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Abstract 

This paper presents major findings of a project focused on the experiences of Rohingya women in 

Malaysia, categorised as óirregular migrantsô. Malaysia has become a key destination and country of 

transit for many Rohingya fleeing Myanmar. The paper presents and analyses the influences on 

decision-making; the role of family; information sources used and their trustworthiness and gendered 

violence. The fieldwork was conducted in late 2015, including 350 surveys and 35 in-depth 

interviews. The research findings reveal a range of factors that affect the lives of Rohingya women 

and their families before and during journeys, as well as in Malaysia. These factors affect planning for 

the future and decision for onward migration. The paper discusses the details of decision-making and 

information sharing during migration journeys and provides analysis of womenôs choices and the 

factors that condition decision-making. Given that onward journeys are often difficult or impossible, 

the conditions irregular migrants face during periods of transit are also a key focus of the paper. 

Keywords 

Asylum seekers, refugees, Rohingya, Malaysia, irregular migration, decision-making, gendered 

violence. 
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1. Study objectives* 

This research project was carried out by a team of researchers from Monash University (Monash and 

Monash Malaysia) and the University of New South Wales (UNSW)
1
. The study was concerned with 

generating a deeper understanding of the links between decision-making and information sharing 

among women irregular migrants and of the risks associated with their migration journey such as 

gendered violence, as well as the triggers for onward migration.  

Malaysia is an important transit country for irregular migrants in the Asia-Pacific and a hub for 

temporary migrant workers from the region, including from Indonesia (Farbenblum et al. 2013). 

Australia has long had important bilateral relationships with Malaysia on trade, security, migration and 

regional governance (Tazreiter & Tham 2013) and, importantly, these issues regularly intersect at both 

the policy level and at the micro level of human life and everyday experience. This paperôs purpose is 

to make an important contribution to our understanding of the circumstances of forced, stateless 

migrants in Malaysia and the impacts of their irregular migration on sending country, country of 

transit and potential countries of onward migration, including Australia. With a focus on Rohingya 

migrant women, this paper also contributes to understandings of gender as a key factor in migration 

and migrant decision-making and how decisions made by these women impact their migration 

journey. The research findings reveal the range of factors affecting the lives of women and their 

families before and during their journeys, in Malaysia, and in planning their future, which may involve 

plans for onward migration. 

The study objectives were to map womenôs decision-making and information sharing (choices and 

reflections) during migration journeys to seek a better understanding of womenôs choices and the 

various factors conditioning their decision-making. In addition, the role of reflection in shaping the 

decision-making processes at various points of a migration journey was included in the project design. 

This design aimed at reaching a better understanding of the networks women draw on for information. 

The study will provide a unique and original evidence base for future policy development to enhance 

the effectiveness of immigration policy and the protection of vulnerable populations (see also 

Pickering et al. 2016).  

Acknowledging the key role of women in decision-making in families, communities and through 

diaspora networks, the study focused on providing new evidence to assist future policy development. 

More carefully targeted policies based on such an evidence base can play a critical role in assisting 
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future migrants to make informed decisions in their country of origin on the hazards of irregular 

migration, as well as during a journey and post arrival when interacting with members of a diaspora 

community.  

In addition, it was anticipated that a better understanding of the conditions irregular migrants face 

during periods of transit migration would impact on further decision-making regarding onward 

migration. 

The study focused on Malaysia as a transit country, and was driven by three inter-related 

hypotheses: 

i) Women are key agents in the decision-making of their families, communities and wider diaspora 

in relation to undertaking irregular migration journeys. 

ii)  Womenôs role as decision-makers is increased during periods of transit when gender-related 

pressures are exacerbated. 

iii)  The transit period is central to understanding changes in the nature and form of information 

sharing between women irregular migrants and other intending migrants and families back home 

in the country of origin.  

The overall aims of the study were to identify: 

i) what factors shape womenôs irregular migration decisions for themselves and/or their children and 

spouses  

ii)  the knowledge, sources and channels of communication on which women base their aspirations 

and understandings concerning all stages of the irregular migration process 

iii)  any limitations affecting womenôs decision-makingðthat is, identify any constraints within which 

women make decisions as well as the range of choices within their control  

iv) the factors that can assist in supporting women to engage in regular rather than irregular migration 

v) the information sharing needs for promoting alternative migration pathways for women  

vi) what is particular to the experiences of women migrants and to strengthen the understanding of the 

role of women in information sharing with their immediate and extended families and networks. 

The aims of the study are intended to provide a rich evidence base to: 

i) better understand decisions to undertake irregular migration from the perspective of women 

ii)  better understand the nature, practices and impact of womenôs information sharing and 

iii)  gain insights into the pathways and closures between irregular and regular migration. 

2. Methodology 

Women irregular migrants are one such group who face the twin hurdles of their irregular migration 

status and the specific gendered forms of discrimination and violence faced by women and girls. The 

project design approached this context carefully both in terms of design and the research team. Mixed 

methods were utilised to maximise data quality when working with a vulnerable group with low levels 

of literacy. 

This study collected data from Rohingya migrant women in transit in Malaysia through a 

quantitative survey (n=350) and in-depth interviews (n=35), with fieldwork beginning in June 2015 

and ending in October 2015. Not all survey respondents answered all survey questions. These 

interviews and surveys were conducted during fieldwork trips to Malaysia by the project team, in 

cooperation with the Monash Malaysia partners, which also involved initial testing of the research 

instruments, and training of the Malaysia-based research team. The limitations of the fieldwork are 

discussed in detail below (see section 2.1). 



Rohingya women in Malaysia: decision-making and information sharing in the course of irregular migration 

European University Institute 3 

Two primary project sites were involved, each including multiple locations (see Figure 4, p.27):  

1. Kuala Lumpur (such as Ampang, Sentul Timur, Jalan Ipoh, Taman Maluri) 

2. Selangor (such as Meru in Klang, Gombak).  

These sites were selected because of the identified large Rohingya migrant communities established 

there that are supported by the projectôs NGO partners who helped facilitate access to the communities 

for the research team to conduct fieldwork. The UNHCR Malaysia office was reluctant to introduce 

the research team to refugees registered with it in the interest of protecting their privacy. 
Maximum variation sampling was used within the limitations of working with irregular migrant 

women to ensure diversity of age and travel configurations to include women travelling alone, with 

family and/or children or in other groups.  

The quantitative survey was conducted using iPads as well as the contingency of paper surveys 

depending on the participantsô access to an internet connection. Data collection was facilitated by the 

availability of onsite internet access provided through the purchase of a 4G Huddle, enabling the 

research assistants (RAs) to use Key Survey through their iPads, with information gathered by 

translators who interviewed and surveyed the respondents directly.  
Key Survey was the survey platform utilised with analysis through statistical software, SPSS. The 

smaller sample of in-depth interviews was conducted with the use of interpreters and were recorded 

and transcribed. NVivo software was utili sed for thematic coding and analysis of the interview 

transcripts. Importantly, the researchers who were involved in data collection wrote detailed field 

notes after each dayôs data collection. This process involved formulating insights into the data 

collection process such as in relation to constraints, limitations and descriptions of the collection sites, 

and the interactions with respondents and families present during some of the surveys/interviews. The 

field notes were an important additional resource for the Australian-based research team to gain more 

precise insights into the opportunities and limitations of the data collected. 

The project received ethics approval from the Monash University Ethics Committee (MUHREC 

project no. CF15/1623-2015000818). 

2.1 Challenges and limitations of data collection 

The translators were vital to the success of the project as the researchers were twice removed from 

direct access to the respondents; first, physical access and, second, the language barrier. 

