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The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established by the Norwegian Refugee 

Council, monitors conflict-induced internal displacement worldwide at the request of the 

United Nations. 

The Geneva-based Centre runs an online database providing comprehensive and regularly 

updated information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 countries. 

This report is based on information included in the online IDP database. For more details on 

the displacement situations in specific countries, or references to sources used in the report, 

please visit the database at:
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Total confl ict-related IDP population: 24.5 million (as of December 2006)  

Number of countries affected: At least 52

Most affected continent: Africa (11.8 million IDPs in 21 countries)

Countries with highest number of IDPs: Sudan (5 million), Colombia (3.8 million), Iraq (1.7 million), 
Uganda (1.7 million), DRC (1.1 million)

Number of countries with confl icts generating 
displacement:

23

Countries with most new displacement: Lebanon, DRC, Iraq, Sudan, Israel

Countries with most  returns: Sudan, Lebanon, DRC, Uganda, Israel

Countries with worst displacement situations
(in alphabetical order):

Burma (Myanmar), Central African Republic, Chad, Colom-
bia, Côte d’Ivoire, DRC, Iraq, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, 
Uganda

Estimated number of IDPs exposed to serious threats to 
their physical safety:

15.6 million

Countries with governments or occupation forces directly 
or indirectly involved in deliberately displacing people:

Burma (Myanmar), CAR, Chad, Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, 
DRC, Iraq, Lebanon, Kenya, Pakistan, Palestinian Territo-
ries, Philippines, Senegal, Sri Lanka, Sudan (Darfur), Ugan-
da (Karamoja), Zimbabwe

Estimated number of IDPs without any signifi cant 
humanitarian assistance from their governments:

5 million in at least 11 countries

Estimated number of IDPs faced with governments 
indifferent or hostile to their protection needs:

6 million in at least 13 countries

Proportion of women and children among IDPs: 70-80%

Facts and Figures 
at a Glance  (2006)
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A displaced woman rebuilds a hut in a host village 
near Goz Beida, Chad. (Photo: H. Caux, UNHCR)

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 

(IDMC) of the Norwegian Refugee Council is pleased 

to present its yearly Global Overview on trends and 

developments with regard to confl ict-induced internal 

displacement. 

The Global Overview provides an analysis of the world-

wide internal displacement crisis, refl ecting develop-

ments in 2006. It is a unique report in that it is the only 

comprehensive and regularly published account of the 

global internal displacement situation. In addition to 

an analysis of developments at the global level, the 

report also provides overviews of regional and the-

matic trends. 

By publishing this report, the IDMC hopes to raise 

awareness of the still often-overlooked plight of some 

25 million people internally displaced by confl ict and 

persecution and to draw attention to existing gaps in 

response at both the national and international level. 

National governments have the primary responsibility 

to prevent forced displacement and to ensure that the 

displaced are provided with full access to their rights. 

Yet, as this report shows, the very governments respon-

sible for protecting their citizens from displacement 

and other violations of their human rights often fail to 

ensure their protection and are themselves involved in 

forcibly uprooting civilians. This year’s Global Overview 

therefore has a particular focus on the role of national 

authorities, highlighting situations where progress 

was made in addressing internal displacement as well 

those where signifi cant gaps remain.

The year 2006 saw a sharp increase in the number of 
people newly uprooted by confl ict, with the Middle 
East particularly hard hit by new internal displace-
ment. As the global internal displacement crisis wors-
ened considerably, the international community con-
tinued its efforts to set up a functioning system capa-
ble of responding to the needs of internally displaced 
persons in a timely, predictable and comprehensive 
manner when national governments are not able or 
willing to do so. Although progress was made during 
the year to establish an improved response mechanism 
– the so-called cluster approach – in a few of the worst 
humanitarian emergencies, implementation of the 
new approach remains a challenge.

An improved humanitarian response is necessary 
to save lives and assist those suffering the effects of 
confl ict. But ultimately, only political solutions to the 
underlying causes of the confl icts causing displacement 
will ease the global IDP crisis and reduce the number 
of people uprooted within their own countries.

It is our hope that this report will contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of the causes and effects of inter-
nal displacement and thus help advance solutions 
leading to the sustainable return or resettlement 
and reintegration of internally displaced populations 
worldwide.    

Paul Nesse                                                                   
Resident Representative, Geneva

Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer
Acting Head of IDMC
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Congolese IDPs fl eeing violence in Katanga 
Province. (Photo: J. Hesemann, UNHCR)
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The year 2006 was marked by a steep increase in the 
number of people newly displaced within their coun-
tries by armed confl ict and human rights violations, 
refl ecting an escalation of confl ict during the year, in 
particular in the Middle East and Asia. More than 4 
million people were forced to fl ee their homes dur-
ing the year, more than twice as many as in 20051. 
Hundreds of thousands of them were able to return 
before year’s end – mainly Lebanese and Israelis dis-
placed by the confl ict between Israel and Hizbollah in 
summer 2006. In many other countries, including in 
Sudan, Colombia and Iraq, those newly displaced in 
2006 joined the ranks of millions of other uprooted 
people who have not been able to return for years or 
even decades. Altogether, 23 countries were affected 
by new internal displacement in 2006; the total num-
ber of countries with internally displaced populations 
remained at 52 (not counting a number of situations 
where displacement is likely to have taken place, but 
no IDP-specifi c information was available). 

