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PROBLEMS OF REFUGEES IN ASIA

1. INTRODUCTION:

The decade of 1970's easily qualifies to be called the Decade 

of Refugees. Both the beginning and the end of the decade 

were marked by refugee crisis of unprecedented magnitude and 

complexity and, refugee problems kept on cropping up 

throughout the ten (10) year period in different parts of 

Asia. Although this seminar has its main focus on the refugees 

in Asia, one should not lose sight of the fact that both Africa 

and Latin America were also plagued by this problem during this 

period. In Europe, the refugee problems came as the aftermath 

of the two World Wars.

2. THE REFUGEES IN ASIA:

The refugee problems in Asia during the 1970's were seen mainly 

in South and South East Asia. The countries that were affected 

or that are still being affected include Pakistan, India, 

Bangladesh, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Philippines 

and the British Colony of Hong Kong which became countries of 

first asylum. Malaysia has the unique position amongst them 

since it became the refuge for people from five different 

countries. South and South East Asian refugees originated from 

Afghanistan, East Pakistan, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Kampuchea, 

Vietnam and Philippines. Almost all the Vietnamese and the 

Filipinos reached the countries of first asylum by boats whereas 

those from the other countries used various modes of land 

transport.

Beginning in the late 1960's and continuing into the 1970*s 

the refugees and displaced persons from Southern Philippines 

came to Sabah (East Malaysia). Two major waves of movement took 

place, one in 1972 and the other in 1974. In 1977 about 

71,000 Filipinos registered themselves with the relevant 

governmental agencies in Sabah, although the actual number of 

refugees at that time was estimated to be between 90,000 and 

150,000.
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In 1971, more than 9 million Bengalis from what was then 

East Pakistan crossed the border into India, creating refugee 

problems of unparalleled dimensions. However, when East 

Pakistan became Bangladesh, towards the end of 1971, the stage 

was set for voluntary repatriation. By March 1972, almost all 

the refugees had returned home.

The refugees from Vietnam and other nations in Indochina 

came in two major waves. The first, which was predictable, 

came immediately after the Vietnam War. The second wave started 

in 1978 and still continues in trickles arriving in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand.

Nearly 200,000 inhabitants of the State of Arakan, Burma fled 

to Bangladesh in 1978. They were mostly Muslims of Bengali

origin. However, by the end of December 1979, less than two 

years after the massive 100 day exodus, about 187,000 people 

from SI,800 families had returned home under a voluntary 

repatriation plan worked out jointly by the two Governments 

concerned under the initiative of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees(UNHCR).

The situation in Afghanistan led to an exodus of 1.6 million 

Afghan refugees into Pakistan during the course of 1979 and 

1980. Currently the Afghan refugees in Pakistan fom the 

biggest caseload of refugees in Asia that demand the attention 

of all the international agencies concerned.

Towards the beginning of 1981, about 500 refugees from 

Thailand crossed the border in Northern Peninsular Malaysia. 

At the time of writing, almost all of them have returned to 

their homes in Southern Thailand. About 200-300 refugees of 

Burmese origin have been reported to have arrived in Northern 

Peninsular Malaysia, mainly as migrants for economic reasons, 

during the same period. Kampuchean refugees arrived in 

Malaysia from Thailand in two batches of about 2,000 - 3,000 

people each, during the past few years.



3

3. FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO THE REFUGEE PROBLEM:

In general, the refugees are people who hate been driven out 

from their homelands by the blind force of conflicts and the 

hazards generated by such conflicts, or, by their fear of 

being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality 

or political opinion. In addition, people have also been 

driven out of their homelands by various types of natural 

and technological disasters. Armed conflicts, persecution 

and disasters operate as 'push ’ factors in creating refugee 

problems. However, in recent times, certain ’puli' factors 

have also come into operation. Such factors have created 

the problem of 'economic immigrants’ and 'illegal immigrants’. 

In certain situations the combination of push and pull factors 

make the problems involved very much more complex. At any rate, 

one aspect appears to be common in all situations, and that is, 

the people who left their homelands often experience problems 

which invariably calls for humanitarian approaches to their 

solutions.

4. THE SOLUTIONS TO THE REFUGEE PROBLEM:

Based on our experiences in the past in dealing with the refugee 

problem, on an international basis, we may see a number of 

alternatives to their solutions. First of all, immediate, or, 

emergency measures for the care and maintenance of the refugees 

become indispensible. Countries of first asylum, in particular, 

have implemented programmes pertaining to mass-feeding, emergency 

housing, medical and health, social and welfare services, either 

on their own, or, in collaboration with the various international 

agencies. Similar services have also been provided by the 

governmental and non-governmental agencies of the countries of 

permanent asylum. However, hardly any agency involved in the 

care and maintenance of refugees would like to see the refugees 

become objects of indefinite assistance. Hence, a number of 

income—generating and self reliance programmes have also been 

implemented, with some success, in certain countries pending 

the achievement of permanent solutions.
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The second alternative involves resettlement,, either in the 

countries of first asylum or in a third country. To a certain 

extent, resettlement of refugees in the countries of first 

asylum has been successful. However, in the present day 

context in Asia, this solution to the refugee problem is 

beyond the means of almost every country since they experience 

problems of population and acute shortage of resources of their 

own. Resettlement in a third country, as a permanent solution 

to the refugee problem, was very effective in dealing with the 

refugees in Europe after the two World Wars, and to a certain 

extent, in dealing with refugees from Indochina. Many of the 

problems encountered in the resettlement of refugees could be 

solved or even availed if there is provision for the orderly 

departure of refugees from their homelands, with the countries 

of asylum establishing their refugee processing centres there.

The third alternative is the voluntary repatriation of refugees 

from countries of temporary asylum back into their homelands. 

One of the important features of the refugee programmes of the 

last decade was the marked increase in repatriation. This 

programme was particularly effective when the care and 

maintenance programmes, started in the country of temporary 

asylum were continued during the period immediately after 

repatriation and they in turn were followed by programmes of 

vigorous reconstruction of infrastructure and the rehabilitation 

and reintegration of the repatriates.

5. PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED BY REFUGEES:

The problems encountered by the refugees result from a 

combination of factors brought into the different situations 

by the refugees themselves which may be further compounded by 

those brought in or contributed by the local communities in 

the places of asylum, as well as, those arising from the 

numerous agencies involved in the refugee programmes. Of 

course, these problems vary from country to country, refugee 

camp to refugee camp and, from one refugee group to another.
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Even among similar refugee groups, such as Indochinese refugees, 

there are distinctions pertaining to ethnic origin, urban-rural 

background, education levels, language proficiencies and 

religious beliefs. Hence, the problems encountered by the 

refugees while in the countries of first asylum or subsequently 

in the countries of permanent asylum differ from one group to 

another. Even among members of the same family the problems 

faced by the individuals and their capabilities to adapt and 

to overcome such problems vary considerably. In general, the 

most vulnerable groups are women and children and the handicapped.

Among the refugees there are those who left their homelands in a 

planned and organised manner as opposed to those who left in a 

hurry without being able to exercise their options.

The problems faced by the refugee, therefore, are physical, 

legal and political, socio-cultural and economic, medical and 

health, as well as, psychological in nature.

5.1 Physical and material problems:

A refugee who flees from his homeland invariably encounters 

loss of a permanent home and property. In certain instances, 

the deportee often has to pay for his freedom in money and/or 

gold. At times, whatever little belongings the families and 

individuals take with them are lost to pirates while en route 

to countries in South East Asia.- In a significant number of 

cases the boats capsize throwing all the belongings brought by 

the refugees into the sea.

During their stay in refugee camps in countries of first asylum, 

they often encounter limitations in living space and other 

supplies. At one point in 1979 more than 40,000 persons were 

crowded on the two square kilometers of an island off the 

Malaysian East Coast, Pulau Bidong, uninhabited until that time 

because of lack of water. Thousands of others spent months in 

the rotting hulls of freighters, elsewhere, in a legal no—man's 

land, while several thousands more were marooned on tiny islands
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in the South China Sea. As of September 1979, 350,000 

persons were stranded in camps and small islands stretching 

from Thailand to Philippines. In island camps3 since all 

supplies had to be brought in from the mainland, temporary 

shortages were created from time to time through breakdown in 

communication and logistics3 particularly during the height 

of monsoon or the sudden influx in the arrival of refugees.

While in countries of permanent asylum problems often arose 

from the un familiarity of the new settlers with the facilities 

and materials made available to them. Such problems were acute 

when the refugees from the rural peasant background in the 

developing countries settled in the undustrialised areas of 

the countries of permanent asylum.

5.2 Legal and Political Problems:

Having severed contact with the authorities of the country of 

which he is or was a national and which he had been obliged to 

leave because his life or liberty were in danger, a refugee no 

longer enjoys the protection normally granted by a state to its 

nationals abroad. In his country of refuge3 he is not only a 

foreigner but also an under-priviledged one. In Malaysia and 

Thailand the Indochinese Refugees/Boat People are categorised 

as illegal immigrants and therefore, are confined to specified 

field and transit camps under strict security measures imposed 

by the Governments.

In the countries of permanent asylum the refugee immediately 

finds lack of political expression on his part. He has little 

say with regard to living conditions, employment opportunities, 

education, health and social services till he becomes a full- 

fledged citizen of the country concerned.
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5. 3 Socio-Cultural Problems of Refugees:

One of the most difficult problems encountered by the refugees 

arises from language differences with the people of the country 

of asylum. In the case of Indochinese refugees, those who fled 

in the early stages were persons with better educational and 

social background. They were also familiar with the culture of 

the countries in which they eventually found refuge. They were 

able to adjust remarkably well. These refugees who arrived 

during the later stages or are still arriving are of lower 

socio-economic status with little or no education. They are 

mainly farmers and fishermen and will have to change radically 

and alter completely their ways of life in order to achieve 

integration with the communities in the countries of asylum.

Food habits and preferences often created problems with regard 

to feeding and supply of rations in the camps, as well as 

during the initial stages of their stay in the countries of 

permanent asylum.

In some refugee camps, social problems were generated by the 

influential and monied people exerting control of other refugees 

through organised syndicates. At times such situations were 

further aggravated by racial differences as in the case of ethnic 

Vietnamese and Vietnamese of Chinese origin.

Problems often arise from the sensitivity of local population, 

especially amongst the underpriviledged, when supplies and 

services are being provided free of charge for the refugees. 

Shortage of food and other supplies coupled with rising inflation 

affecting the local population is often attributed to the 

assistance programme in aid of refugees. This generates an 

unfavourable atmosphere and relief agencies are often faced with 

the dilemma of having to balance their efforts to attend to the 

needs of both groups.
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The constantly and rapidly changing patterns of life became 

contributory factors for family problems. The changes by 

women and children in the industrialised society of the 

countries of permanent asylum brought about problems in 

husband-wife, parent-child and inter-generation relationships.

5.4 Medical and Health Problems:

Periods of prolonged starvation and exposure to the inclement 

weather during flight and other environmental conditions bring 

about malnutrition, spread of communicable diseases, accident 

and mental health problems. Pulmonary tuberculosis, coughs and 

colds and skin problems rank high among the common diseases 

encountered in the refugee camps in Asia.

5.5. Psycho logical Problems:

Psychological problems are generated through mixed feelings of 

hope, anxiety and anguish during their stay in refugee camps 

in countries of first asylum. Anxiety in awaiting missions 

with regard to their acceptance for resettlement, coupled with 

fears and worries about family reunions, future employment, 

adaptation to new environment and integration into new social 

life add to such problems. These are further compounded by 

loneliness, lack of recreation and lack of privacy. The rape 

victims suffer from their traumatic experience and often harbour 

uncertainties about their future family and social life.

5. 6 Problems of Children:

One in every two refugees is usually a child or a juvenile.

