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INTRODUCTION 

Six months after the start of a brutal military campaign which forced hundreds of thousands of Rohingya 

women, men and children from their homes and left hundreds of Rohingya villages burned the ground, 

Lx`ml`qr `tsgnqhshdr `qd qdl`jhmf mnqsgdqm Q`jghmd Rs`sd hm sgdhq `ardmbd-1  

Rhmbd Nbsnadq 1/06+ ats hm o`qshbtk`q rhmbd sgd rs`qs ne 1/07+ Lx`ml`qr `tsgnqhshdr g`ud dla`qjdc nm

a major operation to clear burned villages and to build new homes, security force bases and 

infrastructure in the region. According to the civilian -led government, much of the work is part of 

preparing for the repatriation of Rohingya refugees from Bangladesh, and also wider efforts to develop 

nmd ne Lx`ml`qr onnqdrs rs`sdr `mc `ccqdrr cdb`cdr ne bgqnmhb tmcdq-development and investment 

there.2 However, the nature, speed and scale of the development raise serious concerns, not least 

because access to the region remains severely restricted, making it difficult to obtain a complete picture.  

Based on in-depth analysis of satellite imagery; a review of recent photographs and videos showing 

destruction in specific Rohingya villages; and interviews with Rohingya in northern Rakhine State and 

across the border in Bangladesh, as well as with activists and other experts, this briefing sheds light on 

the ongoing efforts to rebuild and reshape northern Rakhine State. The evidence is alarming: burnt 

remains of Rohingya villages are being bulldozed, potentially destroying evidence of military crimes, 

while surviving buildings are being demolished and trees and other vegetation cleared. In many areas, 

the landscape has been rendered virtually unrecognizable.  

In some areas, new construction has begun on or near cleared areas of former Rohingya villages, in the 

form of new security bases, infrastructure, and villages designated for populations other than the 

Rohingya. In at least one area, remaining Rohingya have been forced from their homes as Township 

authorities have confiscated land for a major new Border Guard Police (BGP) base. At the same time, 

there has been a hive of activity around a mine in Rathedaung Township, in addition to construction and 

expansion of ports in two locations, presumably part of government plans for new industry and 

investment in the region. The scale of the change is matched only by the speed with which it is taking 

place. 

While the picture is only partial, the situation raises urgent concerns about its implications f or the future 

of the hundreds of thousands of Rohingya women, men and children forced to flee to Bangladesh, as 

well as the tens of thousands who continue to live in the region. Amnesty International is deeply 

concerned that the Myanmar authorities are reshaping the region so as to accommodate more security 

forces and more non-Rohingya villagers, at the expense of homes, agricultural lands and villages where 

Rohingya have lived and farmed for generations.  

Without greater transparency, access and consultation with the Rohingya themselves ± and indeed other 

communities living in the state ± the prospect for safe, voluntary, and dignified return becomes 

increasingly unlikely.  

                                                                                                                                                       
1 Northern Rakhine State is typically understood to refer to Maungdaw and Buthidaung Townships, which collectively comprise Maungdaw 
Chrsqhbs- Gnvdudq+ hm sghr aqhdehmf+ fhudm sg`s sgd lhkhs`qxr b`lo`hfm ne uhnkdmbd g`r `krn s`qfdsdc Qnghmfx` hm Q`sgdc`tmf Township, the 
sdql ®mnqsgdqm Q`jghmd Rs`sd¯ vhkk ad trdc sn qdedq sn `kk sgqdd snvmrghor- Q`sgdc`tmf Snvmrgho e`kkr `clhmhrsq`shudkx tmcdqSittwe District. 
2 Reuters+ ®Bulldozing Rohingya villages was not 'demolition of evidence', Myanmar official says¯+26 Febuary 2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-enterprise/bulldozing-rohingya-villages-was-not-demolition-of-evidence-myanmar-
official-says-idUSKCN1GA0VH ; The Global New Light of Myanmar, ®The Report to the People on the Progress of Implementation of the 
Recommendations on Rakhine Statē+ 02 Edaqt`qx 1/07:The Global New Light of Myanmar , ®Ntq Odqenql`mbdr vhkk kd`c sn sgd od`bd
`mc cdudknoldms¯9 Tmhnm Lhmhrsdq Cq Vhm Lx`s @xd¯+ 6 Mnudladq 1/06- 
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BULLDOZING AND DEMOLITION 
Amnesty International and others have documented how the Myanmar military carried out deliberate and 

targeted burning of hundreds of Rohingya villages in northern Rakhine State, as part of the ethnic 

cleansing campaign that followed the 25 August 2017 attacks on security force outposts by the Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA).3 Across the region, but especially in Maungdaw Township, entire 

villages were burned to the ground. In some areas, the security forces and local vigilantes burned down 

Rohingya villages even after they had been deserted, indicating an effort not only to drive Rohingya from 

their homes, but to ensure they would not be able to return.4 

Since late 2017, but  especially since the start of 2018, Myanmar  authorities have initiated a major 

operation, using heavy machinery to remove burned structures in villages which were attacked by arson. 