Trustworthiness and access to the Rohingya women were established mainly through the Rohingya 

translatorôs personal contacts. Given that the project involved working with Rohingya translators, their 

safety and security was of uppermost importance to the research team. The translators had registration 

cards issued by the UNHCR, but were not comfortable moving across state boundaries within 

Malaysia. Furthermore, their schedules as full-time workers and their familial commitments did not 

permit them to further avail themselves to accompany the RAs to conducting fieldwork in other 

locations which would have entailed border crossings, overnight stays and overall logistical 

difficulties (such as identifying other translators at other sites). 

The survey questionnaires, interview questions and all other documentation such as project 

information and consent forms were translated into Rohingya language in Australia prior to the 

beginning of the data collection process as it could not be determined whether interviews and surveys 

would be conducted in Rohingya language, Malay or English. Ultimately very few translated 

documents were utilised as respondents were mostly illiterate or semi-literate. As the translators 

became familiar with the research instrument and also spoke fluent Malay, they were able to converse 

back and forth between the respondents (in Rohingya language) and the researchers, in Malay and at 

times in English. 

Another major limitation was the difficulty of getting a large group of Rohingya women to gather 

in one location at a given time, especially since the respondents were for the most part not very mobile 
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outside the home. Some had to take taxis or motorbikes (which are relatively expensive) to reach the 

field sites that translators had identified; some had to bring their children because they could not leave 

them behind. Often the researchers would travel to a location and only speak to five or 10 women 

because others were busy elsewhere. If researchers had made trips beyond Kuala Lumpur and 

Selangor, such as to Penang or Johor (as originally outlined), this unpredictability would have had 

significant resource impacts on the team, particularly in relation to time and efficiency of data 

collection.  

Based on the fieldwork notes, the researchers noted that many respondents had lived in other states 

(such as Penang and Johor) and cities (such as Ipoh) but now live in Kuala Lumpur: some had 

relocated here permanently while others were just down to visit at the time the researchers were 

surveying. This movement is tracked by the survey questions which probe respondents on one, two, 

three or four destinations traversed and if they have lived anywhere else in Malaysia than where they 

are currently. In that regard, the project team did reach women with experiences of living outside of 

Kuala Lumpur and Selangor in the course of migration.  

2.2 Regression analysis: Logistic regression model 

Aside from assuring that a sufficiently large proportion of the migrant Rohingya population in 

Malaysia was surveyed, the collection of a large data set (n=350) enabled us not only to make 

summarising statements about the Rohingya who had already migrated, but also to use the experiences 

of these women to make preliminary predictions about future Rohingya irregular migration. In 

particular, we used regression analysis to forecast the likelihood of future irregular migration, and 

what would influence decision-making for future Rohingya women leaving Myanmar.  

Through the use of regression modelling (see Keller 2012), we have been able to forecast the way 

in which particular variables such as óreasons for leaving Myanmarô, óuse of smugglersô and ógendered 

violenceô will impact on future Rohingya irregular migration. It is worth noting that a regression 

cannot predict: it can only predict likelihood's based on designated variables.  

Perhaps the most common regression method is the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 

model. This model, which provides easily interpreted results, is most useful for interval data (data that 

takes on a wide range of values). It predicts a line of best fit, based on the sample data, to forecast 

variables (Keller 2012, p.639). However, in the case of our data setðpredominantly made up of 

ordinal dataðthe OLS model was not the most appropriate. Many of the variables we tested were 

binary, mostly taking the values 1 or 0, such as óuse of smugglerô, where 1 denoted a óyesô response, 

and 0 denoted a ónoô response. Since OLS regression, using the line of best fit, makes predictions that 

can produce negative estimates (which would have not made sense if we were testing a 1/0 binary 

dependent variable), we opted instead to use the logistic regression model.  

All of the dependent variables used in our regressions were binary in nature, such as ówere you 

involved in the decision to leave Myanmarô which was a yes/no (1/0) variable, as well as many of the 

independent variables such as óuse of smugglerô as explained above. Further, some independent 

variables were also used as dependent variables for some regressions such as regression 11, where óuse 

of smugglerô was regressed against several variables such as óexperience of gendered violenceô and 

ódid you travel directly to Malaysia from Myanmar?ô. The prevalence of so many binary variables, 

often describing the presence or absence of a factor influencing decision-making, made the logistic 

model ideal for our regression analysis. As Kleinbaum and Klein (2010, pp.5ï6) state, ólogistic 

regression is a modelling approach used to describe the relationship of several X-variables to a 

dichotomous [binary] dependent variable é it is set up to ensure that whatever estimate [is calculated] 

will always be a number between 1 and 0ô.  

The logistic regression model is: 
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1. P (yi = 1ƅX i) = ȿɓi X i 

Where yi is the binary dependent variable we are making predictions about; Xi is the series of 

independent variables we are regressing against yi; ȿ is the logistic function; and ɓi is the regression 

parameter to be estimated by the model. In simple terms, the above equation shows that the regression 

will predict the probability that the dependent variable is equal to 1 when regressed against a series of 

independent variables [P (yi = 1ƅXi)].  

When reporting the findings of our regression analysis
2
, as seen in the results below, we use the 

odds ratio statistic. It is important for readers to note that the odds ratio is not the same as a probability 

and shouldnôt be interpreted as a probability. Further, whilst the odds ratio direction is the same as a 

probability, the magnitude of the effects can be inflated by odds ratios, compared to probability. 

Whilst it is possible to approximate a risk ratio (which is a probability) from the odds ratio, we 

believe that the odds ratio is the most accurate representation of the logistic modelling we have 

conducted, and thus we have reported the odds ratios. For a succinct and comprehensive breakdown of 

odds ratios, and how to interpret them, please refer to Osborne (2006).  

2.3 Transforming the data 

As well as accounting for the decision to use logistic regression, it is also important to explain how the 

data was edited and rearranged. Many of the variables used in the regressions presented below feature 

new variables created from questions in the survey. Eighteen new variables were created, not only to 

ócleanô the data, but also to identify more statistically significant results.  

3. Background 

3.1 General background 

The circumstances of Rohingya women and their families in transit locations such as Malaysia must 

be understood in the broader context of the conditions they face in their country of origin. For 

Rohingya, as a religious and ethnic minority in Myanmar, these conditions relate to their official status 

and everyday experience as stateless persons after the passage of the countryôs 1982 citizenship law 

(Dolan-Evans 2016). As a stateless minority, the Rohingya have been subjected to long-term cycles of 

targeted persecution due to their ethnicity and religion and have experienced violence in the form of 

both official government-based oppression and sectarian clashes. In decades of recurrent oppression 

and violence, the Rohingya have been forced into several cycles of expulsion and irregular migration, 

primarily to Bangladesh, Thailand and Malaysia (Equal Rights Trust 2014; International Crisis Group 

2014; Green et al 2015). 

The political oppression of the Rohingya manifests itself through ópolicies [that] uniquely impact 

Muslim women and childrenô which include restrictions on marriage and family planning (Abdelkader 

2014, Equal Rights Trust 2010)ðthis is particularly significant as such policies can, and do, act as 

drivers of irregular migration. al. 2015, Parnini 2013, Human Rights Watch 2013, OôConnor 2014, 

Ullah 2011). Thus, for Rohingya women in particular, for whom marriage and child-bearing remain 

important roles, the oppressive legal environment to which they are subject has a pronounced 

influence on decisions to migrate. Other significant migration factors causing Rohingya to flee in 

search of safety include rape, detention, disappearances and killings of Rohingya women (and men), 

all of which have been widely reported, particularly during times of inter-communal violence and 

conflict in Rakhine state between the Rakhine Buddhists and Rohingya (Abdelkader 2014; UNHCR 

                                                      
2
 The series of reported regressions for this project can be found at Appendix B. 
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2014; Human Rights Watch 2013; Kipgen 2014; Harvey 2014, Southwick 2014, p.269; Schissler et al 

2015). Noting the most recent flares of violence against Rohingya in 2016-2017, at the time of writing, 

the most recent of such inter-communal conflict occurred in 2012ï13. 

