are to identify and understand the 

re-occurring elements of current identity-related insurgencies in Southeast 

Asian countries. From there, we may proceed to proposing how to overcome 

obstacles in the peace settlement process and forge a conflict management 

framework for future use. 

Figure 1: Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat are the three southern Thai  

provinces where most of the conflict is located. 
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Patani Conflict in Southern Thailand          

 

Brief History of the Patani Conflict 
 

The Patani conflict started in Southern Thailand in 1948, although violence and 

insurrection flared shortly after the Southern provinces were brought into the fold of 

the larger Thai state in 1909. Ethnically, Southern Thailand is 80% Malay Muslim. In 

stark contrast, the majority of the nation state is Buddhist, with a 4% overall Muslim 

population (Rupprecht 23). Geographically, the insurgency remains in three southern 

Thai provinces: Narathiwat, Pattani (not to be confused with the name “Patani”, which 

refers to the entire Southern region), and Yala trickling as well into the districts of 

Songkhla and south to Malaysia. 

The Patani were incorporated into Siam (former name of Thailand) in 1909. In an 

effort to instill a Thai national identity, the Siamese government imposed a strict 

linguistic and cultural assimilation policy “that adversely affected all facets of Muslim 

identity and ethnicity, including matters of attire, bureaucratic administration, 

education, judicial settlements and revenue collection” (Rupprecht 23). Buddhists were 

systematically resettled into the region to dilute the large Muslim population. 

Extrajudicial killings, forced disappearances, and unaddressed socio-economic issues 
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breeded animosity towards the state and helped escalate the skirmishes into an 

insurgency by 1948. 

Muslim separatist groups attempted to push back on these restrictions to their 

culture and religion. Many groups were formed, with Barisan Nasional Pembebasan 

Patani (BNPP), Bertubuhan Pembebasan Pattani Bersatu (PULO), and Barisan 

Revolusi Nasional (BRN), representing the largest factions and varying agendas. BNPP 

promoted a conservative, orthodox Islam with branches within demanding either 

greater autonomy or complete national sovereignty. PULO desired a sovereign Muslim 

state through armed struggle. And BRN was more leftist with connections with the 

Communist Party of Malaya.  

Southern Thailand has experienced bouts of violence throughout the 20th 

century. Although the 1990s were relatively stable after a declared amnesty in the late 

1980s, the 1960s saw a wave of 60 armed groups leading a destructive separatist 

movement. Active insurgents remained in pocket years after the turn of the century but 

escalated significantly in 2004 after a series of attacks on a military encampment and 

heavy arson activity. A demonstration ended in the arrest of 1000 protesters of which 

78 died mostly from overcrowding (Melvin 10). The death toll would rise to 5473 

people by the end of the year (Rupprecht 23). In 2006, the first Muslim army 

commander-in-chief Sonthi Boonyaratglin attempted an unsuccessful coup, hoping that 
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removing Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra would liberate Sonthi to lead a resilient 

resolution.  

 

Then and Now 
 

The insurgencies have evolved in nature since 1990, accounting for the revival of 

tensions. One major reason peace was so ephemeral lies in the discordant nature of 

the various insurgent groups — most are formed by poor and untrained young men 

and the groups never came together to formulate a clear agenda and set of demands. 

Another, is despite the political progress made in the 1980s to increase Malay Muslims 

in the Thai political sphere, the southern provinces remain underdeveloped. Moreover, 

what was once a secessionist struggle led by groups of socialist, nationalist, secular, 

and ethnic creeds in post-World War II Thailand has developed into a radical jihad 

against the politics of a Buddhist-dominated state (Melvin 15). The battles are no 

longer fought in jungles but urban areas. The guerrilla forces, like the BNPP and PULO, 

persist but have been replaced in numbers by clumps of religious young men — often 

recruited as students — forming militant cells of 5 to 10 persons. According to the 

Human Rights Watch, well-trained insurgents “have established cells in two-thirds of 

the 1574 villages across the southern border provinces” (Melvin 15). The leading 
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organization branched off from the BRN, called the Barisan Revolusi Nasional—

Coordinate (BRN-C). 

The rise of militant cells has also improved the flexibility of insurgent groups to 

wreak havoc. Previously, insurgents turned to illegal trafficking and cross-border 

smuggling in order to fund large groups of guerrilla fighters. The modern cells coalesce 

in attacks before dispersing again, making them harder to stop or locate, and easier to 

fund in smaller units. Moreover, instead of attacking government buildings or officials, 

they have resorted to attacking schools and Buddhist temples — beheading, hanging, 

and beating civilians, especially Buddhist monks. 