Most of the clearance has occurred in Maungdaw Township+ vghbg anqd sgd aqtms ne sgd lhkhs`qxr

scorched-earth campaign. In village after village, burnt structures ± at one time Rohingya homes, shops 

and businesses ± have been bulldozed and cleared. Even surrounding trees and vegetation have been 

removed, rendering much of the landscape unrecognizable.  

The mass bulldozing and clearance has also raised concerns about destruction of evidence and 

obstruction of future investigations into crimes under international law committed since the end of last 

August, in particular as international pressure mounts on both the military and civilian authorities to 

allow access to UN investigators.5 The Myanmar authorities have flatly rejected such accusations, 

insisting that the clearing of land is to facilitate the building of new homes for returnees. 6 To date, 

Amnesty International is not aware of any efforts to secure and protect sites of suspected mass graves. 

While many of the areas being bulldozed are villages which were completely burned to the ground, in 

some locations authorities are not only clearing burnt structures, they are also demolishing buildings in 

Rohingya villages which remained intact and which could still have been usable or inhabitable. For 

example, while most of the buildings in Khway Lar Bin Gar village in northern Maungdaw Township were 

destroyed by fire following the August attacks, a small group of buildings in a privately owned market 

was left standing. According to Rohingya sources, the buildings were destroyed when authorities began 

bulldozing the wider area on 17 January 2018.7 Amnesty International received six photographs which 

capture the destruction of the remaining structures by heavy machinery.8 Satellite images confirm the 

buildings were demolished between 28 December 2017 and 18 January 2018. The owner of the market 

was not offered any compensation, nor was he given any indication that he would be able to rebuild his 

business.9 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
3 See Amnesty International, Myanmar: Scorched-earth campaign fuels ethnic cleansing of Rohingya from Rakhine State, 14 September 
2017, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/myanmar-scorched-earth-campaign-fuels-ethnic-cleansing-of-rohingya-from-
rakhine-state/; ®Lx Vnqkc Hr Ehmhrgdc¯9 Rohingya Targeted by Crimes Against Humanity in Myanmar (Index: ASA 16/7288/2017), 18 
October 2017; and Human Rights Watch, Burma: New Satellite Images Confirm Mass Destruction, 17 October 2017, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/10/17/burma-new-satellite-images-confirm-mass-destruction.  
4 Amnesty International, Myanmar: Video and satellite evidence shows new fires still torching Rohingya villages, 22 September 2017, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/myanmar-video-and-satellite-evidence-shows-new-fires-still-torching-rohingya-villages/  
5 See for example, Human Rights Watch, Burma: Scores of Rohingya Villages Bulldozed, 23 February 2018. 
6 Bg`mmdk Mdvr @rh`+ ®Atkkcnydc Qnghmfx` uhkk`fdr cddodm ed`qr Lx`ml`q hr dq`rhmf ghrsnqx¯¯+ 01 Edaqt`qx 1/07+
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/bulldozed-rohingya-villages-deepen-fears-myanmar-is-erasing-history-9953232; 
Reuters+ ®Bulldozing Rohingya villages was not 'demolition of evidence', Myanmar official says¯+ 15 Edaqt`qx 1/07+
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-enterprise/bulldozing-rohingya-villages-was-not-demolition-of-evidence-myanmar-
official-says-idUSKCN1GA0VH  
7 Amnesty International telephone interview, 23 February 2018. 
8 Photographs on file with Amnesty International. 
9 Amnesty International telephone interview, 23 February 2018. 
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Less than two kilometres south of Inn Din, imagery shows Gwa Son on 27 December 2016, before the mass burnings began. On 7 January 2018, the village appears  
burned and then on 11 February 2018, most of the burned areas have been scraped. 
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SMALLER-SCALE DEMOLITION AND DESTRUCTION 
In addition to largescale bulldozing and clearance of burnt Rohingya villages, Rakhine State authorities 

are also engaging in ± or otherwise allowing ± smaller-scale destruction and demolition of Rohingya 

buildings. This appears particularly to be the case in Buthidaung Township, where most villages were not 

destroyed by fire, but have been deserted by inhabitants fleeing killings, starvation and the threat of 

further violence.10  

Satellite imagery confirms ongoing, small-scale arson of structures in Rohingya villages. Unlike the 

widespread burnings in August and September 2017, these more recent burnings tend to be confined to 

single structures within a hamlet or village grouping. The current dry season in northern Rakhine State 

means that there is a higher likelihood of fires spreading to adjacent properties ± unlike in August, when 

the rainy season would have prevented fire from spreading though villages. Despite this, none of the 

areas reviewed on satellite imagery showed signs of fires spreading, strongly indicating that fires were 

deliberate and targeted.  