This is aue to the high birth-rate in the countries of their

origin. In addition,children and adolescents often travel

-unaccompanied due to circumstances beyond their control.

The most effective way to care for the child is to care for 

its mother and by the same token the family must be kept 

together.
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Mr Poul Hart ling, United Nations High Commissioner for refugees 

in his address to the Round Table Conference on refugee 

children said: "The child fears for his future and gains little 

comfort from his parents since they themselves share the same 

fears. If, into the bargain, the parents have been marked by 

the horrors of violence and persecution, fail to adapt to the 

new environment, cling desperately to their former national or 

ethnic identity, feel obliged to erect a barrier between 

themselves and the inhabitants of the new country, or are 

obsessed by the idea of returning to their homeland3 their 

tension will inevitably be passed on more and more to their 
j

children who will experience a number of fears and bad dreams. 

Children in this type of situation develop a feeling of insecurity 

and distress. This becomes still worse when the child is 

separated or has lost his parents, particularly in the crucial 

early years. He may be psychologically impaired for life". 

Pope Paul in his message to the conference said: "................. the

victims are innocent children who will inevitably be traumatised 

at that time when they feel the most need for support. The life 

of refugee children in camps away from their normal environment 

often submerged by idleness3 if not indifference is even more 

disquieting in that they are frequently deprived of all moral 

or religious instruction".

5. 7 Problems of Women:

An overwhelming proportion of refugees are women. Traditional 

disadvantages of women in a society are intensified in a refugee 

situation. They also become very vulnerable because of their 

having to meet the demands of their children and family life and 

because they are exposed to several abuses and suffer from 

malnutrition. They also experience strains arising from 

international migration problems of family cohesion3 marital 

relations and intergenerational conflicts. However, the women's 

entire up—bringing to accept radical and difficult changes in 

later life3 particularly to the demands of life in the husband's 

family, stand her in good stead. Health care, child care, 
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family-planning, training and education for income-earning 

jobs should go a long way in improving the refugee women’s 

life in countries of temporary and permanent asylums.

5.8 Problems of the Handicapped:

The physically handicapped such as those suffering from the 

sequlae of polio, gun-shot wounds, injuries by shrapnel, 

amputation and other muscular disorders resulting from 

diseases hinder the victims from participating actively in 

camp life. Others with defective vision need correction.

Special care and attention will have to be provided by relief 

agencies or refugees themselves. Attempts at quick resettlement 

will lessen their hardship and suffering. (Accepting countries 

are often reluctant to receive them.)

In the country of resettlement, the handicapped will have the 

added task of adjusting from a life of dependency to one of 

self reliance.

6. SERVICES PROVIDED FOR THE REFUGEES:

The services provided for the refugees vary from country to 

country depending mainly on the availability of resources 

and the stand taken by the Governments of the countries of 

asylum towards the refugees. Such services also vary from 

countries of temporary asylum to those of permanent asylum.

In the countries of temporary asylum, the emphasis is on care 

and maintenance, while in the countries of permanent asylum 

the focus is on the integration of the refugees into the normal 

life of the communities concerned. In both cases, a number of 

national and international agencies are involved in supplementing 

and complementing one another with regard to the different inputs 

of the refugee programmes.
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The major resources for the refugee programmes in the form 

of men, money, materials and management were provided on a 

bilateral ar multilateral basis. In almost all situations, 

the 'participating ' agencies provided funds and material 

resources while the 'operating ' agencies implemented the 

programmes. However, coordinating such programmes were 

brought about through thé UN Agencies, particularly, the UNHCR 

and others such as the International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC) and the League of Red Cross Societies (LRCS). Often 

joint Task Forces, such as, the ICRC-League Task Force Refugees 

in South East Asia were set-up from time-to-time to coordinate 

the inputs by the 'participating' and 'operating' agencies.

7. THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS IN REFUGEE 

PROGRAMMES:

Since the foundation of the movement in 1860, the first concern 

of the movement was for members of the armed forces on' land. 

By the First World War, it became, concemd with the sick and 

wounded at sea and on land and prisoners of war.

The Bulgarian Red Cross was the first National Society that 

became involved in relief actions for refugees in 1915. The 

First World War generated a flow of refugees across the national 

borders and created the need for international aid. In the years 

immediately after 1918, the International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC) and the League of Red Cross Societies (LRCS) campaigned 

for solutions of refugee problems by national governments. As 

a result, the League of Nations appointed the first High 

Cormrtssioner for Refugees (HCR) in the person of Fridtjof Nansen.

The High Commissioner for Refugees called on voluntary bodies, 

particularly the ICRC to participate in refugee programmes. The 

ICRC and the League became members of the Advisory body of 

private relief organisations that was set up by the HCR.

After the Second World War, the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees assumed responsibility for resettlement of refugees 



12

by working througn governments and other operational agencies. 

Thus the League and the various National Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies became close collaborators.of the UNHCR.

Both the ICRC and the League participated in progranmes for 

refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Iran between January 

1949 and April 1950. ICRC alone worked for the benefit of 

war victims in Israel. However, its responsibilities were 

later transferred to the UN Relief and Work Agency.

As a neutral institution whose humanitarian work is carried 

out particularly in time of war, civil war or internal strife, 

the International Red Cross endeavours atall times to ensure 

the protection of and assistance to military and civilian victims 

of such conflicts and of their direct results. The right of 

humanitarian initiative forms the basis of ICRC activities in 

aid of refugees. In addition, Article 7 of the statutes of 

International Red Cross provides the objective for the League to 

encourage and facilitate at.all times the humanitarian action of 

the National Societies and to assume the responsibilities 

incumbent upon it as the federation of those Societies.