 

Issues at Play 
 

At the core of the unabating violence is a continued failure to address poor 

structural problems, unchecked security force violence, illiteracy, and poor 

socioeconomic conditions in the southernmost region of Thailand. Ethno-national 

grievances have also nurtured the rise of a jihadist movement dangerously in 

communication with the extremist Islam networks outside the region. All of these 

elements amalgamate to fuel a layered, discordant insurgency injuring Thailand’s 

tourism industry, weakening the secular government, and flooding over its borders to 

affect Malaysia. The fanatical religious nature of the current iteration of insurgent 
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activities makes this a problem for members of the ASEAN Regional Forum whom are 

invested, politically, culturally, and economically, in the state of the global radical 

Islamist network. It is important to emphasize, however, that the persisting conflict is 

not solely a religious one. 

 

Socio-Economic Grievances 
 

The three provinces of Southern Thailand have some of the highest rates of 

poverty in the country. Compared to the northern provinces of Thailand, which are 

comparatively as poor, these provinces have seen slower economic development and 

chronic unemployment (Melvin 26). Professional employment and representation in the 

public sphere is low, due to low literacy rates.  

 

Reactions to Assimilation 
 

The historical role of severe assimilation programs throughout the early and mid-

1900s cannot be denied in the current resentment towards the Thai state.  

During the anti-colonial fervor of the 1940s, to stifle the revival of Malay nationalism, 

Thai authorities increased the pressure on the Malays of Thailand to sever relationships 

with the Malaya (of Malaysia) by coercing them to reform to Thai Muslim traditions. 
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One of the methods, in 1961, was the creation of the Pondok Educational 

Improvement Programme, restructuring Islamic education to establish a stronger 

sense of Thai identity. Malay Muslims would receive a secular education and Thai 

language training. This would be seen as an aggressive attempt by the government to 

control what had previously been a closed education system (Liow 29). Some Malay-

Muslims would respond by protesting or even leaving to study abroad; however, 

today, many targeted victims of insurgent groups have been teachers -- the major 

players in the effort to linguistically and culturally absorb Malay Muslims into the Thai 

community. Early efforts to replace Muslim teachings with Buddhist philosophy have 

also made Buddhist monks a common target. Many have fled the Patani region in fear 

of attack. 

 

Islamism 
 

Southeast Asia boasts a patchwork of Islamic forms. Traders from India in the 

1200s first introduced the region to Islam and the religion was further reinforced by 

Sufi missionaries later on. Different languages and ethnicities, however, would ensure 

that interpretation of the Islamic texts would be varied. The term ‘Malay Muslims’ in no 

way refers to a completely unified and ideologically homogeneous group of people. 

This is important in understanding why multiple insurgent groups with disparate 
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agendas exists. For instance, the rise in Salafism (a form of Sunni Islam with strict 

interpretation of sharia law) and the greater accessibility of Salafist propaganda 

material has influenced certain groups of the Patani insurgency to take hold of Salafist 

ideas in their campaigns. Salafi thinking has provided them a unique understanding of 

their social, political, and economic challenges and how best to approach them. 

Peacebuilding, therefore, can be a challenge in organizing and coordination with the 

different factions.  

Thai Buddhists and Malay Muslims were at the forefront of the Patani conflict by 

the late 1980s, symbolizing a transition from an ethno-national ideology to one of more 

religious foundations. The Iranian revolution and other international events indicated a 

revival of Islam in the 1960s. This would be reflected in Thailand by a return to 

traditional forms of dress, greater adherence to Islamic practices, and the exercise of 

religious symbols and languages in day to day life. Insurgents would follow suit, 

drawing on Islamic images to garner supporters for campaigns (Melvin 29).  

It should also be noted that the ethnic identity of ‘Malay’ and Islamism are, 

arguably, “fused and mutually reinforcing” (Melvin 31). At the beginning of the conflict 

in 1948, Malay leaders appealed to the world: “Give us back our race as Malays and 

our religion as Islam” (Melvin 31). The rhetoric emphasizes the union of religious and 

ethnic identity. Although the following sections will focus on the revival of Islamic 

symbols and rhetoric, and how they have reshaped insurgency platforms to take on a 
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more religious note, this does not discount the role of ethnicity in the Patani conflict. 

Ethnic labels were often cited historically to prevent Malay Muslims from become 

active participants in the political sphere. Moreover, rates of poverty and illiteracy are 

correlated across ethnic identities. The Patani insurgency, therefore, is not solely a 

religious once. 

 

Radical Islamists 
 

Until more recently, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism maintained a relatively 

moderate relationship in southern Thailand — the rise in radicalism parallels that within 

other ASEAN states and international jihadist groups. Reports expose how Patani 

insurgent groups have been in contact with armed groups around the world since the 

1970s. Malay Muslim students who had studied abroad to avoid the Pondok 

Educational Improvement Programme interacted with Islamist radicals (Melvin 32).  