Although statelessness and oppression have historically been a key driver for Rohingya 

movements, the well-publicised outbreak of violence in Rakhine state in 2012ï13, which led to the 

declaration of a state of emergency, is the most recent context within which we can understand the 

current outflow of Rohingya from Myanmar (Kipgen 2013, Schissler et al 2015, Southwick 2015).  

The 2012-13 violence represented a flashpoint between the Rohingya (Muslims) and the Rakhine 

(Buddhists)ðan ethnic minority who make up the majority of the Rakhine stateôs population (and are 

officially recognised as Tai Yin Tha
3
). The two groups have a history of tensionðódifferences in 

religion, traditional practices, culture and social norms meant that the respective groups did not easily 

accept each otherôðwhich has led to periodic outbreaks of violence instigated by both sides at 

different times (Republic of the Union of Myanmar 2013, p.4). This period of violence led to the 

internal displacement and irregular migration of thousands of Rohingya from Myanmar; with tens of 

thousands of Rohingya left trapped in squalid camps within Rakhine state (Equal Rights Trust 2014, 

p.4; Green et al. 2015, p.15, Holliday 2012, p.97, Kipgen 2013).  

In its 2015 country profile, the UNHCR estimated that there are 810,000 stateless persons residing 

in Myanmar, with a further 374,000 Internally Displaced Persons. There are an additional 479,706 

recognised refugees originating from Myanmar and 48,053 asylum seekers (UNHCR 2015a). In 

August 2015 UNHCR estimated that there are 32,000 registered Rohingya in two government-run 

camps, near Coxôs Bazar, in Kutupalong and Nayapara, while it is estimated that an additional 

200,000 unregistered Rohingya refugees live nearby in unofficial camps (UNHCR 2015a).  

Importantly, while earlier Rohingya migrants have predominantly been male, in recent years 

(following the 2012 violence) increasing numbers of female Rohingya have begun settling in Malaysia 

(Equal Rights Trust 2014). This is especially important considering the ways in which female 

Rohingya are specifically the target of oppression in Myanmar, as noted above. Data provided by 

UNHCR Malaysia shows that, as of the end of July 2015, there were some 152,700 refugees and 

asylum seekers registered with the UNHCR in Malaysia
4
: around 142,000 are from Myanmar, 

comprising some 48,500 Chins, 47,500 Rohingya (up from approximately 25,800 in 2013), 12,300 

Myanmar Muslims, approximately 7200 Rakhines and Arakanese, and other ethnicities from 

Myanmar. Rohingya females comprise around 12,400, of which approximately 6,900 are adult 

women. The number of unregistered Rohingya is unknown though it is estimated that the number of 

unregistered is equal to or possibly more than the number registered (as 2015; Reynolds and 

Hollingsworth 2014). 

Pull factors for the increased number of Rohingya women migrants travelling to Malaysia include 

fleeing from violence to a place of safety, reunification with husbands who had left Myanmar before 

them and entering into marriages arranged by their parents or future husbands who will usually pay for 

their migration journey to Malaysia (Equal Rights Trust 2014). There are also other pull factors that 

make Malaysia an attractive destination for Rohingya migrants. Malaysia is a Muslim country with 

long-established Rohingya communities in a number of urban centres, and there are opportunities for 

                                                      
3
 There are 135 indigenous groups recognised by the Myanmar government as Tai-Yin-Tha (official citizens).  

4
 When we say registered, we mean registered by the UNHCR. As stated by Equal Rights Trust (2014: footnote 39) 

óUNHCR conducts refugee status determination in many countriesð particularly those which have not ratified the1951 

Convention.ô They are usually registered by UNHCR once they have reached Malaysia and contact the office in Kuala 

Lumpurð Equal Rights Trust (2014: 34) also notes however, that there is some difficulty faced by Rohingya living in 

rural areas in accessing the UNHCR centre in the nationôs capital. The lack of access to transport, combined with the 

precarious nature of an undocumented existence in Malaysia, acts as a barrier to UNHCR registration for some. 
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work in the informal economy (Equal Rights Trust 2014; Cheung 2011; Azis 2014; Tan 2014; 

Dominguez 2015).  

In 2014, the UNHCR reported a sharp increase in the number of boat departures from the Bay of 

Bengal, carrying a large number of stateless Rohinya refugees to Malaysia via Thailand. The UNHCR 

estimated that 10% of these boat passengers were reported to be women (UNHCR 2014), while the 

Equal Rights Trust has reported that, in 2012, up to 15% of Rohingya migrants in Malaysia were 

women and children (Equal Rights Trust 2014).  

3.1.1 Life in Malaysia for Rohingya migrants 

The circumstances of Rohingya women and their families in transit locations such as Malaysia must 

be understood in the broader context of the conditions they face in their country of origin. For 

Rohingya, as a religious and ethnic minority in Myanmar, these conditions relate to their official status 

and everyday experience as stateless persons after the passage of the countryôs 1982 citizenship law 

(Dolan-Evans 2016). As a stateless minority, the Rohingya have been subjected to long-term cycles of 

targeted persecution due to their ethnicity and religion and have experienced violence in the form of 

both official government-based oppression and sectarian clashes. In decades of recurrent oppression 

and violence, the Rohingya have been forced into several cycles of expulsion and irregular migration, 

primarily to Bangladesh, Thailand and Malaysia (Equal Rights Trust 2014; International Crisis Group 

2014; Green et al 2015). 

The political oppression of the Rohingya manifests itself through ópolicies [that] uniquely impact 

Muslim women and childrenô which include restrictions on marriage and family planning (Abdelkader 

2014, Equal Rights Trust 2010)ðthis is particularly significant as such policies can, and do, act as 

drivers of irregular migration. al. 2015, Parnini 2013, Human Rights Watch 2013, OôConnor 2014, 

Ullah 2011). Thus, for Rohingya women in particular, for whom marriage and child-bearing remain 

important roles, the oppressive legal environment to which they are subject has a pronounced 

influence on decisions to migrate. Other significant migration factors causing Rohingya to flee in 

search of safety include rape, detention, disappearances and killings of Rohingya women (and men), 

all of which have been widely reported, particularly during times of inter-communal violence and 

conflict in Rakhine state between the Rakhine Buddhists and Rohingya (Abdelkader 2014; UNHCR 

2014; Human Rights Watch 2013; Kipgen 2014; Harvey 2014, Southwick 2014, p.269; Schissler et al 

2015). Noting the most recent flares of violence against Rohingya in 2016-2017, at the time of writing, 

the most recent of such inter-communal conflict occurred in 2012ï13. 

Although statelessness and oppression have historically been a key driver for Rohingya 

movements, the well-publicised outbreak of violence in Rakhine state in 2012ï13, which led to the 

declaration of a state of emergency, is the most recent context within which we can understand the 

current outflow of Rohingya from Myanmar (Kipgen 2013, Schissler et al 2015, Southwick 2015).  

