
Facilitated voluntary repatriation from Thailand to Myanmar  

A “Win-Win” in actualizing the New York Declaration  

 

Myanmar and Thailand have an historic opportunity to demonstrate to their peoples, the region and the world that 

peace pays dividends and that the commitments made by all 193 Member States of the United Nations in the 2016 

New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (including in Annex 1 to the Declaration which outlines the 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework) can indeed be successfully and positively actualized in the context of 

voluntary return.   

Introduction  

While the world today sees and struggles with unprecedented levels of displacement, significant changes in 

Myanmar over the last several years have created conditions that can result in the successful conclusion of the one 

of the world’s most protracted refugee situations and serve as a model for resolving other protracted displacements.  

The domestic, bilateral, regional and global benefits of embracing this opportunity cannot be overstated.  

Implementing clear, safe, legal, efficient and secure mechanisms to facilitate voluntary repatriation promotes the 

rights of refugees to return to their country and can support and enhance the peace and reconciliation process.  

Combined with legal, complimentary pathways to labour migration to Thailand for refugees who have returned to 

and been properly documented in Myanmar, such facilitated returns can: benefit the economies of both countries; 

reduce smuggling, trafficking and related labor abuses and exploitation; promote regional stability and ASEAN 

integration including through proper border (and migration) control and management; and provide an example to 

the rest of the world that peace is possible and that applying innovative approaches to addressing displacement and 

return dynamics is an integral part of the CRRF  with due regard to the security, economic and humanitarian 

interests of the concerned countries. 

The Time is Right to Proactively Support Facilitated Voluntary Return 

Since 2010, significant progress and historic reform has occurred in Myanmar, in particular with regard to Southeast 

Myanmar from where some 200,000+ Myanmar nationals fled to Thailand in search of peace and security over the 

last several decades.  Already between 14-15,000 such persons have spontaneously returned home, reinforcing the 

view that conditions have significantly improved and would further benefit from a clear, legal process to facilitate 

the increasing numbers of refugees committed to reestablishing themselves in Myanmar and contributing to peace, 

reconciliation and economic growth that benefits all.   

While much of the world is focused on ongoing conflicts and the “front-end” of displacement, the situation along the 

Thai/Myanmar border presents an opportunity – a “good news” story – to resolve displacement.  The timing is right.  

While resettlement has supported both refugees and governments in finding durable solutions for over 100,000 such 

individuals in the last 10 years, unprecedented displacement in other parts of the world and a shrinking number of 

resettlement spaces means that precious humanitarian resources and funding need to be prioritized elsewhere. 

There is, however, an emerging role for development funding and actors that can support return and reintegration. 

Actively supporting and managing voluntary return movements in a safe, dignified and humane manner is a key 

element of ensuring successful return and attracting much needed development funding to support reintegration.  

This is also a key pillar of the CRRF. Ad hoc or unmonitored approaches can promote uncertainty about the 

peace/reconciliation process, give pause to donors, and create space for illegal cross-border movements (and 

associated social ills) that have plagued the border region for decades.   

Framework for Sustainable Return, Peace Building and Normalization of Labor Migration Pathways 

UNHCR is eager to support the governments and peoples of Myanmar and Thailand in seizing this opportunity 

through the creation of an appropriate facilitated voluntary return framework that supports refugee returnees in a 

dignified fashion, enhances reintegration in a measured and sustainable way, acknowledges and builds upon the 

generosity and needs of the (former) host country and communities, as well as the donor community, and furthers 

regional and global peace and stability, as envisioned by the New York Declaration and the CRRF.  



Myanmar rightly wants to ensure it knows which of its citizens are returning. Thailand rightly seeks to know which of 

the refugees are departing and to ensure that they do not end up returning as illegal migrants to Thailand.  Refugees 

themselves are interested to return to Myanmar individually, in small groups or in larger “community” groups in a 

manner that ensures their access to legal rights on the same basis as other Myanmar citizens at times that are 

consistent with practical considerations such as planting season and school terms.  UNHCR, NGOs and donors 

supporting the return and reintegration process need a predictable mechanism that allows them to plan the specific 

types of return and reintegration assistance (and subsequent development assistance) that will be provided.  Mass 

movements are rarely considered the most effective means of facilitating voluntary repatriation, placing undue 

strains on reintegration infrastructure and return communities and can negatively impact self-sufficiency upon 

return.  Moreover, there is a need to avoid creating “classes” of returnees with “assistance” directed at only certain 

groups which could create conflicts upon return.  

As such, key elements of such a framework generally include the following: 

Vetting and Documenting Returns 

Already some 50,000 Myanmar nationals are individually registered and documented by the Royal Thai Government.  

In 2015, UNHCR and the Royal Thai Government also jointly “verified” the presence of these individuals in the 9 

Temporary Shelters along the border (including with biometrics) as well as an additional 50,000 who arrived after 

2005, for a current total of approximately 100,000. As such, the refugees in the 9 Temporary Shelters are well 

documented.  In many repatriation contexts, host country government and UNHCR data are deemed sufficient for 

initial vetting and issuance of preliminary identity/travel documentation.  In some cases, the UNHCR global Voluntary 

Repatriation Form serves this purpose.  The sustainability and efficiency of a process that requires individual 

interviews before issuance of COI/Travel document is questionable.  Rather, it is suggested that there be a 

“presumption” that if the individual is Registered and/or Verified by RTG and UNHCR, they are entitled to return 

home, whereupon they can further document themselves through the usual identity document processes upon 

arrival at their return destination.  This data can be submitted to GOUM together with any “form” GOUM would like 

to have completed, which completion can be done during the UNHCR counselling process.  This takes advantage of 

the work of RTG and UNHCR have done while providing reassurance to GOUM and without unduly burdening GOUM 

resources. If an individualized vetting process is required, consideration could be given to significantly streamlining 

the process and ensuring that it involves clear and reasonable timeframes. 