Also shedding light on the rise of Islamic radicalism and subsequently terrorist 

activity is the violence within the Malay Muslim community, not exempt from insurgent 

attacks. A 2005 study revealed that Muslim killings at the hands of insurgents exceeded 

those of Buddhist killings, indicating an Islamic extremist attempt to control religious 

and community leaders (Melvin 9). Patani insurgents employing jihadist ideas, however, 

do not have an transnational agenda. Their discourse and actions hint that their goal is 



BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 53 
 

to disrupt the political status quo and return Islam into the local context of the territory, 

not to embark on an international jihadist movement. Although foreign Salafi-jihadist 

organizations -- ISIS and al-Qaeda -- may have influenced the Thai insurgency, they 

have not as of this point, shifted the focus of the resistance campaign to a more global 

agenda (Amnesty International). 

 

Thai Government Actions 
 

The Thai government attempted peace negotiations in 2013 with BRN, but 

political instability in Thailand’s capital, Bangkok, pushed the Souther Thailand 

insurgencies to the bottom of the agenda (Rupprecht 24). The National Council for 

Peace and Order (NCPO ), a junta, was established following the May 2014 military 

coup. To gain a better picture of Thailand’s political turmoil — an important backdrop 

to the Patani conflict — it is good to know that Thailand has experienced 12 successful 

coups out of 19 attempts since 1932 (Brown). Rigged elections and weak leadership 

are among a slew of reasons contributing to the weak democratic system.  

Although the NCPO pledged to uphold dialogue with separatist militants, the 

discussion on national sovereignty and infrastructural stability have trumped attempts 

to organize negotiations. As of now, the MARA Patani, an umbrella organization of 

six insurgent movements, has urged the Thai military government to move forward on 



54 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

peace building, but chances of conflict settlement do not look high because the BRN, 

arguably the largest insurgent group, was not invited to the negotiating table. 

Although the number of deaths has decreased significantly since the peak of violence 

in 2007 (with 836 deaths), without the cooperation of the Thai government or the 

acknowledgement of root causes to the insurgency, conflict settlement may be a slow 

process (Abuza). 

Figure 2: The number of people killed in Southern Thailand due to insurgent activity  

has decreased, but the casualty rate still remains high. 
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Moro Conflict in the Southern Philippines 

 

Background 
 

The current unrest in the Philippines is referred to as the Moro or Mindanao 

Conflict with origins and driving forces found in a complex history of religious tensions, 

the current dysfunctional criminal justice system, an informal economic underworld, 

clan feuds, and political corruption. 

The Moro, short for Bangsamoro, are the Muslim people of the Philippines, 

mostly residing in Mindanao, Sulu, and Palawan. As of August 2007, 81% of the total 

population of the Philippines is Roman Catholic and about 5.1% are Muslim 

(Pangalangan 1). They total 13 ethnolinguistic groups with Islam introduced in the 14th 

century. Although the Moro share a historical identification with Islam, ethnic rivalries 

among them still persist. Prior to the arrival of the Spanish, the Philippine archipelago 

and the main island Mindanao were divided into several sultanates, each a separate 

political entity. The Moro people’s pre-modern history is one of continuous struggle 

against foreign domination: Spanish, American colonizers, and Philippine nation state. 
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Figure 3: An overview of the Philippines. Note the religious affiliation distribution and 

the geographical location of the southern islands to Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 

 

The Spanish arrived in 1542, unifying the Philippines and colonizing it. The 

United States gained the Philippines from Spain in 1898 after the Spanish-American 

War and resettled many Christians to Mindanao, inevitably, displacing clumps of 

Muslim and non-Islamized indigenous peoples (Lum & Dolmen 2). During the American 

occupation, the Bangsamoro were incorporated into the Philippine state and land 

ownership laws were tweaked to permit American companies to grab Moro land.  
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When the Philippines finally became independent in 1946, forming the Government of 

the Philippines (GPH), it was merely a “transfer of colonial mastery” to the Moro. 

Migrant Christians continued to trickle in, settling in areas that used to be 

predominantly Muslim (Rupprecht 26). 

The secularist Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) formed in 1972 to fight 

for Bangsamoro independence. The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) would later 

split from it to promote a religious agenda. Despite violent civil war and multiple 

attempts at peaceful negotiations (including the failed Tripoli Agreement of 1976) 

successive governments would flounder to appease the separatists (Rupprecht 26). 

Another failed attempt at peace occurred in 1996 between the Philippine government 

and the MNLF. A ceasefire agreement in 1997 was breached in 2011 when the MILF 

attacked 40 government soldiers in Basilan. 

The fight for an autonomous Muslim state would also be a trans-Muslim battle. 

In the 1990s, for instance, the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), closely connected with Al-

Qaeda, waged a jihad against the Christian world. From the 1970s to 2011, “around 

120,000 people [were] killed in violent clashes and about 2 million people [were] 

displaced by the separatist conflict” (Rupprecht 26). From 2002 to 2015, the 

Philippines and Americans collaborated in the Operation Enduring Freedom — 

Philippines as an extension of the War on Terror, to capture and expunge the 

Philippines of key terrorist leaders (Swain). 
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Figure 4: Map of the proposed Bangsamoro Autonomous Region 

 
After decades of violence and displacement, the MILF and Philippine 

government in 2012 created the Transition Commission towards a sustainable peace. 