The 2012-13 violence represented a flashpoint between the Rohingya (Muslims) and the Rakhine 

(Buddhists)ðan ethnic minority who make up the majority of the Rakhine stateôs population (and are 

officially recognised as Tai Yin Tha
5
). The two groups have a history of tensionðódifferences in 

religion, traditional practices, culture and social norms meant that the respective groups did not easily 

accept each otherôðwhich has led to periodic outbreaks of violence instigated by both sides at 

different times (Republic of the Union of Myanmar 2013, p.4). This period of violence led to the 

internal displacement and irregular migration of thousands of Rohingya from Myanmar; with tens of 

thousands of Rohingya left trapped in squalid camps within Rakhine state (Equal Rights Trust 2014, 

p.4; Green et al. 2015, p.15, Holliday 2012, p.97, Kipgen 2013).  

                                                      
5
 There are 135 indigenous groups recognised by the Myanmar government as Tai-Yin-Tha (official citizens).  
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In its 2015 country profile, the UNHCR estimated that there are 810,000 stateless persons residing 

in Myanmar, with a further 374,000 Internally Displaced Persons. There are an additional 479,706 

recognised refugees originating from Myanmar and 48,053 asylum seekers (UNHCR 2015a). In 

August 2015 UNHCR estimated that there are 32,000 registered Rohingya in two government-run 

camps, near Coxôs Bazar, in Kutupalong and Nayapara, while it is estimated that an additional 

200,000 unregistered Rohingya refugees live nearby in unofficial camps (UNHCR 2015a).  

Importantly, while earlier Rohingya migrants have predominantly been male, in recent years 

(following the 2012 violence) increasing numbers of female Rohingya have begun settling in Malaysia 

(Equal Rights Trust 2014). This is especially important considering the ways in which female 

Rohingya are specifically the target of oppression in Myanmar, as noted above. Data provided by 

UNHCR Malaysia shows that, as of the end of July 2015, there were some 152,700 refugees and 

asylum seekers registered with the UNHCR in Malaysia
6
: around 142,000 are from Myanmar, 

comprising some 48,500 Chins, 47,500 Rohingya (up from approximately 25,800 in 2013), 12,300 

Myanmar Muslims, approximately 7200 Rakhines and Arakanese, and other ethnicities from 

Myanmar. Rohingya females comprise around 12,400, of which approximately 6,900 are adult 

women. The number of unregistered Rohingya is unknown though it is estimated that the number of 

unregistered is equal to or possibly more than the number registered (as 2015; Reynolds and 

Hollingsworth 2014). 

Pull factors for the increased number of Rohingya women migrants travelling to Malaysia include 

fleeing from violence to a place of safety, reunification with husbands who had left Myanmar before 

them and entering into marriages arranged by their parents or future husbands who will usually pay for 

their migration journey to Malaysia (Equal Rights Trust 2014). There are also other pull factors that 

make Malaysia an attractive destination for Rohingya migrants. Malaysia is a Muslim country with 

long-established Rohingya communities in a number of urban centres, and there are opportunities for 

work in the informal economy (Equal Rights Trust 2014; Cheung 2011; Azis 2014; Tan 2014; 

Dominguez 2015).  

In 2014, the UNHCR reported a sharp increase in the number of boat departures from the Bay of 

Bengal, carrying a large number of stateless Rohinya refugees to Malaysia via Thailand. The UNHCR 

estimated that 10% of these boat passengers were reported to be women (UNHCR 2014), while the 

Equal Rights Trust has reported that, in 2012, up to 15% of Rohingya migrants in Malaysia were 

women and children (Equal Rights Trust 2014).  

Malaysian legal framework  

Malaysia is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention or the 1967 Protocol, and therefore has no 

international legal obligation to recognise, accept or protect refugees. This shapes the Rohingya 

experience in Malaysia (Equal Rights Trust 2010, 2014; Lego 2012). Further, Malaysia itself has not 

enacted any domestic refugee-specific legislation to govern the status or protection of refugee 

populations within its borders. As the Equal Rights Trust (2014) explains, óin the absence of a 

domestic refugee law framework, the Immigration Act 1959/1963 serves as the cornerstone of the 

Malaysia immigration system and emphasises a system of border control and deterrenceô.  

The Malaysian Government has made targeted efforts to remove the illegal immigrant population, 

amending the Immigration Act in 1998 to introduce caning as a punishment for óillegal immigrantsô, 

                                                      
6
 When we say registered, we mean registered by the UNHCR. As stated by Equal Rights Trust (2014: footnote 39) 

óUNHCR conducts refugee status determination in many countriesð particularly those which have not ratified the1951 

Convention.ô They are usually registered by UNHCR once they have reached Malaysia and contact the office in Kuala 

Lumpurð Equal Rights Trust (2014: 34) also notes however, that there is some difficulty faced by Rohingya living in 

rural areas in accessing the UNHCR centre in the nationôs capital. The lack of access to transport, combined with the 

precarious nature of an undocumented existence in Malaysia, acts as a barrier to UNHCR registration for some. 
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while passing another amendment in 2002 to introduce sanctions against the housing or employment 

of óillegal immigrantsô by Malaysian citizens (Equal Rights Trust 2014; Kassim 2014). While these 

legal frameworks exist, the Malaysian Government does, for the most part, apply leniency to most 

asylum seekers and refugees (if they are registered as refugees or are undergoing processing by the 

UNHCR). Despite the unofficial approach of toleration many Rohingya have experienced arrest, 

detention and deportation (Equal Rights Trust 2014, pp. 47-54; Kassim 2014; Southwick 2014, p. 269) 

The conditions in detention camps for illegal immigrants are reported to be worse than the 

conditions in prisons for Malaysian citizens; óImmigration depots [detention centres] consist of large 

concrete floored halls with no fans or heating facilities, which hold up to 400 inmates. Detainees 

usually sleep on cement slabs or wooden platformsô (Equal Rights Trust 2010). For most, if not all 

Rohingya who are subject to detention, the chances of release depend on the efforts of the UNHCR 

office in Kuala Lumpur.  

Fifty-two (15%) Rohingya women respondents to our survey indicated that they had spent time in 

detention in Malaysia. As graph 1 (below) shows, women spent varying degrees of time in detention 

with only two respondents detained for over a year. 

Graph 1: Detention of Rohingya women in Malaysia 

 

3.1.2 Onward migration 

Such circumstances resulting from statelessness and life in Malaysia also provide a push factor for 

onward migration, including to Australia. The Australian Government reported a significant increase 

in the number of stateless migrants arriving in Australia, particularly in 2012ï13 before the 

Government removed access to the domestic asylum application process for boat arrivals. From media 

reports it appears that many Rohingya stateless migrants were travelling from Malaysia and transiting 

in Indonesia, where they were looking to board boats to travel irregularly to Australia:  

In 2012, the total number of Myanmarese asylum seekers who reached Australia by boat was 

eight. Already this year, that figure is 244. é Because Rohingya are banned from citizenship in 

Myanmar, many are registered as stateless when they reach Australian shores. The number of 

stateless arrivals has jumped from about 25 five years ago to 379 in 2011 and 1241 last year. 

