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Based on recent increases of maritime movements of Rohingya refugees from Myanmar and
Bangladesh to Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia, in my talk I will address the interplay of
forced displacement, facilitated irregularlised mobility and the criminalization of rescue, by
offering some empirical insights into the readjustments of the transnationally operating people
smuggling/trafficking-networks in Southeast Asia. In particular, I will examine a case in which
three Indonesian fishermen were sentenced for people smuggling after having rescued 99
Rohingya refugees from their sinking boat off the coast of Aceh, Indonesia. The incident
occurred in 2020, but as recent reactions to more boat arrivals in Indonesia have shown, its
ramifications are outlasting the boat incident, the rescue, and the trial. 
My analysis is grounded in the juxtaposition of three different sets of mobility rules —
Indonesian migration law, customary law of the sea and international law for search and
rescue at sea. I seek to put forward the argument that recent mobility restrictions at the
Indonesian state level that were implemented to deter maritime movements across the region
are in violation both with longer-standing local and international sets of mobility rules, meant
to protect lives at sea and guarantee help for those in distress. My findings show a dangerous
legal precedent that discourages non-state rescuers to abandon customary rules of rescue to
avoid harsh state sanctions for breaking immigration law, while states keep enjoying impunity
for disregarding international law concerning the rescue of people in distress at sea. 
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