By March 2014, the final peace agreement was signed. The Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement promised a self-governing region in the Muslim-dominated parts of 

Western Mindanao: the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region (BAR), which was to 

replace the former 1989 Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). The GPH 

would remain in control of foreign diplomacy, defense, citizenship, and the currency 
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while BAR would be responsible for its own taxation, justice, and election of 

representatives and leaders (Strachan 7). Most importantly, the MILF’s militant group 

would dissolve and be replaced by law enforcement (Strachan 7). The Bangsamoro 

Basic Law (BBL) would establish a new government structure, autonomous but 

answerable to the GPH. 

 

The Peace Process Today  
 

Implementation of the peace agreement has been turbulent. Support for the 

BBL decreased significantly with frequent actions to amend existing provisions. Till 

today, it still sits in limbo after a GPH counter-terrorist operation in MILF-controlled 

territory became a breach of the ceasefire agreement resulting in 44 police casualties 

(Abuza). Tufts between the MILF and Special Action Forces remain. Current 

President Duterte is preoccupied with pushing his federalist system agenda instead 

of overseeing the execution of the now extremely delayed peace process. Although 

the MILF has been cooperative with the GPH in the budding counter-terrorism effort, 

without the full implementation of the provisions in the Agreement, the MILF is losing 

incentive to police its territory — posing a crucial security concern for the state (Abuza). 
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Understanding the Conflict 
 

The multi-faceted nature of the conflict makes brokering peace an arduous 

process. Many players— clans, criminal gangs, and political elites — form a diverse cast 

of contradicting interests and belligerent violence. As of October 2015, the conflict has 

experienced over 120,000 casualties (Strachan 6). The rise of jihadist terrorist groups 

has been a growing concern for the international community. However, much like the 

Patani conflict, the Moro conflict does not hinge upon a singular source. Although 

curtailing skirmishes between the GPH and MILF will reduce the number of accidental 

clashes, it will not precede the end of conflict without the presence of further action to 

address other variables.  

 

Clans, Conflict, and Crime 
 

Along with Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia, the Philippines is placed in the 

“flawed democracy” category by the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU). It ranks as 69th 

out of 167 countries in terms of its level of democracy (Lum & Dolven 4). Although it 

ranks high in electoral process and civil liberties, inconsistencies in the patronage 

system, competing interests, and the presence of various insurgent factions have 

prevented the GPH’s parties and politicians from forging a unified ideology or goals 

(Lum & Dolven 4). 
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One culprit is the presence of local clans. Taking advantage of the weak legal 

system and general lack of security, Andal Ampatuan Jr. — of the Ampatuan clan — 

led the Maguindanao Massacre in November 2009, massacring 57 media workers and 

their families. The victims were killed on account of their connection with Ismail 

Mangudadatu, a rival to Andal Ampatuan Jr. for the upcoming Maguindanao province 

(western Mindanao) governorship election. Ampatuan’s father, clan leader and 

incumbent governor, was known for vote tampering to help former Philippine President 

Arroyo win the election in 2004.  

The close relationship between clans and government (many politicians identify 

as members of a clan) to consolidate power with those willing to execute clan 

vendettas perpetuates a corrupt system of poverty, instability, and violence (Lum & 

Dolven 4). The feud between the Mangudadatu and Ampatuan clans illustrates the 

volatility of clan conflicts, how they weaken a democracy already bruised by 

insurgencies. Moreover, these clans have their own private militias, which are often 

hired by the GPH, local police, and separatist factions to fight in their battles. The 

Independent Commission against Private Armies (ICAPA), “identified 20 private armies 

in the ARMM, with a total of 3000 members” (Strachan 12).  

Dysfunction in the criminal justice system is just as much a culprit in the 

Philippines’s political unrest and a hindrance to the peace process between the GPH 

and MILF. The Philippine justice system lacks funding, runs with untrained staff, and 
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experiences bureaucratic red tape. Without a stronger legal system, upholding order 

and conducting proper investigations is made much harder. Extrajudicial killings prior 

and during the Moro conflict exacerbate the rise of indignant insurgents. 

Vigilante groups and kidnap-for-ransom groups are other sources of military 

hands for whichever group can pay, arm, or compensate them. Most vigilante groups 

are composed of descendants of Christian settlers waging their own war against 

Muslims. Although the government does not sanction any of the groups, they have 

been “low-cost alternatives to fight insurgent groups” (Strachan 13).  