Already this year, there have been 1827 stateless people arrive in Australian waters by boat 
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seeking asylum. Other migrants, such as Palestinians and Kurds, are often counted as stateless but 

sources tell Fairfax a large proportion of the current count is Rohingya. (Doherty 2013) 

Further, the Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) reported an increase in the 

number of stateless persons applying for asylum between the 2008ï09 reporting year and the 2012ï13 

reporting year.
7 

In the 2008ï09 reporting period, the department recorded 24 refugee status 

determination requests received from stateless persons (DIBP 2009). In 2012ï13, this number 

significantly increased to 1608 requests (DIBP 2013). The UNHCR reported an increased number of 

stateless migrants from Myanmar travelling by boat from the Bay of Bengal to Malaysia via Thailand 

in 2014, with a number of these passengers now residing in Indonesia attempting or waiting to board 

boats to Australia:  

Rohingya refugees in Indonesia who had attempted to reach Australia travelled first to Jakarta by 

bus and then flew further east to Makassar or Kendari, from where they were meant to board boats 

to Australia. Many did board such boats, some repeatedly, but all returned to Indonesia due to 

weather, engine failure, or interception by Australian authorities. Hundreds who originally 

departed by sea from the Bay of Bengal now reside in community housing units in Indonesia and, 

in the absence of any other durable solutions, await resettlement to third countries. (UNHCR 2014) 

3.1.3 Womenôs decision-making and information sharing in the course of irregular migration 

In the Asia-Pacific region as well as internationally, the key role of women in families and 

communities as decision-makers has been documented and the focus of concerted efforts in poverty 

alleviation, building livelihoods, access to education, alleviating gender-based violence and ensuring 

human security (Pickering 2011; Pickering & Barry 2013). However, relatively little is known about 

the specifics of womenôs role in decision-making in seeking protection, undertaking hazardous 

journeys and influencing diaspora communities both in the destination country as well as the country 

of origin. Yet we know that women play a key role in shaping the nature and form of transnational 

family relationships and the sharing of information that informs familial and individual migration 

decisions. This is an area of critical importance to inform policy making that better understands the 

form and fluidity of decision-making and information sharing during the transit phase of irregular 

migration and can thereby better support people to migrate regularly rather than irregularly (Koser & 

McAuliffe 2013, p. 2; McAuliffe 2013a, 2013b; Glick Schiller & Salazar 2013). A richer evidence 

base in the area of irregular migration focused on women is required to inform our understanding of 

how to reduce harm and alleviate risks. 

Research on the nexus between everyday security, gender-based violence and irregular migration 

has shown that policy drivers have insufficiently taken into account the lived realities of women 

irregular migrants (Gerard and Pickering 2013; Pickering 2011). Moreover, policy drivers have too 

often offered insufficiently calibrated accounts of womenôs role in decision-making and information 

consumption in transit. Recent research focused on Europe, for example, indicates that gender-related 

violence and harm are often exacerbated through the structural contradictions produced by policy 

(Gerard & Pickering 2013; Pickering 2011). Refugee protection policy competes against policies 

aimed at the securitisation of migration and deterring people from making the journey to the European 

Union to seek asylum. Other research has shown that women have been key actors in decision-making 

and information sharing about impending irregular migration journeys in countries of origin (Pickering 

& Barry 2013). In the Australian and Asia-Pacific context, more evidence is required of how women 

make decisions and share information about irregular migration while they are still on the journey and 

then how they continue to do so post arrival. 

                                                      
7
 Figures on refugee status determination requests received from stateless persons for the 2013-14 and 2014-15 reporting 

years are not publicly available. 
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4. Major findings  

4.1 Demographics of the sample group 

Most respondents had been in Malaysia for 2ï5 years (128 or 37%), with the median also falling 

within this range. Of the total, 94 respondents (27%) reported having lived somewhere else in 

Malaysia (prior to living in the Kuala Lumpur area where the surveys were collected), meaning that 

255 or 73% of respondents had only lived in the Kuala Lumpur region.  

The median age of the survey sample was between 25 and 34, although most respondents (168 or 

48%) were between the ages of 18 and 24. Of the total, 335 respondents (96%) were married and 279 

(80%) had children (see Table 1 below). Among the respondents, 190 (54%) had no form of 

education, and only 40 (11%) had completed a level of education higher than primary school.  

Table 1: Cross-tabulationðage vs children 

 

 
Do you have children? 

Total 
No Yes 

How old are you? 

18-24 56 110 168 

25-34 9 92 101 

35-44 1 41 42 

45-54 0 27 27 

55+ 0 9 9 

Total 66 281 347 

4.2 Access to ósurvival rightsô in Malaysia 

As the following three graphs show, a large number of respondents are in precarious position in 

Malaysia because of their limited access to ósurvival rightsô which includes the right to work and the 

right to access healthcare and education for themselves and their children. These limitations acted as a 

key driver for onward migration prior to departure, en route to and in transit in Malaysia. Graph 4 

shows that 203 respondents (58%) had UNHCR registration whilst 146 respondents (42%) had no kind 

of formal registration to legally remain in Malaysia. However, for those registered with UNHCR, this 

registration does not allow for the right to work or access to Malaysian medical services. Our survey 

results in regards to access to health care in Malaysia show that 271 respondents (78%) did not have 

access to medical care in Malaysia. It is worth noting that some NGOs in Malaysia offer free medical 

services to the Rohingya migrant community which may impact on the results for those who identified 

that they did have access to health care in Malaysia (75 respondents or 21%). 

For many Rohingya women in Malaysia, generating income from work is largely the responsibility 

of husbands and other male family members. Rohingya womenôs traditional roles as mothers, 

homemakers and nurturers of families means that many women identified a lack of access to income. 

Only 33 respondents (9%) said they had a form of income. 
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Graph 2: Visa status 

 

4.3 Traveling from Myanmar to Malaysia 

This section analyses the findings in view of our first hypothesis: that women are key agents in the 

decision-making of their families, communities and wider diaspora in relation to undertaking irregular 

migration journeys. 

The information collected by the survey enabled the project to create mappings of the general 

routes taken to complete the journey from Myanmar to Malaysia (see Figure 1 below). In summary, 61 

women journeyed from Myanmar directly to Malaysia, with 44 travelling by boat, five by plane and 

12 by car or bus. The majority of respondents (285 women or 81%), however, stopped at one point of 

transit before reaching Malaysia. The most common destination was Thailand (238 by boat, 38 by 

car/bus and one by plane). To reach Malaysia, 261 travelled by car, 19 by boat and one by plane. The 

most popular route taken was to journey from Myanmar to Thailand by boat and then to cross from 

Thailand into Malaysia by car or busð225 women (64% of all respondents) took this journey.  

Very few women who made one stop transited a country aside from Thailand. Four women stopped 

in Bangladesh (two by boat, two by car/bus) before journeying to Malaysia by plane (two women) and 

by boat (two women). One woman travelled to India by boat and then onto Malaysia by boat. This 

exceptional case is expanded on in the interviews and field notes: ó[this woman] had boarded a boat 

sailing directly for Malaysia, but sailed to India instead é ñstrong windsò blew the boat onto Indian 

shores, and she was forced to stay there for 6 months in the detention camps before the government 

forced her onto a boat to leave for Malaysiaô (included in field notes Taman Maluri and Ampang 

October 17). 
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Notably, only four women stopped at two destinations before reaching Malaysia. Three went to 

Bangladesh first by boat, before travelling to Thailand by boat. One woman travelled to India by 

car/bus before travelling by boat to Thailand. From Thailand, three women reached Malaysia by 

car/bus, while one travelled to Malaysia by boat. As shown in graphs 7 and 8, who the women 

travelled with varied significantly also; the majority of women we surveyed had travelled with 

someoneðonly 86 (25%) travelled alone. Most women travelled with family, either with children 

(160 or 45%), with partners/husbands (17 or 5%) or other unspecified family members (102 or 29%). 

Importantly, graph 8 shows that male accompaniment was a significant component of the womenôs 

travel, only 31 (9%) of women travelled without the presence of a male.  