Amnesty International has also received recent reports that local authorities and non-Rohingya villagers 

are looting and slowly demolishing abandoned Rohingya houses and buildings. Satellite images 

corroborate this, showing destruction not caused by fire. A 35-year-old father of three who fled his village 

in Buthidaung Township in August 2017 told Amnesty International that he maintains regular 

communication with villagers who have not yet fled the area. He said that, on 10 February 2018, a 

friend sent him photographs of a partially destroyed building that he claimed was his house. ®Look at 

these!̄ gd r`hc+ vgdm rgnvhmf sgd ognsnfq`ogr sn @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k- ®My home has been looted and 

cdrsqnxdc£ H g`ud vnqjdc enq xd`qr sn d`qm lnmdx `mc athkc ` gnld£ Ats mnv+ hsr `kk fnmd-¯11 Satellite 

images of the village confirm that a structure matching the photographs and description of his house was 

completely destroyed between 9 January and 13 February 2018.  

Amnesty International has also received reports that mosques and other religious buildings which were 

not destroyed by fire were looted and targeted for destruction since late December 2017. 12 The 

organization investigated four locations, reviewing video and photographic evidence, analysing satellite 

imagery and interviewing current or previous residents. In some cases, building materials appear to have 

been looted ± in particular t in roofing ± while in others, the authorities have demolished mosques and 

madrasas during operations to clear burnt villages.   

A 52-year-old religious leader from Zin Paing Nyar village in northern Maungdaw Township, who arrived 

in Bangladesh on 22 February 2018,  told Amnesty International that the looting of mosques in his 

village began in the last week of December 2017 `mc bnmshmtdc hm sn I`mt`qx- ®The tin on the roof, 

doors, air fans, and cupboards, all were gone, taken away in cars by the military and BGP. During the 

violence [in August], they burnt down almost all the houses. Since January, they started to bulldoze the 

mosques, madrasas and big houses which were still intact.̄ 13 The man, who took refuge in a nearby 

village in the months before he left for Bangladesh, said that there was nothing left in Zin Paing Nyar 

after the bulldozers finished their work. Satellite images confirm the village was razed in early February. 

®When I saw how the mosques were taken and bulldozed, I felt pain in my heart+¯ gd said. ®I turned my 

face when I couldn't bear to watch anymorē -14  

  

                                                                                                                                                       
10 For more information on reasons for continued flight from northern Rakhine State, see Amnesty International, Myanmar forces starve, 
abduct and rob Rohingya, as ethnic cleansing continues (Index: ASA 16/7835/2018), 7 February 2018.  
11 Amnesty International interview, 21 February 2018. Eight photographs of the destroyed house are on file with Amnesty International. The 
location of the village has been withheld in in the interest of the security of remaining villagers. 
12 Local media have also reported destruction of mosques and other religious buildings since late December. See The Irrawaddx+ ®Ninety 
Percent of Rohingya Population Ejected from Rakhine¯+ 12 Edaqt`qx 1/07+https://www.irrawaddy.com/specials/ninety-percent-rohingya-
population-ejected-rakhine.html 
13 Amnesty International interview, Balukhali Refugee Camp, 24 February 2018. Photographs and videos on file with Amnesty International.  
14 Amnesty International interview, Balukhali Refugee Camp, 24 February 2018.  
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NEW CONSTRUCTION 
Almost as soon as villages are cleared, signs of new construction and development emerge. The denial of 

access for independent observers into northern Rakhine State ± and the fact that large parts of the 

region have been completely depopulated of Rohingya ± make it difficult to obtain a full picture of what 

is happening on the ground. However, in-depth analysis of satellite imagery, couple with interviews with 

Rohingya in the state and those who have recently fled, indicates a major effort to reconstruct the state. 

NEW SECURITY FORCE CONSTRUCTION 
Since the August 2017 ARSA attacks, and indeed even before, the Myanmar authorities have asserted 

the need to reinforce and upgrade the security presence and infrastructure in the region to ensure they 

`qd dpthoodc sn cd`k vhsg sgd dldqfhmf ®sdqqnqhrs¯ sgqd`s-15 Witness testimony and satellite imagery 

shows these efforts are well underway.  