 

Shadow Economics 
 

Powerful clans are also keen to exploit their economic and political influences to 

impede the peace process if peace stymies “shadow economies” in anyway. The 

shadow economies include "the illicit drug economy, illicit weapons, informal land 

markets, illegal drug-trafficking, cross-border trade, informal credit provision, and 

kidnapping for ransom” (Strachan 17). They are vital sources of revenue for clans and 

politicians trying to sway votes or control political offices. Insurgent groups fund their 

campaigns with drug money (International Alert 2). In other words, shadow economies 

are the fuel to persisting crime-related violence, inter-communal conflict, and clan 

feuds. They also impede the peace process by sustaining the patronage system and 
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interfering with the development of publicly accountable institutions (International Alert 

2).  

But draining the shadow economies could also potentially injure the 

marginalized communities that benefit from its untaxed revenue. Trade across the Sulu 

Sea, for example, “represents the quintessential example of a livelihood economy that 

sustains the precarious island economies of the Bangsamoro” (International Alert 2). In 

this way, shadow economies can both aid in and hinder the peace building efforts. 

 

Rise of Terrorism 

 
On May 23, 2017, the Maute and Abu Sayyaf jihadist groups launched a siege 

on Marawi, followed by President Roderigo Duterte’s declaration of martial law. The 

Maute clan and Abu Sayyaf have thrust the provincial capital of Mindanao into chaos 

with their first attempt to gain power over a large urban territory, the goal being to 

establish a distant caliphate, or Daulah Islamiya Wilayatul Mashriq (“Islamic State 

province in the Orient”) (Heydarian). The rampant succession of assaults and Duterte’s 

inability to curb the destruction has given birth to an alliance between various local 

jihadi groups including the aforementioned Maute Group and Abu Sayyaf along with 

the Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters, Khilafa Islamiyah Mindanao, and Ansar 
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Khalifa Philippines (Heydarian). The Philippine military forsook city infrastructure and 

civilian safety to the random friendly-fire of large-scale air raids to quell the Maute 

(Heydarian). The Maute fought back utilizing underground tunnels and destructive 

weapons such as explosive devices and snipers. The death of Omar Maute (leader of 

the Maute) and Isnilon Hapilon (leader of Abu Sayyaf) marked the official end of the 

Marawi siege on October 23, 2017 — five months after it started.  

Figure 5: Marawi, the largest Muslim-majority city, on October 2017. Marawi has unfortunately been 

the central battleground between ISIS-loyalists (the Maute Group) and the Government of the 

Philippines. The UN and foreign countries continue to heavily monitor the ensuing conflict, the 

continuation of which will trigger an international repercussions. 

 

Although jihadists form a small fraction of Mindanao’s population, their 

community has left immense destruction in their path. They exist as extensions of an 
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extremely formidable Islamist terrorist network, taking up inspiration, resources, and 

manpower from ISIS. As the presence of terrorist activity in ASEAN spreads, the 

ASEAN Regional Forum must address the intersecting issues of religion, politics, and 

socioeconomic conditions in the Philippines.  

 

International & Regional Involvement 
 

The current war against IS-loyalists has the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia 

working together to collect intelligence, share cyber counter-terrorism techniques, and 

patrol their neighboring maritime borders. The International Alert and World Bank has 

created the Bangsamoro Conflict Monitoring System (BCMS) to collect quantitative 

data on the driving forces to this seemingly perpetual armed conflict. 

Duterte has called on the United States to endow the GPH with more military 

forces, a decision which isolated it’s strategic partner China and opposer to the US 

military presence in ASEAN. The US has sent drones for intelligence gathering, 

machine guns, and training assistance to help the Philippine military to conduct an 

urban war (Heydarian). This is a huge step for Duterte’s administration, which dropped 

its closed-off foreign policy commitment in order to gain help from the United States 

and the ASEAN region. Most importantly, this has implications for the relationship 
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between the Philippines, China, and the US — especially in regards to the South China 

Sea crisis. 

 

Aceh Conflict in Indonesia 

 

 Plagued by religious and ethnic divisions and conflicts for over a century, 

Indonesia possesses a fragile democracy, on the brink of authoritarianism, with around 

15,000 casualties from various ethnic conflicts. The Aceh conflict was one of the 

strongest articulations of seccessism amongst the eruptions of communal violence. A 

peace was brokered in 2005, its ability to hold up still to be seen. As of now, the Aceh 

conflict is considered resolved, the province now exists in a period of relative peace. 

However, studying and comparing the catalysts behind the insurgency can aid in 

formulating a conflict management rubric. 
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Figure 6: A general map of Indonesia and the separatist movements occurring in 2000. 

 

Background 
 

Prior to colonial disruptions, the Acehnese were a conglomeration of small 

states and seven distinct indigenous ethnic minority groups, developing a Malay-

Islamic language and religious traditions from their Malaysian neighbors that culturally 

isolated them from the other ethnic groups geographically closer to Java (the 

Indonesian island where Jakarta, the capital, is located) (Miller 1).  