In April 1969, the ICRC and the League signed agreements to 

clarify their respective fields of activity. Article 4 of the 

ICRC statutes provide legal grounds for ICRC activities in aid 

of refugees, similarly, Article 5 of the League Constitution 

for its activities in aid of refugees which provides amongst 

others, the basis for the League:

a) to bring relief by all available means to all disaster 

victims;

b) to assist the National Societies in their disaster relief 

preparedness in the organisation of their relief actions 

and in the relief operations themselves;
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c) to bring help to vne victims of armed conflicts within 

the framework of agreed functions as a member of the 

International Red Cross, in accordance with the 

agreements concluded with the ICRC; and

d) to be official representative of the member Societies 

in the international field.

The resolutions of the International Conference at Stockholm 

1948 and Toronto 1952 provide further basis for Red Cross 

activities in aid of refugees. At Istanbul in 1969 a 

"Declaration of principles for international humanitarian 

relief to the civilian population in disaster situations" was 

made. This Declaration of principles forms the basis of policy 

and action by the League and may be highlighted as follows:

i) The fundamental concern of mankind and of the International 

Community in relief actions, as in any disaster situations, 

is the protection and welfare of individual and the 

safeguarding of basic human rights.

ii) ~ Refugee relief actions and related activities should, 

as far as possible, be treated as a humanitarian and 

non-political matter and should be so organised as to avoid 

prejudicing sovereign and other legal rights in order that 

the confidence of the parties in impartiality of our action 

may be preserved.

Hi) Coordinate the activities for the benefit of the refugees, 

displaced persons and the civilian population, in order to 

secure prompt action and effective allocation of resources 

and avoid duplication of effort.

iv) Refugee relief actions and related activities in favour 

of civilian populations is to be provided without 

discrimination and not regarded as unfriendly acts.
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v) Work closely with National Societies to ensure that all 

states exercise their sovereign and other legal rights so 

as to facilitate the transit, admission and distribution 

of relief supplies provided for the benefit of the civilian 

populations wherever their life and welfare of such 

populations is in peril.

In addition to being a voluntary body, the Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Societies subscribe to the principles of humanity, 

impartiality, neutrality, independence,voluntary service, unity 

and universality which make the Societies ideally suited for aid 

to refugees.

In many cases, the international actions taken by the League 

have also been taken where there were no National Societies.

Within the framework of a coordinated global programme by the 

UNHCR, the League, ICRC and National Societies provided relief 

for many thousands of refugees in Asia and elsewhere. It is 

interesting to note that about 15 years ago, approximately 

85% of the aid provided by the International Red Cross was for 

disaster victims. Today, as much as 85% of the aid is directed 

to the refugee programme throughout the world.

What Mr Wahlen, Swiss Federal Counsellor said when he awarded 

the Nansen Medal to the International Council of Voluntary 

Agencies in 1963 is really applicable to the efforts of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies in aid of the refugees "All 

the state subsidies in the world will never be able to replace 

the warmth of assistance rendered by one individual, one human 

being to another. State assistance is usually anonymous and 

lacking in human compassion. It is man alone through his 

personal sacrifice, his personal charity, who can bring succour 

to his neighbour in his time of need. Without the man who offers 

bread to the hungry, who cares for the sick, who brings help to 

the refugee, all assistance is devoid of soul".
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It is pertinent to mention here that vne League of Red Cross 

Societies was the fourth recipient of the Nansen Medal and 

the first organisation to be so honoured. Twenty years later, 

in 19773 the Malaysian Red Crescent Society became the first 

National Society in the Red Cross family to receive the Nansen 

Medal for outstanding services to the cause of refugees. The 

work of this Society continues and a report of its present 

assistance programme for Vietnamese Boat People is annexed to 

this paper.

8. CONCLUSION:

We have learnt a great deal from our involvement and participation 

in refugee programmes3 individually and collectively. This 

seminar provides us the opportunity to share our experiences 

and to explore possibilities for our future strategies with 

regard to such programmes.

PRESENTED BY:

Datin Ruby Lee
Secretary General
Malaysian Red Crescent Society 
on behalf of the League of Red 
Cross Societies
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MRCS ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME 
FOR VIETNAMESE BOAT PEOPLE

1. introduction

Within the broad definition of Refugee•Programmes, the activities of 
the Malaysian Red Crescent Society are aimed at providing humanitarian 
services to the Vietnamese Boat People (VHP's), the Kampuchean 
Refugees (KR’s), the Philippine nationals who have taken refuge in East 
Malaysia (Sabah) and the Thai nationals who have sought refuge in the 
Northern States of West Malaysia.

•
m the programmes fob the Vietnamese Boat People, the Mhlaysien Red 
Crescent Society operates in partnership with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and undertakes various social care/ 

. support programmes in the Field and Transit Camps/Centres. The MRCS 
receives technical and other forms of assistance from other Red Cross/ 
Red Crescent National Societies through the League of Red Cross 
Societies and the International Committee of Red Cross, other National 
ahd international Agencies also provide* assistance to the MRCS op a 
bilateral and multilateral basis. The Malaysian Red Crescent Society 
co-ordinates its programmes at the National, Branch, District and Unit 
levels through the various committees and supervisory staff•

The programmes for the Kampuchean Refugees are provided through a ■ 
tripartite operational mechanism involving the UNHCR, PERKIM (Malaysian 
Muslim Welfare Organisation) and the MRCS. The MRCS assists PERKIM 
to provide more or less the same sort of services that it provides for 
the VHP’s.

• * • * . • . • ■

. The programmes for the. Philippine nationals in Sabah are channelled by 
the UNHCR through the Sabah state Government and the MRCS plays its 
role on an ad hoc basis. . ' " .

In the■ programme for the Thai nationals, the MRCS complements the
• services provided by the Government Agencies, mainly for'-mass feeding 
and the supply of clothing and-blankets.

m all the above programmes the Government assumes responsibility for 
security, and for this, the police, armed forces, customs and 
immigration authorities are involved. Thus, the MRCS functions as an 
auxiliary to the Government, on.the one hand, mainly complementing and 
supplementing the services provided by the public sectors, and an 
operational partner to the UNHCR, on the other. The League-assumes 
a co-ordination role with regard to the input of other National Red 
Cross/Red Crescent Societies.