Graph 3: Travel configurations (respondents could choose more than one category) 
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Graph 4: Male accompaniment (respondents could choose more than one category) 

 

4.4 Influences on decision making 

This section analyses the findings in view of our second hypothesis: that womenôs role as decision-

makers is increased during periods of transit when gender-related pressures are exacerbated. 

As shown in Figure 2 below, 90 per cent of respondents (315) indicated that they were involved in 

the decision to leave Myanmar, reinforcing the research findings of Pickering and Barry (2013), who 

established that women are important actors in decision-making during irregular migration. Whilst the 

majority of women surveyed stated that they were involved in the decision making process, men were 

the most visible decision makers, particularly for women who were married or part of a family group. 

This is an important distinction to bear in mind, which means that more subtle forms of action, 

decision-making and influence are likely to have a gendered quality. 

Contextual factors around ethnicity and gender roles are key to understanding co-decision making. 

This is outlined in the background section with regard to not only the status of Rohingya within 

Myanmar society, but also the specific factors related to Rohingya as an ethnic group. As an ethnic 

minority, the Rohingya have experienced generational discrimination and exclusion, resulting in, 

among other things, low levels of formal education and literacy. Added with the traditional role of 

women in the home and relatively early age of marriage, the autonomy and agency of women is 

affected.  

4.4.1 Safety concerns  

To gain an understanding of womenôs irregular migration decisions, we asked respondents to indicate 

their reasons for embarking on such journeys. As expected, given the violence experienced by the 

Rohingya minority in Myanmar, ethnic persecution (167 or 48% of respondents) and general 

persecution (136 or 39% of respondents) were regularly listed by the respondents as reasons for 

migrating. Issues with Myanmarôs authorities (78 or 22% of respondents) and general insecurity and 

conflict (75 or 21% of respondents) were also listed regularly as factors that informed the respondentsô 

decisions to leave (see Graph 9 below). The term general persecution is used when respondentsô spoke 

of having their houses and/or businesses burnt down and/or being unsafeðexperiencing a threat to 

their lives or those of their family members. 

These responses show that the women surveyed made decisions to migrate from Myanmar 

primarily to access safetyðto escape persecution understood by the respondents as related to their 

ethnicity and religion and pernicious and general experiences of insecurity. This is supported by 

regression models conducted using this sample, which predict that those who leave Myanmar due to 

safety concerns (such as insecurity/conflict, threat to life or issues with authorities) have 2.9 higher 

odds of being involved in the decision to migrate (see Regression 1 in Appendix B). 
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This was also reflected in the semi-structured interviews, with one woman describing how she 

ófaced killing, brutal killing, burning houses and prostitutionðthatôs why [I] came [to Malaysia]ô 

(AMPANG_DE_31_7_03).  

Another woman spoke of witnessing deadly violence in her village at the hands of the authorities:  

The police officer came to the village and they arrested Rohingya women and brought to the police 

station and they killed all of them in there. And I saw things in Myanmar é I saw with my eyes, 

the Burmese authorities are in the Rohingya village. The Burmese authorities came to the village, 

and they arrest Rohingya women and brought to the police station, and they killed all the 

Rohingya women. (AMPANG_DEE_08) 

A third woman talked of her experience of violence and fear as a push factor to leave: 

There was fighting in Myanmar, and the country had many problems. I was scared and left the 

country. (AMPANG_HS_July13) 
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Employment opportunities and lifestyle such as education (six respondents), work opportunities (four 

respondents) and housing (one respondent) were listed only by a very few respondents as reasons to 

flee Myanmar. Furthermore, our modelling reveals a strong disassociation between safety and 

persecution drivers, on the one hand, and on the other, opportunity driversðthose who indicate that 

persecution has no influence on their decision to leave have 3.1 higher odds to cite opportunity as a 

motivation for leaving Myanmar (See Regression 2 in Appendix B).  

4.4.2 Family connections 

Notably, many respondents (116 or 33%) also indicated that they left Myanmar to óreunite with family 

overseasô from whom they had become separated during the conflict. Further, when respondents were 

asked to indicate why they chose to migrate to Malaysia specifically, the majority (217 or 62%) listed 

óto be with my familyô. This aligns with the literature on Rohingya migration, which shows that much 

of the Rohingya outflow from Myanmar is directed towards countries (primarily Malaysia, as 

demonstrated by this study) with established Rohingya communities (Equal Rights Trust 2014, pp.15ï

16). Our regression modelling also reinforces the importance of family connections for decision-

makingðwe predict that women who leave due to family reasons (to reunite, marry or have more 

children) have 3.5 higher odds to be involved in the decision to leave Myanmar (see Figure 2 above).  

It is noteworthy that, despite the fact that ófamily reasonsô may not neatly fit refugee determination 

frameworks, in the case of Rohingya, marriage and child-bearing are two of the core sources of 

persecution by Myanmar authorities. These reasons for flight that are quite particular to the 

persecution Rohingya face in Myanmar were borne out by this research. For example, marriage, 

specifically, was listed by several respondents (53 or 15%) as a reason to leave Myanmar and 41 

respondents (12%) said that they chose Malaysia as their destination to marry. This is also evident in 

the interviews, with several women commenting on this phenomenon. One woman, for example, 

ócame here [Malaysia] to marry é because her parents had not a lot of money to pay to marry other 

people in Myanmarô. Another woman had a similar reason for travelling to Malaysia:  

My friends and family from Malaysia gave me the same advice about it. I decided myself ... my 

parents did not have a lot of money. If I needed to marry to another person, I needed to pay a lot of 

money. If I could come here [Malaysia], there would be no need to pay the money. 

(AMPANG_HS_08).  

Aside from reflecting the severe conditions and restrictions around marriage and birth control facing 

the Rohingya in Myanmar, marrying in Malaysia also reflects evidence in the literature, which 

identifies the importance of this issue for Rohingya communities in facilitating migration. Rohingya 

often have few, if any, options regarding their migration from Myanmar; thus, women often partake in 

arranged marriages to escape Myanmar and link with established Rohingya communities who have 

already migrated (Equal Rights Trust 2014, p.43). Indeed, this is an area that would benefit for further, 

focused research as there appears to be slippage in how the experience of Rohingya is characterised, or 

able to be characterised, between forced migration emanating from persecution due to membership 

and voluntary migration for reasons of marriage and family.  

One interviewee commented on her experience of persecution in Myanmar and the impact that had 

on her ability to work and find a husband, acting as a push factor for migration:  

There we are not feeling good because most of the persecutions happened there, and my parents 

canôt go out and work there. So thatôs why they are not able to marry there. Thatôs why I comeé 

My relatives know my husband. So they told me to come here. (AMPANG_HS_July10) 

Further results add weight to the idea that family and community ties are big influences on irregular 

migration decisions. Of the total, 296 (85%) respondents indicated that they knew people who fled 

Myanmar before they did, and 234 (67%) indicated that they were influenced to leave by seeing the 

departure of people they knew. Among the respondents, 181 (52%) indicated that they would not have 

left if it were not for the departure of people they knew (Graphs 7 and 8). Our models also reveal a 
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strong association between community, family and the decision to migrateðwe predict that those who 

know someone who left Myanmar before them have 7.3 higher odds to migrate due to family reasons 

(Regression 3 in Appendix B). This reaffirms the importance of pre-established Rohingya 

communities in Malaysia in facilitating migration. 

Graph 5: Did you know people from home who left the country before you did? 

 

Graph 6: If yes, did their departure influence your decision to leave?  