 

Colonialism 

 They formed an independent sultanate until the Dutch successfully subdued 

them into a colonial state in 1904. The province would later undergo Japan occupation 

during WWII. Throughout the turnover from one colonial overseer to another, the 
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Acehnese resisted ferociously, and for doing so, were promised equitable treatment 

should they agree to join the newly independent state of Indonesia in 1949. This 

“broad autonomy” was fleeting, lasting a year before an effort to reorganize the 

country into 10 manageable provinces merged Aceh with the province of North 

Sumatra. The Acehnese practice a more conservative form of Islam (elaborate), and saw 

themselves as distinct from the Javanese who formed the majority ethnic body of 

Indonesia. Thus, it felt like a break of faith when the re-drawn provincial lines also 

welcomed an influx of non-Acehnese, non-Muslim migrant workers into the region. At 

the same time, the national budget was reallocating more and more capital to Java, 

crippling the Aceh economy, lowering available resources and infrastructure funding, 

and contributing to unemployment (Miller 2). 

 

Insurgency 

 Dissatisfaction with the government, Acehnese rebels joined the larger Darul 

Islam rebellion in 1953. The rebellion attempted to establish an Islamic state in 

Indonesia. To dissuade Aceh involvement, President Sukarno made Aceh a province 

again, which did successfully stymie Acehnese involvement. The friction eventually 

subsided, with a peace settlement in 1962 to give Aceh permission to enforce Islamic 

law within its borders. 
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The New Order 

 However, the government once again backtracked. President Suharto sought to 

establish a New Order prioritizing “national stability and economic development”. 

Aceh institutions as they stood — placing sharia law above secular — did not fit into 

this centralization effort. Suharto expanded Jakarta’s authority to influence Aceh 

gubernatorial appointments and regional administration. 

 Furthermore, upon discovering the lucrative oil and natural gas reserves in North 

Aceh, Suharto placed security forces to protect the industrial zone, displaced villagers 

to expand extraction areas, and “siphoned” profits out of Aceh into Jakarta coffers. 

Another wave of non-Acehnese, non-Muslim workers trickled into the province to work 

the oil and gas factories (Miller 3). Security forces were coercive and violent to prevent 

the subsequent opposition to the infiltration of Jakarta power. Cases of arbitrary arrest, 

torture, unlawful killings, and sexual crimes against women arose (“Time to Face” 9).  

 

Free Aceh Movement 

 The Free Aceh Movement led by the Acheh-Sumatra National Liberation Front 

(ASNLF, or GAM) rose from mounting animosity in the mid-1970s followed by a 

unilateral proclamation of Acehnese independence on December 4, 1976. GAM 

declared it had territorial sovereignty over the province in order to establish a “singular 
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Acehnese national identity based on ethnicity, language, culture, history, and 

geography” (Miller 1). It cited the “the illegal transfer of sovereignty in 1949 from the 

old Dutch colonists to the new, Javanese colonists” as the central argument for their 

right to reclaim Aceh independence. Unlike the former Darul Islam rebellion, GAM had 

only secessionist objectives, never demanding an Islamic movement.  

 The government responded by launching a large-scale counterinsurgency 

campaign, imposing in all forms except by name was martial law in Aceh. For 30 years, 

GAB rebels fought to separate from the Republic of Indonesia. Clashes between 

military and the Acehnese left 6000 people dead between 1990 and 1998 (Sukma 6). 

According to Amnesty International, between 10,000 and 30,000 people have been 

killed by the conflict since the 1970s. 
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Figure 7: Indonesian airborne parachuters land in Central Aceh on May 20, 2003 

 

Another Attempt At Peace 

 On August 15, 2005, the government in Jakarta (the capital of Indonesia) and 

GAM brokered the Aceh Peace Agreement, asking GAM members to hand in their 

weapons. The lack of support from the international community convinced GAM 

leaders that pushing an agenda towards separation could be detrimental to their 

global reputation and accepting self-governance may be more effective. Moreover, the 

Indian Ocean tsunami and earthquake of December 2004 devastated the Aceh 

economy and spirit. The natural disaster killed 170,000 residents and left 500,000 

homeless (Pan). 

 One of the major sources of hostilities, control over Aceh’s rich resources (oil, 

timber, natural gas, and minerals), was finally addressed and settled. Despite Aceh 
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providing a “quarter of Indonesia’s total oil and gas output”, the province experienced 

a 27% unemployment rate (Pan). The treaty would allow 70% of the country’s natural 

resources to stay in the Aceh province (Pan). This was a major step in the right direction 

as a previous peace attempt in 2003 failed because Jakarta was determined to keep 

profiting from Aceh’s natural resources at the expense of the 4 million residents of the 

province. 

 

Treaty Weaknesses 

 The treaty also promised to expose human rights abuses committed against 

Aceh civilians. However, today, many Acehnese have voiced discontent with Jakarta’s 

follow through. The trouble may lie in that GAM members also participated in unlawful 

activities, such as targeted killings of government officials, arson, vandalization, and 

killing of civilians (“Time to Face” 15). Some of the financial support programs have 

been implemented but lack consistency. 