2« Development of the Problem

From as early as 1975, the Vietnamese Boat people arrived in trickles 
and during the next two years the problem grew very slowly, almost 
without being noticed. The MRCS, having the benefit of its previously 
accumulated experiences in- Disaster Relief, both in and outside the 
country, promptly responded with the provision, of relief services, 
although somewhat limited. However, the problem was brought under 
control, thanks to the firm and quick response on the part of UNHCR. 
Despite political and social complexities, the MRCS went into action 
at the National, Branch, District and individual Unit levels, motivated 
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by its humanitarian principles and in accordance with its commitment 
to uphold such principles.

From the middle of 1978 the number and frequency of VBP arrivals 
gathered momentum and assumed tidal wave proportions. In 1979 
alone there were more than 60,000 arrivals who landed or swam 
ashore in different parts of Malaysia, drawing the MRCS Branches in 
Kelantan, Trengganu, Pahang, Johore, Sabah and Sarawak into action.

The Kampuchean Refugees also ¿arrived during mid-Seventies. Under 
an agreement signed in August 1975, between UNHCR, PERKIH and the 
MRCS, the UNHCR agreed to provide funds for housing, primary school 
education and vocational training, inorder to enable the Kampucheans 
to integrate with local communities for resettlement. By the end of 
1975, more than 1,000 refugees had left reception centres and found 
local employment. A second programme was .implemented, starting in 1980 • 
as a result of another tripartite agreement.

The Philippine nationals began to arrive over a period of more than 
ten years while the Thai nationals have appeared in small groups or in 
large numbers, only very recently. In both cases the MRCS Branches in 
the States concerned, assisted by Branches from neighbouring States have 
responded to contain the- situation, on an ad hoc basis.

3. Services provided by the MRCS

The MRCS provides services pertaining to Medical, Dental, Health, 
Social and Welfare, Education, Tracing and Mailing, in addition to 
implementing emergency housing and the supply of food or undertaking 
mass feeding programmes. As stated earlier, the Government Agencies 
are concerned with Security and related matters at the landing sites, 
field camps and transit centres and during transit in-between such places. 
At the field and transit camps various committees appointed by the 
camp residents assist the authorities in the implementation of different 
activities. In the camps for Kampuchean Refugees, PERKIM is responsible 
for the implementation of activities considered to be significant from 
the Muslim religious point of view.

3.1. Field Camps.

Field c«rsps are/wtere. located on the islands off the East Coast 
or, on the mainland of Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak. 
At the height of the VBP influx there were eight (8) such camps. 
To-day, there are two such camps, one on Fulau Bidong and the 
other at Cherating in Pahang. In the early days, somewhat 
improvised or semi-permanent shelters were built by the VHP’s/ 
refugees themselves with assistance from MRCS volunteers.
However, at a later stage contractors were given the assignments 
to build more permanent "long-houses". Food is being supplied 
in the form of fresh rations or packed rations, depending on the 
availability of supplies as well as the location of the camps. 
In general, island camps are given packed rations with periodic 
supplementation of fresh food. Water supply is mainly from local 
sources, brought in by water barges or from public water supply, 
again depending on the resources and location. All mainland camps 
are contacted through public telephones. Radio communication is 
maintained between Pulau Bidong, the mainland and the MRCS 
National HQ. Inland transport is being provided by MRCS vehicles. 
MRCS boats and specially chartered vessels provide transport 
between the mainland and the island camps.

3.2. Transit Centres
in

All transit centres were/are located/Kuala Lumpur. At the height 
of the programme, there were five (5) Transit Centres in Kuala 
Lumpur. To-day, there are two (2) Transit Centres. At one of these/.

¿centres 
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is a special accommodation for Pulmonary Tuberculosis patients and 
their femilieso Cocked food is being provided at these centres.

Medical screening and treatment services, as well as orientation 
to life in third countries are two major activities at the Transit 
Centres. In addition, the VBP's are also given assistance to reclaim 
the valuables that they entrusted with the Government authorities 
while tley were in the Field Camps» The valuables are handed-over 
at the time of departure :o Third Countries.

3.3. . Medical, Dental and Health Services

Both at the Field Camps and at the Transit Centres, medical, dental 
and health services are provided for the VBP1s/refugees. Sick 
bays ar< provided for treatment, emergency operations and x-ray 
screenirg, Inmunisation and Control of Communical Diseases, 
especially PTB and Malaria, are implemented in these camps/centres. 
Limited dental services are provided, depending on the availability 
of trained personnel. The quality of food supplied, particularly, 
with regard to the nutritional value and food sanitation is monitored 
from tire to time.

I

An important aspect of health services is the attention given to 
environmental sanitation and water supply. From the primitive 
stage of the early days in these camps, both sanitation and water 
supply have beer improved to acceptable levels, by the end of 1930. 
Rodent control is being implemented vigorously in all camps.

3.4. Social Care Services

Social care services involve welfare assistance, as well as, various 
social and recreational activities. clfare assistance also includes 
the provision of comfort kits to new arrivals and the free supply of 
cloth..ng, blankets and other requisites. Social and recreational 
activ ties take various froms. Starting with meeting of new arrivals, 
they follow in such forms as celebration of religious and cultural 
festi rals, holding of religious worships, day-care centres, orphanages 
for unaccompanied minors, skill training for young adults and others 
and counselling of rape victims. A..handicap centre is organised in 
one >f the Transit Centres. Since the above programmes need specially- 
trarned manpower and other resources, their implementation varies 
from camp to camp or centre to centre, depending on the availability 
of personnel, space, physical facilities and equipment.

3.5. Education

Since the educational services are somewhat recent compared to the 
others, their implementation at the different camps/centres is similar 
cr uniform throughout Educational programmes include Primary School 
Education, language-training rind country-specific orientation. Modular 
instruction is used for language teach ng and learning. Pre-school 
classes/nursery playgroups are also br .ng organised for the children 
of the age groups concerned. Other a civitics include the 
development of appropriate Audio Vis: al Aids and the Training of 
Vietnamese as trainers/instructors.