 

Respondents were also asked to list their intended final destination upon leaving Myanmar: 210 (60%) 

listed Malaysia, with only two people listing Thailand and one person listing Australia. When asked to 

indicate what made them choose this country as their final destination, 166 respondents (47%) cited 

family as the reason. Other than family ties, the ease of travel to Malaysia (26 respondents) and safety 

(17 respondents) were the most common responses. 
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From these primary results, a pattern emerges regarding travel decisions. Namely, our results show 

that initial motivations for irregular migration (to leave Myanmar) primarily revolve around seeking 

protection and safety. It is well documented that the Rohingya have faced violence and persecution, 

particularly in recent years (see for example, Equal Rights Trust 2014, Green et al 2015, Human 

Rights Watch 2013a, Abdelkader 2014, Kipgen 2013, 2014), and this is reflected in our survey results, 

with many respondents noting that they fled Myanmar primarily to escape such violence and 

persecution. Thus, initial movements are influenced by the immediate need for protection and safety. 

This is an important finding to highlight, particularly given the earlier discussion of the prevalence of 

marriage as another reason given for mobility. That is, it must be reiterated that the primary motivator 

and influence on the decision to leave emerges from the systematic persecution of Rohingya as a 

minority ethnic group in Myanmar and the lack of rights available to them as a result. 

While the survey findings show that safety is a major influence on the decision to move, womenôs 

decisions on where to move to are motivated by different factors. Again, mirroring the literature on 

Rohingya irregular migration, the survey results reveal that the women tended to migrate to places 

where they have Rohingya connectionsðprimarily family ties. The majority of women chose to 

migrate to Malaysia óto be with familyô within the country who had already moved prior to them and 

established a life there. This is reflected in the interviews, with one woman stating that she came to 

Malaysia because ó[her parents] were already living in Malaysiaô (AMPANG_HDA_13_&_05) while 

another noted that ó[her] husband [had] gone [to Malaysia before her] and then arranged her travel to 

Malaysiaô (AMPANG_DE_31_7_03). A third interviewee spoke of coming to Malaysia to join her 

husband: 

 A:  Because my husband is here [Malaysia] and he called me... 

 Q: So your husband was already in Malaysia? 

 A: Yeah. Already in Malaysia before. (AMPANG_HDA_13July) 

4.4.3 Information sources and trustworthiness: Family or smugglers 

The survey also focused on how information influences decision-making. Specifically, women were 

asked where they accessed information about travelling from, and how trustworthy they considered the 

information. The results from these questions reinforce the important influence of family on womenôs 

decisions, but also shed light on the influence of private agents (or smugglers) during irregular 

migration (see Graphs 7-12 below). The terms óagentô and ósmugglerô are not necessarily 

interchangeable, but the irregular migrants who are the focus of this research project use these terms in 

an interchangeable way. There is a clear disconnect between policy and legal language and 

terminology and the way that people who are subject to border and migration policies perceive and 

experience these terms and use language. For this research project, we found that our survey and 

interview population of irregular migrants appeared to more commonly refer to those who they engage 

to facilitate their travel as agents. The illegal aspect of smuggler activity and the potential for 

criminalisation is not uppermost in the decision making of the irregular migrants in this study. 

Private agents are used extensively by Rohingya to escape Myanmar (Equal Rights Trust 2014; 

International State Crime Initiative 2015; UNHCR 2014), and this is evident in the findings of the 350 

women surveyed: only 65 women (19%) had never used a smuggler; 270 women (77%) had paid a 

smuggler; and 140 women (40%) had been smuggled across borders. Interestingly, however, the 

survey and regression analysis results also suggest that the use of smugglers varies depending on the 

number of destinations at which respondents stopped before reaching Malaysia.  

Of the 61 women who made the journey from Myanmar directly to Malaysia, only six women 

indicated that they had consulted a private agent as a source of information to make their journey. 

Primarily, these women had consulted family (32 had consulted male family and 11 had consulted 

female family) and the community (17 respondents). With regards to trustworthiness, all respondents 

indicated that their family were completely trustworthy (an average rating of 5 out of 5), while the 
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community was seen as slightly less trustworthy (an average rating of 4.8 out of 5). Private agents 

were judged to be even less trustworthy, with an average rating of 4.3 out of 5. 

Graph 7: Women who travelled directly to Malaysia information sources (61 women) 

 

Graph 8: Women who travelled directly to Malaysia (trustworthiness rating of sources)  
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Graph 9: Women who travelled through one transit countryðinformation sources to reach first 

transit country (285 women) 

 

Graph 10: Women who travelled through one transit countryðinformation sources to reach 

first transit country (trustworthiness rating of source)  
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Graph 11: Women who travelled through one transit countryðinformation sources to reach 

Malaysia from first transit country  

 

Graph 12: Women who travelled through one transit countryðinformation sources to reach 

Malaysia from first transit country (trustworthiness rating of sources) 

 

As shown in Graphs 7-12 above, for the 285 women who travelled to Malaysia via one transit country, 

the sources of information they used varied considerably, with a majority (239 or 84% of this group) 

using private agents to inform their journey to their first transit country. The measures of 

trustworthiness follow similar patterns, with family members reported as extremely trustworthy (an 

average rating of 5 out of 5); however, private agents used to travel to the first stop were reported to be 

much less trustworthy than those used to travel directly to Malaysia (an average of 3 out of 5 

compared to 4.3 out of 5). These findings are also supported by our analysisðwe predict that women 

who do not travel directly to Malaysia have 6.1 higher odds of using a smuggler (Regression 4 in 

Appendix B). The journey directly from Myanmar to Malaysia was definitely more desirable to the 
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respondents, and also more expensive, so we imagine this mode of travel does require more money 

and/or social capital to enter Malaysia. Some of those direct journeys may also have been facilitated 

by smugglers, especially among those who reported coming over on an aeroplane. Transit stops 

(which the respondents were not always even aware had to be made) were arranged by the 

agents/smugglers most of the time. 

Interestingly, however, to reach Malaysia from their first stop, which in the overwhelming majority 

of cases was Thailand, only 55 women used agents (rated an average of 2.8 out of 5 for 

trustworthiness), with family sources (male and female) used by 219 women, again with an average 

rating of 5 out of 5 for trustworthiness. This finding can perhaps be related to the literature, which 

details the experience of Rohingya migrants who use the smuggling service to escape Myanmarðin 

many cases Rohingya are held by smugglers until payments are made for their release (Equal Rights 

Trust 2014, p. 20; International State Crime Initiative 2015, p. 21; UNHCR 2014, pp. 1ï4). Thus, 

Rohingya must keep in contact with their family (either in Malaysia or Myanmar) on whom they rely 

to gather and transfer funds to smugglers for their eventual movement from Thailand to Malaysia. This 

is reflected in the interviews we conducted. One woman, for example, explained that óher husband 

paid 6500 Malaysian ringgit to the agent é she stayed with the agent for four days [before coming] to 

Malaysiaô, while another recounted how ó[her] agent kept her é until he got the payment. When her 

father paid the payment and the agent release her to come [to Malaysia].ô (AMPANG_DE_31_7_02) 

The collaboration between agent and family sources was also discussed by a woman who ó[received 

information to leave Myanmar] from her husband é who knew an agent [and] used that agent to bring 

[her safely] to him.ô (AMPANG_HDA_13_7_05) 

4.5 Travel experiences: Gender violence and smuggling 

To gauge not only how Rohingya women travelled and how they accessed information, but also how 

they experienced their journeys, respondents were asked to indicate how they perceived their travel 

experience. Of the total number of women, 293 (84%) indicated that their travel experience was more 

difficult than they had anticipated. The interviews also detailed the difficulties faced during the 

journey; one woman ófaced a lack of food and waterô (AMPANG_DE_31_7_03) during her travels, 

while two others witnessed óagents beating the men on the boats with beltsô. 