 

Takeaways 

 The timeline of events from Dutch colonialism to the 2005 peace agreement 

reflects how government exploitation of Aceh’s natural resources, its military presence, 

and disregard for past peace agreements laid out a road for a prolonged and violent 
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conflict.  

 We also see many common patterns between the Aceh insurgency and those in 

others within the ASEAN region: human rights violations, disrespect for traditional 

cultural and religious practices, lack of follow-through on settlements, and little action 

in equalizing economic development populated by ethnic minorities. One of the most 

egregious affronts to the Acehnese, and a leading reason for the reoccurring bouts of 

rebellion, is the government’s betrayal of previous promises — beginning with the loss 

of Aceh autonomy in 1950, continuing with President Suharto’s New Order plan 

disregarding Aceh’s connection with religious, and maybe once again with the bristling 

discontent of truth and justice after the latest treaty. A cyclic inability to follow through 

on promises is problematic to long-term sustained peace building. 

 

The Islamist Terrorist Network 
The rise and extension of the Islamist terrorist network has actually linked the 

insurgencies in Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Malaysia. Al-Qaeda reached 

into South-East Asia where they saw political discontent from Muslim minorities as 

exploitable to expand a jihad (Melvin 31). The strongest insurgent groups by region -- 

such as the MILF in the Philippines and Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM) in 

Malaysia -- have been, reportedly, able to communicate with one another. The 
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Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) is a pan-Islamic movement “aimed at the creation of an 

Islamic state incorporating Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, the southern 

Philippines, Singapore, and the ‘Muslim lands’ of southern Thailand” (Melvin 33). This 

raises an alarm for the ARF to deeply consider the immediate threat of the proliferation 

of terrorist activity across borders if Islamic jihadists gain momentum in their domestic 

spheres and build links with one another to form an organized regional campaign. 

Although evidence to prove these insurgent groups are working together is scarce, the 

potential for foreign militants to train and coalesce these groups, especially through 

the JI, is an existing international concern (Melvin 32). 

 

The Rohingya Crisis 

 

The Rohingya are a Sunni Muslim-minority in a Buddhist-majority Myanmar. They 

outnumber Buddhists in one region, the Rakhine State, where they make up a third of 

the population (Albert). However, in a country of 51 million people, only 1.2 million are 

Rohingyas (Bilal 3). They have historically been discriminated against by successive 

governments, rejected as one of the countries 135 ethnic groups and labelled illegal 

immigrants from Bangladesh. Currently, ethnic cleansing led by the military and 
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unchecked by the government, has incited a mass refugee crisis, with Rohingyas being 

violently displaced from Myanmar, trickling into Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Thailand.  

 

A History of Discrimination 
The Rohingya-dominated Rakhine is the poorest of Myanmar’s states with a 

poverty rate of 78 percent “compared to the 37.5% national average, according to 

World Bank estimates”. Institutional discrimination bars them from many employment 

opportunities, stalling social mobility. Restrictions on freedom of religion prevent them 

from adhering to cultural practices; women are not able to wear headscarves and men 

are forced to shave their face. The 1982 Citizenship Law did not consider Rohingyas as 

a “national race”. Therefore, up until the 1990s, Rohingyas were stateless without 

access to legal documentation. In the 90s, they were given white cards equating to 

temporary citizenship, but this was revoked in 2015 along with their short-lived right to 

vote. 

The military with support from Buddhist nationalists and the Arakanese political 

party (a historical enemy of the Rohingya) has led many anti-Rohingya campaigns, a 

form of ethnic cleansing. Ethnic cleansing is “a purposeful policy by an ethnic or 

religious group to remove by violent and terror-inspiring means the civilian population 

of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic areas” (“Crimes Against 
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Humanity”). In 1978, the Burmese military drove over 200,000 Rohingya out of the 

country in a bloody rampage of killings, rape, and arson (Human Rights Watch). The 

military repeated its anti-Rohingya campaign in 1991 with a wave of attacks that forced 

over 250,000 Rohingya to flee to Bangladesh (“Crimes Against Humanity”). More 

recently, in 2012 and 2016, “security campaigns” against the Rakhine State by the 

military also forced Rohingya to flee the country (Albert). Conflicts escalated until 

August 2017 when a militant group called Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) 

clashed with police and army forces. This incited a brutal government campaign 

against this “so-called” terrorist group burning down 200 Rohingya villages and 

spurring the mass exodus of five hundred thousand Rohingya, “approximately half of 

the estimated Rohingya population in the country” (Albert). In October 2017, the 

Arakanese political party with support from the government security force “armed with 

machetes, swords, homemade guns, Molotov cocktails, and other weapons descended 

upon and attacked Muslim villages in nine townships throughout the state”. Thus, the 

history of the Rohingya in Myanmar is a history of systematic human rights violations, 

violence, displacement, and loss of life. 
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Regional Impacts 
Refugees are escaping by land and sea. On foot, they are able to reach 

Bangladesh, which  according to a report by the United Nations Human Rights Council 

(UNHRC), hosts over a half a million Rohingya refugees since August 25th, 2017. 