3«6. tracing and Mailing Services (TMS)

fracing and Mailing Services for BP programmes were set-up with 
assistance from the ICRC. The r rvices that are being provided 
include, compilation of up- to-' ce information on individuals and 
tamilies and linkage of this f stem with the ICRC Cuntral Tracing 
,*gency which in turn, has es' iblished a network with other National 
zed Cross/Red Crescent Socl cies. The fortnightly updated microfiche/ 
microfilm provided by the VCR has enhanced the capabilities 
of this service.

...4/—



4

The TMS also provides a mailing services and assists in money 
transactions through locals banks» A ceiling of M$100 per 
person per month has been set by the Malaysian Government in respect 
of the payment of money to the VBP's, in order, to . keep Black- 
Marketeering and other undesireable activities to their minimum. 
Whatever balance that is accrued is finally given to the individuals 
concerned at the time of departure to Third Countries.

3.7. Management and Administration of VBP Programmes

As has already been stated earlier, the MRCS is the Oper ting Partner 
of the UNHCR with regard to the above programmes. Matt< s pertaining 
to security and related areas are handled by the Special 1 <sk Force 
set-up by the Government, within the framework Security Councils/ 
Committees at the National, State and District levels. The MRCS 
maintains close liaison with the above Task Force, as well-as» the 
UNHCR, International Agencies and other local agencies from the 
Government, Private and Voluntary sectors.

The Intra-Agency co-ordination is brought about through the MRCS 
National Council, its Steering Committee and various special Committees. 
The Branch and District Committees also have a simil . co-ordinating 
machinery adapted to their needs and capabilities. In addition» 
the MRCS HQ provides technical and administrative support through its •. . 
regular staff as well as, those specially recruited for the VBP 
programmes, .and personnel seconded to MRCS by the various International 
Agencies. The MRCS National Secretariat is headed by a Secretary 
General and assisted by a Deputy. The Secretariat has the following 
divisions, each headed by a Service Director :-

(a) Field Operations
(b) Relief Operations
(c) Medical and Social Care
(d) Tracing and Mailing Service
(e) Administration and Finance

At each Field Camp or Transit Centre, there are various types of 
supportive aad supervisory staff to implement and supervise the day 
to day activities.

The League of Red Cross Societies, together with the International 
Committee of Red Cross set-up a Task Force for South East • sia 
to co-ordinate the programmes for refugees, by bo'.h the participating 
and operating Societies in this region. However, this h Force 
at ies Sixth Meeting, held in Kuala Lumpur in Januar/ ' ( dedided
to Ciase function, as the refugee situation was consi . to be
vender control and its function could now be undertaken within the 
framework of the regular set-up of the League and the ICRC.

4. issues and Problems faced by the MRCS

In coping with the problem of VBP’s/refugees, the Malaysian Red Crescent 
Society had to face a number of issues and pro: dems. Some . if the problems 
were purely technical in nature, while some of the others were administrative. 
In addition, there were also problems arising fronr political,social apd 
cultural complexities.

As time went on, different facets of the same problem began to appear» 
For example, with regard to some of the basic necessities such as food 
and shelter, the main consideration in the early days was to make the# 
available to the target groups, somehow. As the VBP’s began to land 
in many places and more and morn field camps and transit centres 
were opened, the problem was that of accessibility, or, in other 
words, logisticalo However, as the VBP’s/refugees began to settle 
down in the country of first asylum, the question of acceptability 
began to crop up. Food preferences, food taboos and many such considerations 
loomed large. Then, in recent times, the issues and problems raised wexv 
those- pertaining to c>st-benefit or accountability aspects. Thus, as in 
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many other programmes, the issues and problems began to evolve from that 
of Availability to Accessibility, acceptability and accountability.

4.1. The Nature of the Problem

As far as the MRCS was concerned, dealing with displaced people 
from other countries whether they were refugees, illegal immigrants, 
or, others, was a new experience. Despite its accumulated experience 
in Disaster Relief, both with the country and to a limited extent, 
without, the programmes for VBP*s/refugees found the Society wanting 
in certain aspects. However, through the assistance given by the 
Malaysian Government and many other International Agencies, such as, 
UNHCR, ICRC, League and, others experienced in dealing with this 
problem elsewhere, the MRCS was able to rise up to the occasion.

4.2. The VBP/Refugee Influx

Although the Malaysian Government was rudely jolted by the arrival of 
the first group of Vietnamese Boat People, in 1975, bother the 
Malaysian Public and the outside world took very little notice of such 
sporadic landings along the shores bordering the South China Sea which 
continued in 1976 and 1977. However, the- members and staff of the 
MRCS, moved by humanitarian considerations, went into action. Through 
the timely financial assistance and moral support given by the UNHCR, 
together with the sweat and blood of the MRCS staff members at the 
National, Branch, District and Unit levels, the problem was somewhat 
contained.

However, when the number and frequency of VBP arrivals began to 
accelerate from trickles to tidal wave proportions, the MRCS was rather 
overwhelmed. The Society found itself caught between the political •••■• 
and social reactions from within the country, on the one hand, and the 
indifference on the part of many of the Third Countries on the other. 
The emergency nature cf the situation did not allow sufficient time 
and resources to develop and implement action and follow-up procedures 
or, to train personnel for their specific duties.

4.3. Status of VBP’s

The Vietnamese Boat People were classified as Illegal Immigrants 
by the Malaysian Government and, as such, were subject to security 
and other related measures imposed by the Special Task Forces or 
the existing Security Council/Committecs, set-up by the Government 
at the National, State and District levels. Discipline in the Field 
Camps and Transit Centres was imposed by the above Task Forces to
gether with the involvement and participation of special committees 
set-up by the VHP’s.

j\ll care and maintenance services for the Illegal Immigrants hod to 
be channelled through the agc-ncies recognised/permitted by the 
Government. The MRCS was assigned the sole responsibility of providing 
many such services. The VBP's unlike those in other countries were 
not allowed to seek and secure such services, on their own. This 
increased the burden on the MRCS beyond its capabilities and, at times 
became the source of misunderstandings and misconceptions, not only 
among the VBP’s, but also, among some of the National and International 
Agencies that were already involved or, yet to be involved.