(AMPANG_DE_31_7_08) óI saw the agents. I saw beatingsðsaw beatingsðbeatings to the men, but 

they didnôt beat to the womenô (AMPANG_HS_July13).  

Our models suggest that human decision-making ability  has a strong relationship with experience 

of travelðthose who are not involved in the decision to leave Myanmar have 6.9 higher odds of 

having a negative travel experience (shown in Regression 5 in Appendix B).  

Women were also asked about their experiences of gendered violence, not only during their 

journey, but also during their time in Myanmar and after their arrival in Malaysia. According to the 

1993 UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women the definition of the term 

ógender-based violenceô is óany act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 

physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion 

or arbitrary deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private lifeô (United Nations 

1993). The women spoke about gendered violence in relation to the threat or actual harm directed at 

them sexually (sexual assault, rape or similar), or at their perceived lesser status or lack of physical or 

other protections. Among the respondents, 159 women (45%) had experienced gendered violence at 

some stage, with 112 (32%) experiencing gendered violence during their journey. Importantly, in the 

interviews some women explained that they felt safer travelling with men. Two interviewees spoke of 

this in relation to travelling with their husbands or other men: 

Yeah because I with my husband, I came here with my husband; I didnôt fear. When we were 

separated from each other, at the time I fear. (AMPANG_HS_July10) 
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She heard somewhere there is to risk about other people, but yeah, she had her family with her and 

some of the men, thatôs why she didnôt face any difficulties. (AMPANG_Dee_31July) 

Only 31 women (9%) travelled or lived without any male accompaniment. Yet almost half of the 

women surveyed had experienced gendered violence, despite the fact that 92 per cent were 

accompanied by men during their travels (percentages are rounded). This finding is reflected in the 

regression analysisðthose who travel with an accompanying male are predicted to have 2.5 higher 

odds to experience gendered violence (shown in Regression 6.1 in Appendix B). 

The causality with this relationship is not clear, however, it could conceivably be the case that 

many women expect to experience gendered violence and hence only choose to travel with men 

because of this anticipation. Another explanation emanated from the interviews. Although many 

women travelled with men, they were not always necessarily together at all points of the journey. As a 

third woman travelling with her husband explained: óI came here [to Malaysia] with my husband, I 

didnôt fear [sic]. When we were separated from each other, at [that] time, I [experienced] fearô 

(AMPANG_HS_10_7_05). Another woman shared this experience, stating that ówhen I came [to 

Malaysia] é the men [were] separate, the women [were] separate é in the boat and in the carô 

(AMPANG_HDA_13_7_01), highlighting the fact that male accompaniment was not necessarily 

available at all times during travel. 

Interestingly, aside from male protection being an important factor in womenôs decisions about 

migration, the interview results show that travelling with children may also reduce womenôs 

experiences of gendered violence. As one woman explained, ó[I travelled] alone with my children é 

women without children were sometimes disturbed. I had small children, so I was okayô 

(AMPANG_HS_DE_13_7_05). Many women also mentioned banding together during the journey to 

look after each otherôs children, especially at times when food and water were scarce. One woman 

even recounted how óon her journey there was a woman who could not feed her [child] her breast 

milkô so she ófed the child her own breast milkô (AMPANG_HDA_13_7_03).  

It is important to note here also that smuggling, and the experience of using smugglers, did not 

necessarily translate into a negative travel experience for women. Our regression models predict, for 

example, that those who travel without an agent/smuggler have 1.8 higher odds of experiencing 

gendered violence (See Figure 3 below). This is also reflected in some of the interviews, with one 

woman recounting that óour agent was very good, he looked after [me] as a daughterô 

(AMPANG_HS_10_7_01).  

These narratives of care could be attributed, however, to the strong existing migration ties present 

between Rohingya in Malaysia and Myanmar. For example, those who have successfully made the 

journey already (such as husbands or other family members) may have also established relationships 

with particular agents they know from their journeysðas above, many women explained how either 

their family or husbands had arranged agents for them, or ómanagedô their journey via agents in order 

to ensure their safety. This is also reflected in our regression models, which predict that those who do 

not cite family reasons (either to reunite with family or to meet future husbands) as motivating their 

decisions to move have 3.5 higher odds of experiencing gendered violence (Regression 6.2 in 

Appendix B). Thus, it is possible that those women who have pre-existing family ties in Malaysia, and 

whose family members have built irregular migration networks with agents whom they believe they 

can rely on, will travel with óagentsô who are simply providing a service, as opposed to ósmugglersô 

who are more dangerous.  

In contrast, some women interviewed talked of facing aggression and extortion at the hands of their 

agents, which then had an impact on their feelings of safety during the migration journey. Some 

women witnessed beatings on the boats during their journey to Thailand. Others experienced or 

witnessed situations of extortion before leaving Myanmar or in the smuggler camps before their 

onward journeys continued. 
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The agent kept me in my home until he got the payment when my father paid the payment, and the 

agent release me to come here [Malaysia]. (AMPANG_Dee_31) 

Some of the things that were happening I was travelling maybe, some of the travel agents I saw, I 

just saw hittingðI just saw in the boat, one of the agents had beaten the men. The agent had so hit, 

very hit to the men, and then gave them the money. They paid. (AMPANG_Dee_08) 

The overall pattern reveals that travelling with a smuggler is negatively associated with experiences of 

gender related violence. Yet at the same time the findings confirm the great variability of those 

engaged in the facilitation of irregular migration journeys. There are those who extort and abuse 

migrants while others are highly trusted and provide information and a óserviceô that is highly valued. 

As is explained later in the conclusion, one of the major findings of the study indicates that the 

traditional family structure of Rohingya households and communities with male leadership and 

authority is a strong cultural norm. This means first, that men appear as the most visible decision 

makers (although women may well influence decisions behind the scene) and second, that gender 

based violence is likely to be under-reported. 
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4.6 Life in Malaysia 

 

Despite the fact that the majority of respondents had intended Malaysia to be their final destination 

when they left, the literature has established that life is difficult for Rohingya in Malaysia and in many 

instances much harder and less welcoming than incoming Rohingya expect (Azis 2014, p. 840; Equal 

Rights Trust 2014, p. 47) (as outlined in Section 3.1.1). This is reflected in the survey findings, with 

210 women (60% of respondents) stating that living in Malaysia is more difficult than they had 

expected. Of the total, 315 women (90%) reported having no form of income in Malaysia and 77 per 

cent reported that they had no access to healthcare. While 58 per cent of respondents reported holding 

UNHCR identification cards, such documentation does not allow holders to work legally or to access 

Malaysian medical care. These numbers are also reflected in the womenôs descriptions of the 

difficulties of their life in Malaysia. For example, one woman observed, ó[I have] nobody here. [I] had 

to pay the rent and [I] had no money. [I] canôt work as a womanô (AMPANG_DE_31_7_03). Another 

respondent commented how ó[it is] not good living in Malaysia, because [her children] canôt go to 

school. If she goes to the hospital, the doctors ask too much. Thatôs why [sheôs] not happy living hereô 

(AMPANG_DE_31_7_02). The precarious nature of their status in Malaysia (as illegal immigrants 

according to the state) also impacts on their quality of life; one woman said that óshe has no UN card, 
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