Camps in Bangladesh have insufficient food, clothing, shelter, and sanitary standards 

due to the huge influx of refugees, driving many to risk a journey across the Bay of 

Bengal to Thailand, where they are often tricked into human trafficking circles 

(sometimes ending up working as fishermen on the high seas -- the subject of our other 

topic) (“Crimes Against Humanity”).  

Other refugees make it to Malaysia where more than 88% of registered refugees 

are from Myanmar, as of August 2017. Indonesia is also receiving refugees, capped at 

one thousand after international outcry at their previous refugee ban (Albert). 

 

Government Reactions 
The recently democratically elected government in Myanmar has been 

disinclined to act out of fear it may lose support from the Buddhist nationalists and will 

threaten “the power-sharing agreement the civilian government maintains with the 

military” (Albert). The Myanmar State Counsellor (a position similar to a Prime Minister), 

Aung San Suu Kyi', won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991, but her lack of response to the 
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atrocities committed against civilians and recent public condemnation of the Rohingya 

has made her an international target for negative criticism.  

 

International Action (or the lack thereof) 
Maybe the conflict receiving the most media attention today is the Rohingya 

refugee crisis in Myanmar. The coverage it receives, however, is not reciprocated in 

international collaboration to combat the violence. Although Malaysia and Indonesia 

champion a regional and international collaborative response, although Bangladesh 

declared it would make an official response in 2014, and although many organizations 

and states can agree the Rohingya crisis is a humanitarian, political, and moral 

emergency, little progress has been made.  

At the 30th ASEAN Summit in April 2017, the Rohingya crisis did not even make 

it onto the agenda. The South China Sea, maritime security and cooperation, terrorism, 

extremism, and the Korean peninsula headlined the “Regional Issues and 

Developments” section. This is highly problematic -- refugees have been fleeing across 

the Myanmar border into Bangladesh, Thailand, and Malaysia, creating a strain on 

resources but also feeding the corrupt, human trafficking structures deeply embedded 

in these countries’ labor systems. 
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Final Thoughts + Tips 

 

Approaching the task of constructing a regional conflict management procedure 

requires concrete steps for implementation and sustainable maintenance. As we have 

discussed, some of the sweeping obstacles the ARF faces are as follows: varying legal 

systems, apathetic politicians, economic disparity, and of course, the delicate ethnic, 

religious, and cultural issues at the core of violent conflicts requiring sensitivity and 

historicity to deconstruct and later mollify. Thus, the realistic solution may not be in 

forcing all countries within the region to act, but in creating a communication channel 

between the central country and bordering countries with stakes in the conflict being 

resolved. 

 In further explanation, when carrying out your research, you will face two types 

of obstacles. The first are obstacles in inciting action within ASEAN. The second, 

obstacles to resolving a current conflict. Your solutions, hence, will need to address 

one of these obstacles. When writing your research papers and cooperating with fellow 

delegates on your working papers, I suggest (within your pre-ambulatory clauses for 

working papers), refreshing the committee on the obstacles facing a strategic approach 

to quelling current conflicts or giving ASEAN more agency. Solutions can then be 

expounded upon (in your operatives, for working papers). The solutions, or procedures, 
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you suggest can either be broad -- creating a general framework onto which various 

obstacles can be tackled -- or detailed -- dealing with a single obstacle in greater 

depth. I suggest you work towards the latter so the committee may produce a diverse 

set of ideas and resolutions. Nevertheless, your written solutions should attempt to be 

as plausible and actionable as possible. 
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Questions to Consider 

 

1. What are some reasons why mitigating intra-state conflicts is beneficial to the 

entire region? 

2. What are two catalysts responsible for igniting conflicts in this region? How may 

the ASEAN Regional Forum consider these recurring factors in its conflict 

management framework?  

3. How can ASEAN ensure the provisions in treaty assessments are fully 

implemented? What incentives do politicians have in fulfilling their promises? 

4. As we mentioned in the section on the Moro Conflict, shadow economies are 

the bread and butter for some marginalized communities relying on the untaxed 

revenue of informal cross-border trade. At the same time, shadow economies 

are also hidden highways for drug-trafficking, purchasing of illegal firearms, 

kidnapping for ransom, and many other things. In this way, shadow economies 

can both aid in and hinder the peace building efforts. How may the Government 

of the Philippines curtail these forms of illicit trade (that ultimately fund political 

corruption, clan conflict, and violent insurgencies) without harming the 

communities that depend on them for their livelihood?   
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