In at least three locations in northern Rakhine State ± two in Maungdaw Township and one in 

Buthidaung Township ± Amnesty International has detected the presence of new security force bases 

under construction. The largest of these is in the village of Ah Lel Chaung in Buthidaung Township, 

where local media have confirmed the authorities are constructing a major new Border Guard Police 

(BGP) base.16 Rohingya who recently fled the village indicate that the authorities may also be 

constructing a new NaTaLa village ± state-built villages which are inhabited by individuals and families 

who have been transferred from other parts of the country.17  

Amnesty International interviewed five Rohingya villagers from Ah Lel Chaung who fled to Bangladesh in 

January or February 2018, soon after authorities began construction of the new base. Musana, a 40-

year-old widow from a family of farmers explained that the situation had become increasingly difficult 

since October 2017, when security forces began harvesting Rohingya fields to the west of the village and 

took the crops away in trucks. With limited food, the villagers returned to the land to plant potatoes, 

melons and cucumbers, but in December BGP, military and township officials ordered the villagers to 

stop farming the land. In January, the authorities came back and planted flags across a large area of the 

k`mc- ®Two weeks after [that]  they returned and called a meeting with the villagers+¯ rgd dwok`hmdc-

®They announced that the area where they had planted the flags had been confiscated and they would 

be building a security post and a NaTaLa village.¯18 

Four interviewees confirmed that around this time the authorities started constructing a large fence 

adsvddm sgd uhkk`fd `mc sgd ok`mmdc mdv rhsd- ®Hsr ` udqx knmf edmbd+ l`cd ne hqnm vhsg ` bdldms

foundation. Itr s`kkdq sg`m lx gd`c vgdm H rs`mc,¯ r`hc @actk Ynkhk+ ` 20-year-old casual worker who fled 

the village in early January 2018 as the construction started. Abdul Kasim, a 54-year-old teacher who 

fled to Bangladesh on 12 February, described how the fence stretched along the edge of several 

Rohingya villages down to the ethnic Rakhine village of Kin Chaung. ®The BGP and military are always 

[around] there+ ̄he said. ®They come by motor bikes and patrol around and go back."19 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
15 Radio Free Asia (RFA)+ ®Myanmar Officials Plan to Fortify Border Fence Between Rakhine State and Bangladesh¯+ 6 Rdosdladq 1/06+
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/fence-09072017174551.html; Frontier Myanmar+ ®Security, infrastructure in northern Rakhine 
receives l`rrhud b`rg annrs `esdq qdetfdd dwnctr¯+ 00 Nbsnadq 1/06+ gssor9..eqnmshdqlx`ml`q-mds.dm.rdbtqhsx-infrastructure-in-northern-
rakhine-receives-massive-cash-boost-after-refugee-exodus. 
16 The Irrawaddy+ ®Bnmrsqtbshnm Ok`m enq Mdv Onkhbd Qdfhldms`k A`rd B`trdr Qnghmfx` sn Ekdd¯+ 05 Edaqt`qx 1/07+
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/construction-plan-new-police-regimental-base-causes-rohingya-flee.html. 
17 The policy of establishing NaTaLa villages dates back to the 1990s and involves relocating ethnic Rakhine and other non-Rohingya 
people to newly built villages. Most people who were relocated to NaTaLa villages are former prisoners or the urban poor, and the villages 
were often built on land confiscated from Rohingya using Rohingya villagers for forced labour. The practice has continued even in recent 
years and the state media has confirmed plans to construct new NaTaLa villages since the August violence. See Amnesty International, The 
Rohingya minority: The Rohingya: Fundamental rights denied (Index: ASA 16/005/2004), May 2004, pp 22-24; and The Global New Light 
of Myanmar+ ®Qdathkchmf gntrdr hm L`tmfs`v¯+ 04 Nbsnadq 1/06- 
18 Amnesty International interview, Kutupalong Refugee Camp, 17 February 2018. 
19 Amnesty International interview, Kutupalong Refugee Camp, 17 February 2018. 
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Imagery from 13 February 2018, shows a new fenced perimeter under construction adjacent to Ah Lel Chaung and Let Thar. On 9 January 2018, major activity is not 
visible. By 18 January 2018, new vehicle tracks are present. On 13 February 2018, a new fence is visible along with new structures and large vehicles. A defined track is 
visible west of the fence suggesting vehicles are patrolling the perimeter. A ship is present in the river east of Let Thar, possibly bringing construction supplies to the 
area. 
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Abdul Zolil explained that the construction of the new fence and security posts in Ah Lel Chaung had 

bqd`sdc ed`q `lnmf sgd uhkk`fdqr `mc g`c b`trdc l`mx sn ekdd sn A`mfk`cdrg- ®People are in a panic,¯ gd

dwok`hmdc- ®No one wants to stay because they are afraid of more violence against them-¯20 

Satellite images confirm major construction in and around Ah Lel Chaung. New vehicle tracks appear in 

mid-January, less than 10 days after a 9 January 2018 image shows no major activity visible in the area. 