4.4. Location of Field Camps/Transit Centres

Being classified as illegal immigrants, the VBP's were confined 
to already specified Field Camps .and Transit Centres. Two of the 
major Field Camps were located on off-shore islands, several miles 
away from the mainland. All the Transit Centres were however in 
Kuala Lumpur.
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The transport and movement of supplies, personnel and VBP’s to and 
fro the islands and, from Field Camps to Transit Centres, posed 
gigantic logistical problems. Such problems became almost insurmount
able during the monsoon season. The speed and timing of movemnet 
were of utmost importance inorder to cope with resettlement movements 
to Third Countries which were normally decided by agencies other than 
the MRCS. Thus, the knowledge of the local seas, the peculiar weather 
conditions and other local conditions, as well as the adaptation of 
criteria and procedures to suit such conditions, while ensuring the 
safety and well-being of the people involved, were vital in carrying 
out operations smoothly.

4.5. Yield Camp/Transit Centre Services and Facilities

Physical conditions were, at the outset, quite primitive, as the 
field camps were set-up in areas away from public utilities and often 
in arcus previously unoccupied. In addition, over-crowding caused by 
the sudden influx of VBP arrivals, together with limited space.available 
for camp sites because of the peculiar terrain and lay-out of the land, 
posed many problems. Such problems were made ever worse by constraints 
in technologyc^iappundf-l ly/¿^favourable weather conditions, particularly, 
with regard to matters, such as, human waste and garbage disposal.
The above problems were overcome in varying degrees with the passage 
of time and the availability of Men, Money, Materials, and Management. 
However, what was considered to be ideal or even acceptable varied 
according to the motivations and expectations of the different derating 
and peirticipating agencies. One of such agencies, the International 
Rescue Committee of New York reported in February , 1980 that "Today, 
six months later, Cherating is a model camp with excellent hospital/ 
clinic facilities, classrooms, and excellent clean storage space."

The VBP’s themselves, as individuals, organised groups and committees, 
supplemented and complemented the services provided by the MRCS, 
Malaysian Government Agencies and various National and International 
Agencies. In 197f, the VBL*s at iulau Bidong had amongst themselves 
about 120 experienced doctors, many of them specialists in different 
fields, 400 nurses and many qualified engineers and architects.

4.6. TheHuman Problems

The Human Lroblems pertaining to th<-- Refugee/VBL- programmes arise 
from many sources including the Refugee/VBl-’s themselves, the local 
communities/populations adjacent to the Field Camps and Transit 
Centres, as well as, personnel of different agencies involved in the 
operations.

(a) Rc-f ugees/VBl * s

The VBT’s who came to this country in the early days, were 
these with a higher socio-economic background and better 
educational/professional qualifications. Among them were those 
who were also fluent in the use of English and or language. 
This category of VBL's were highly motivated and willing to 
co-operated with the camp authorities in improving the quality 
of life and enhancing their chances of resettlement in Thir< 
Countries. This group was readily accepted by Third Countries 
or they found sponsors in those countries withou , much difficulty. 
Those with lower level of education, or, unskilled, or with 
handicaps accumulated as residual populations at the Fi ‘.Id Camps.

Compared with the earlier arrivals, the later ones were with 
a lower socio-economic background, and were mainly peasants, 
with minimum level of education. They were often victim» of 
attacks from pirates and harboured various anxieties and fears.
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Their expectations and demands varied according to their 
and anxieties and their spirit of co-operation and readiness for 
disciplined participation in the various camp activities, were 
somewhat discouraging. The rape victims posed certain specific 
social care problems.

The psychological and social conditions of the residual 
population beg?jn to show up mere significantly as the number of 
unaccompanied minors, people classified as handicapped and, those 
rejected by Third Countries, because of one reason or other, 
began to increase. They required not only specialised services, 
but also ideal human and public relations input.

While at Transit Centres, awaiting departures to Third Countries, 
the. VBT's, in general, showed reluctance to participate in 
activities designed to improve the quality of life at these 
countries.

(b) l°cal populaticr.s/communities

Thu arrival of the VBi 1 s in large numbers, coupled with t^ir 
being classified as illegal immigrants generated unfavourably 
political and social reactions. There were also criticisms 
about the slow or indifferent response on the part of Third 
Countries with regard to their resettlement. At the same time, 
tlK Government and the people became indignant towards the 
Vietnamese Government in allov.’ing the departure of such large 
numbers of illegal immigrants.

The local populations and the communities concerned, on the 
dther hand, on seeing such special and, in many cases, better 
{¡«iTVices being provided, for the VEV-’s while they themselfves did 
wt become eligible for them, objected to the presence of the 

V&’-’s in their neighbourhood. Very often the MRCS members were 
criticised and discouraged from participating in VBi programmes. 
Those problem could have been avoided if they know that funds 
for such programmes came from countries other than the Malaysian 
Government. Since large quantities of fresh supplies were used 
for VEJ programmes, there were, at times, real or apparent 
shortage of such items in certain localities, and this in turn 
Con ex ...bu wo ..o J P..lc« increases that were objected
to by the local populations. In addition, thefts and petty 
crimes were also attributed to VBl’s by the local communities.

<c) personnel of operating agencies

In the early stages, the small number of personnel involved 
in VBe programmes, especially, those in the field, were 
somewhat overwhelmed by the size and complexity of the problem 
and by the severe limitations in the quality and the quantity 
of the resources that were available. In certain areas, the 
MRCS staff and members had to operate under growing opposition 
from the local populations and others, ^s more and more agencies 
with their increasing number of personnel, came on the scene, 
the MRCS had to pay greater attention to decoding and interpreting 
their individual requirements and modes of operations and 
providing support and fcllow-up in the ways that were suitable 
to them.

