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Human rights groups have been spurred into action 
following a recent conference highlighting the plight of 
Muslim refugees, a marginalised refugee population living in 
Malaysia.

They have led an almost invisible existence until now, falling 
below the radar of non-government organisations (NGOs) 
equipped to help. 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), NGOs and the Malaysian 
Bar Council, participants in the one-day conference held earlier this month, agreed a 
comprehensive Taskforce Plan and mentoring program specifically designed to help these 
Muslim refugee communities.

They have fled conflict zones in the Middle East to as far as Africa over the past decade, 
and form the latest wave of refugees to hit Malaysia. As an Islamic country with modest 
entry requirements, Malaysia is seen as an attractive safe house. Itʼs an increasing 
population too, with new refugees arriving from over 40 countries including Sri Lanka, 
Somali, Iraq, Afghanistan and Palestine. Yet, collectively, they total just 6000; small fry in 
comparison to the 81,000 Burmese refugees who account for 92% of Malaysiaʼs total 
refugee population. 

“Itʼs exactly because of their smaller often scattered communities that these newcomers 
havenʼt received our help,” explains Lia Syed Executive Director of Malaysian Social 
Research Institute, a KL-based NGO and conference organiser. Matters are made worse 
because these smaller communities are “less able to form solid self-help networks of the 
type formed by the Burmese,” she adds. 

But, leading human rights lawyer and conference speaker Andrew Khoo says the problem 
exists because of a wide yet ill-conceived perception that “the government operates a pro-
Muslim policy of assistance to Muslim refugees.” With this so-called deep-pocketed 
supporter, community and NGOs focussed their efforts elsewhere. Muslim refugees like 
the earlier Burmese Rohingya have received governmental assistance in the past. 
However, these new Muslim refugees “have been badly let down by the government”, he 
claims. 

NGO and local community assistance is vital given Malaysia does not recognise refugees. 
It is one of the few countries yet to ratify the United Nations Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees 1951; it also has no laws concerning refugees. Without legal status or 
protection, refugees in Malaysia “are generally on their own”, a very anxiety ridden and 
dangerous place to be says Alan Vernon, head of the UNHCR Office, Kuala Lumpur.

To support these Muslim refugee communities or for copies of the Taskforce Plan: visit 
www.msri.org.my and www.unhcr.org
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