By 13 February, new structures, large vehicles and a new fence are visible to the west of the village. 

Clearly defined vehicle tracks exist along the western side of the perimeter, which corroborate reports of 

regular security patrols. 

According to all five interviewees, construction is being led by the BGP and military, with a workforce 

including members of the security forces and ethnic Rakhine villagers. Four of those interviewed said 

that Rohingya were also used in construction; one said the Rohingya labourers were paid, three said 

there was at least some forced labour. Amnesty International was not able to confirm the practice of 

forced labour, though it has long been a practice of the Myanmar military in ethnic minority areas, 

including Rakhine State.21 

The interviewees also told Amnesty International that villagers from Noyapara ± a small hamlet in the 

west of Ah Lel Chaung ± had been instructed to leave their homes to make way for the new construction 

site. Salim, a 53 -year-nkc e`qldq+ v`r nmd ne sgnrd enqbdc sn kd`ud9 ®The BGP came and told us they will 

build a new BGP post and a NaTaLa modern village. They ordered us to move. My family were forced to 

leave, and many households in Noyapara hamlet were also forced to move+¯ gd snkc @lmdrsx

International from his shelter in the Kutupalong Refugdd b`lo hm A`mfk`cdrg- ®They harvested our 

crops. They confiscated our land.  Where will we stay without a home? What will we eat? Fleeing is the 

only way left for us. It is what they want to happen.¯22  

In some areas, authorities are building new security structures directly on areas previously inhabited by 

Rohingya villagers, making it increasingly unlikely ± if not impossible ± that villagers from these areas 

will be able to return to their original places. Security forces burned Kan Kya (South) village on the 

outskirts of Maungdaw town soon after the 25 August attacks and satellite images captured on 6 

November 2017 confirm that most of the structures in the village were destroyed by fire. Only a few 

buildings remained intact, including what appear to be two mosques.23 By January 2018 , the area had 

been cleared and all remaining structures and vegetation removed. As of early March, satellite imagery 

confirms at least 19 new structures, most of them long rectangular buildings with red roofs. The new 

structures are surrounded by a perimeter fence, which is similar to the fencing found around known 

security force bases. Four of the buildings are located slightly to the south, on the site where the now 

demolished mosque once stood. A trusted source living near the area and able to see the construction 

has confirmed the buildings are part of a new BGP base, and that the construction is on an area formerly 

inhabited by Rohingya villagers. The same source also confirmed that at least two mosques were 

destroyed to make way for the new base.24 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
20 Amnesty International interview, Kutupalong Refugee Camp, 17 February 2018. 
21 See for example, Amnesty International, The Rohingya minority: Fundamental rights denied, (Index: ASA 16/005/2004), May 2004, pp 
16-222; Amnesty International, Myanmar: Exodus from the Shan State (Index: ASA 16/011/2000), 10 July 2000; Amnesty International, 
Myanmar: Leaving Home (Index: ASA 16/023/2005), 7 September 2005; Human Rights Watch, Untold Miseries: Wartime Abuses and 
Forced Displacement in Kachin State, March 2012, pp. 25, 46-4/: `mc Hmsdqm`shnm`k K`antq Nqf`mhy`shnm 'HKN(+ ®Report of ILO Commission 
of Inquiry reveals widespread and systematic use of forced labour in Myanmar (Burma)̄ +20 August 1998. 
22 Amnesty International interview, Kutupalong Refugee Camp, 17 February 2018. 
23 In contrast to most Rohingya homes and other buildings in rural areas, mosques are usually larger and well-built structures, often with tin 
roofs which are visible on satellite imagery. Rohingya refuges have also explained that in some villages, mosques also have a pool of water 
in the grounds, which also makes them more easily identifiable from space. A reliable source in the area has also confirmed the destruction 
of two mosques to make way for the new security base.  
24 Amnesty International communication, 1 March 2018. 
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Imagery from 25 October 2017, shows burned structures in Kan Kya, less than two kilometres east of Maungdaw town. As of February 2018 the burned village was 
scraped and new structures are visible. A fence is visible around the construction zone. The structures are similar in shape, colour and size to those found in Inn Din. 

  