Return Movements – Flexible Immigration Controls 

The first movement of refugee returnees was organized by the request of both governments in terms of transport, 

border crossing and movement to final destination. Organizing further movements in such a way poses challenges in 

terms of resources and sustainability of return.  Many refugees seek to return at their own pace during this 

“facilitated” period, linked to individual/family life opportunities such as planting season, school terms or availability 

of jobs that may have been identified.  Creating an artificial timetable through insistence on fully organized group 

movements may serve some administrative purposes but can negatively impact returnee reintegration and draw 

undue attention to returnees who may wish to quietly re-establish themselves.  Moreover, organizing returns only 

through the current “official” border crossings may serve as a disincentive for individual to participate in facilitated 

return since the travel time can be quite significant.  While neither country wishes to support “informal” border 

crossings, consideration should be given to allowing group returns through specially designated “temporary official 

border crossings” which could be activated periodically or for specific “group returns”.  In these regards, UNHCR 

could consider support to both GOUM and RTG to establish mobile teams which could be deployed for specific 

groups or at periodic times (e.g., 2 days every month).  This would ease the process of and time for initial 

reintegration, and reduce burdens on the two governments while allowing a degree of flexibility. 

Reintegration Processes Benefitting Return and (Former) Host Communities 

Return movements are only the first part of a sustainable return and reintegration framework.  Flexibility in the 

vetting and physical movement process provides an incentive for people to move when they feel they are ready, 

which includes a calculation about how they will survive.  This encourages self-reliance.  All agree that massive 

reintegration “packages” are not sustainable, not conducive to supporting self-reliance and can actually provoke 

conflict with communities to which refugees are returning.  UNHCR has consistently advocated for targeted support 



for the most vulnerable while focusing on community-based development initiatives for “areas of return”, including 

within national, state and local development plans.  This approach provides benefits to both existing communities as 

well a refugee and IDP returnees.  UNHCR will continue to advocate especially with development donors for 

supporting this approach, while addressing specific needs through its projects on supporting access to civil status 

documentation for returnees and others, both to support return and generally address risks of statelessness.  

Departing refugees can likewise have an impact on former host communities and UNHCR will continue to advocate 

for appropriate development support on both sides of the border, recognizing that the economies are linked and can 

both benefit from increased development activities. This issue links to the final aspect of a comprehensive return 

framework which also addresses the reasons, most recently people may have moved from Myanmar to Thailand – 

the search for livelihoods. 

Normalizing Migratory Pathways While Combating Human Trafficking 

Thailand needs and has benefitted from the labour and skills of both Myanmar migrants and refugees, albeit 

informally in most cases.  Indeed, many Myanmar refugees have an advantage in that they have acquired language, 

cultural and work skills that make them very attractive to Thai employers.  In the absence of a comprehensive labour 

migration scheme, however, these needs have often led to serious challenges with illegal migration, smuggling and 

human trafficking.  Both countries are trying diligently to address these complex issues.  The possibility of safe, legal 

refugee returns combined with eased migrant worker processes for documented refugees can support this process 

further, benefitting the economies of both countries while lessening the negative impacts of the “loss” of refugee 

customers or workers in Thailand and the impacts of large numbers of returnees straining local resources in 

Myanmar including through the loss of remittances.  Linking, directly or indirectly, return processes to subsequent 

legal labor migration processes can provide a “win-win” for both countries and refugees. In particular, a formal 

option for going home and returning as a legal migrant may: give further confidence to refugees to return; 

encourage the legal documentation of refugee returnees in Myanmar; mitigate the temptation to cross and work 

illegally; enhance bilateral relations between the two countries; and perhaps provide a model for wider ASEAN 

integration and legal migration efforts. 

Initial conclusions and recommendations 

Implementing clear, safe, legal, efficient and secure mechanisms to facilitate voluntary repatriation has numerous 

benefits for the governments and peoples of Thailand and Myanmar, and can be a model in actualizing the New York 

Declaration and focusing on the most relevant and practical aspects of the CRRF (and the expected content of the 

Global Compact on Refugees) in the context of returns.  These include elements of the CRRF relating to securing 

documentation, fostering reconciliation, laying the groundwork for sustainability and ensuring voluntariness. 

Viewing the return context as a displacement to development (and economic growth) process as opposed to a series 

of administrative events can unlock these benefits for both countries while supporting refugees’ right of return in 

safety and dignity.  Having clear, quick and flexible procedures for the vetting of returnees, for their return 

movements, for their reintegration and for subsequent livelihoods and economic choices through legal labor 

migration or internal development furthers not only sustainability of return but supports peace and reconciliation as 

well as economic development and growth. 

Failure to address the issue in an efficient and systematic manner may not only impede return but lead to a series of 

undesirable outcomes (undocumented/uncontrolled returns, lack of legal identity, illegal migration/work, trafficking, 

etc.) as humanitarian assistance and funding priorities move to other parts of the world.    UNHCR stands ready to 

discuss in detail with both governments and any other stakeholders the possibilities for unlocking these potentials 

and synergies. 