4.7. Operational Iroblcms

ffiiL MRCS functioned as the operational partner to the UNHCR and 
jn auxiliary to the Malaysian Government. The Government assigned 
jhc MRCS the sole responsibility to channel all the social care 
programmes implemented with the assistance of all other, parties/ 
agencies concerned. The MRCS in turn "as assisted and guided by 
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the ICRC/League. However, in this multifarious relationship, there 
were often problens with regard to the clarification of the different 
roles of the agencies involved, particularly, in an emergency situation. 
The different agencies had their specific goals and objectives as well 
as methodologies and constraints. There were misconceptions and 
misunderstandings about the role of PiRCS with regard to matters like 
security, custody of valuables and money transactions, which have 
been already dealt with, elsewhere, in this paper.

As in other disaster relief activities, the MRCS again had problems 
cf deciding when the emergency ended and when rehabilitation and 
other activities started. The Society’s preoccupation with VHP 
programmes forced it to slow-down its Development Frogrammes, 
particularly, with regard to Community Services.

The personnel involved in MRCS operations were, either its normal 
staff -nd volunteers, ;r specially rccuited staff, or, staff provided 
by other ¡rational and International ..gencics. The i-SRCS was extremely 
fortunate to have been able to call on its regular staff and volunteers 
who continued to provide dedicated service. In the early days they 
formed the backbone of its VET services.

Subsequently, with the influx of VBt’s staff were recruited either 
through the Employment Agencies or, through the Armed Forces, from 
amongst their experienced personnel who were about to be demobilised. 
On being recruited they were sent into action, almost immediately, 
as there was no time for any training and orientation and, they function
ed with varying degrees of success. Quite a number of them became 
unsettled and concerned about the temporary nature and the lack of 
certainty of their assignments.

The staff seconded from other National and International ¿agencies 
were generally quite effective, since most of them were with previous 
experiences and qualifications, and were recruited for specific 
functions. However, problems did arise from time to time due to their 
limitations with regard to familiarity with local physical,social and 
cultural conditions. In addition, a large percentage of them came for 
a short period, thereby, creating some problems of continuity of 
input and follow-up.

4.8. Prqblcjns of departures

As in the sudden influx of VH arrivals, there were also problems 
associated with the accelerated departures of large numbers of VBF’s 
to the Third Countries. The movement of large numbers of people and the 
transport of their belongings from the Field Camps to the Transit 
Centres and from thereon to the Kuala Lumpur International Airport 
required large scale logistical support. In addition, arrangements 
for mass feeding, repossession of valuables, payment of monies owing 
to the individuals and families concerned, had to be done with short 
notice. In every single exercise there had to be one or more 
contingency plans to cope with delays and changes in schedule.

Delays in departures were also caused by the failure on the part 
of Third Countries to meet their commitments for resettlement of 
VBT’s. By the end of 1980, there was a very significant degree of 
failure in meeting such commitments for the year. Delays were also 
experienced because of problems encountered in operating the Refugee 
Processing Centres that were set-up in South East Asia.

>• ConclusionstMRCS looks to the future

5.1.

In view of the recent increase in the arrivals of VH 's and the 
slow-down in the resettlement of VBF in the Third Countries, or, 
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the delays in the full-fledged operation of the Refugee Irocessing 
Centres» we have to conclude that the programmes for the VBI’s are 
likely to go on for some time yet. Armed conflicts within countries 
or between countries tend to occur more and more frequently and political 
and economic measures taken by Governments with a view to overcome 
their acute problems, either against its nationals as a whole or, 
against certain groups of people, appear to be on the increase* These 
have implications for the MRCS and the Enternational Red Cross 
movement. However, we have learned a great deal during the past 
decade and we should be able to look to the future with greater 
Confidence* Unfortunately, the National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies 
do not have the financial and material resources to face these problems 
individually*

The ASEAN National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies should look back 
individually, record, analyse and interpret their past performances 
and, share their experiences with one another* This Conference should 
contributed a great deal in that direction*

The ASEAN National Societies should also work out their collective 
strategies in dealing with this problem. We must be constantly 
reminded of the facts that the the League/ICRC Task Force for Refugees 
in South East Asia ceased to function since March this year and that 
the participating Soceities have their priorities elsewhere* Based 
on the number of recent arrivals of VBI’s during the last two or 
three months, the forecasts of the International Agencies appear to 
have gone wrong.

5*2* Experiences gained

The VBC- programmes have enabled the MRCS and other Red Cross/Red 
Crescent Societies dealing with Refugce/Displaced rersons/Illegal 
Immigrants, to put their own machinery to test. Recovering from an 
initial shock wc- have faced the situation squarely and developed 
our own capabilities. We have learned to work more closely with our 
Government, International Agencies, the League, ICRC and other National 
Red Cross/Rud Crescent Societies* Our experiences with regard- to 
logistics, construction of physical facilities, planning, implementation 
and evaluation of specialised programmes and services should stand us 
in good stead in our Five Year Development Ilans.

• 3*5*3* Implications for future programmes

The MRCS, in particular, was forced to set aside its own regular 
Community Services and other activities, owing to its preoccupation 
with the VBL- programmes. The time has come for the Society to go 

. into its own Organisation Development and development of Services, at 
all levels, with greater vigour, confidence and know-how.

The Tracing and Mailing Services has already taken on the tracing of 
other categories of people separated for a long time, owing to various 
circumstances. The MRCS has already conducted National level 
conferences on Fund Raising, and Management. It hopes to conduct 
another on Human and Lublic Relations, in the near future. The Award 
of the Nansen Medal, in 1977, stimulated the MRCS to strive for better 
performances in the VET programmes* We cire Confident that our 
experiences with VBL' programmes will also enable us to bring about 
better performances in our regular programmes and activities for the 
benefit of our people and the International Red Cross Movement.

JO : qn
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