A number of ongoing return movements continued in 
several countries during the year, sometimes in parallel 
with new displacements. In total, some 3.6 million inter-
nally displaced people, or IDPs, were able to go back to 
their homes in 2006, even if conditions in areas of origin 
often were not conducive to the lasting reintegration 
of returnees. In addition to the large-scale returns in 
Lebanon and Israel, the most signifi cant return move-
ments were recorded in southern Sudan, the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and eastern Uganda. 
Provided that ongoing peace processes continue, more 
large-scale returns are expected for 2007 in southern 
Sudan, northern Uganda, the DRC and Nepal.  

The global number of IDPs increased moderately to 
an estimated 24.5 million at year’s end (from 23.7 mil-
lion in 2005)2. The increase is mainly due to the fact 
that more people were newly displaced in 2006 than 
were able to return during the year. For some IDP situ-
ations, new data became available, causing changes in 
country fi gures without this necessarily being linked to 
actual changes in the size of the displaced population. 
Many millions more are displaced by natural disasters, 
environmental change and development projects. This 
report, however, only covers internal displacement 

The Global Internal Displacement 
Crisis: Trends and Developments

Who is an internally 
displaced person? 

Internally displaced people – or IDPs – have been 

forced to fl ee their homes because their lives 

were in danger, but unlike refugees they have 

not crossed an international border. Many IDPs 

remain exposed to violence, hunger and disease 

during their displacement and are subject to a 

multitude of human rights violations. Although 

IDPs outnumber refugees by nearly 2 to 1, their 

plight receives far less international attention. 

While refugees are entitled to seek international 

protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention 

and its 1967 Protocol, the international com-

munity is not under the same legal obligation to 

protect internally displaced people. National gov-

ernments have the primary responsibility for the 

security and well-being of all displaced people 

on their territory, but often they are unable or 

unwilling to live up to this obligation as defi ned 

by the Guiding Principles on Internal Displace-

ment, the set of relevant international standards. 

In the absence of a single agency mandated to 

help IDPs, the international community has been 

trying to work out arrangements aimed at ensur-

ing a collaborative, inter-agency response to the 

needs of the displaced. 

IDPs who have been uprooted by confl icts and 

human rights violations are the focus of this 

report, but there are also millions of people who 

have been internally displaced by natural disas-

ters. Many more have been evicted from their 

homes in relation to development projects.    

      



caused by confl ict or situations of generalised violence, 
the focus of the IDMC’s global IDP database. 

Since 2001, the global number of IDPs has remained 
almost unchanged, hovering around the 25 million 
mark3. Thus neither the increased international atten-
tion to the plight of IDPs, nor state pledges to protect 
civilians from arbitrary displacement and other human 
rights violations (see below), has resulted in a tangible 
reduction of the global IDP population. Even more trou-
bling, the fi ndings of this report suggest that the num-
ber of IDPs exposed to violence went up during 2006. 

This chapter presents the fi ndings of the IDMC’s yearly 
global analysis of information included in its IDP data-
base and attempts to identify major global trends 
with regard to the worldwide internal displacement 
crisis. A special focus is placed on the role of national 
governments in responding to IDP situations in their 
countries. 

Massive new displacement

The Middle East was the region most affected by 
new displacement in 2006. The confl ict between Israel 
and Hizbollah in July-August 2006 alone caused the 
– mostly short-term – internal displacement of nearly 
1 million people in Lebanon and more than 300,000 
in Israel. The dramatic escalation of sectarian violence 

in Iraq following the attack on the Al-Askari shrine in 
Samarra in February 2006, in addition to ongoing mili-
tary operations, uprooted some 500,000 people within 
the country, with many others seeking refuge across 
Iraq’s borders. With an estimated total of 1.7 million 
IDPs, the number of displaced people in Iraq was only 
surpassed by the size of IDP populations in Colombia 
and Sudan. (See Middle East chapter.)

In Africa, most new displacements were reported from 
the DRC (500,000) and Sudan (450,000), although sig-
nifi cant return movements took place in both countries 
simultaneously. The breakdown of security in eastern 
Chad and northern Central African Republic (CAR), 
partly linked to a spill-over of the confl ict in Darfur, led 
to displacement of some 100,000 people in each of the 
two countries. Although Africa remained by far the 
continent most affected by internal displacement, the 
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Boy in Weyale school for IDPs uprooted as a result of 
instability caused by rebel attacks on the civilian population 
in northern Uganda. (Photo: Liba Taylor, Panos)

New displacement 

Countries most affected by new 
confl ict-related displacement (2006):

Lebanon
DRC
Iraq
Sudan
Israel

Sources: USCR (1990-2000); IDMC (2001-2006) 
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total number of IDPs in the region slightly decreased 
from 12.1 million in 2005 to 11.8 million at the end of 
2006. This refl ected the large-scale return movements 
in countries such as Sudan (800,000), the DRC (at least 
500,000) and eastern Uganda (up to 300,000). With 5 
million IDPs, Sudan again topped the list of countries 
with the largest internally displaced populations. (See 
Africa chapter.)

In Asia, after years of continuously decreasing IDP fi g-
ures, the number of internally displaced people went 
up again in 2006 – mainly due to displacement caused 
by renewed confl ict in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Timor-
Leste and Pakistan – and stood at 3 million at year’s 
end. (See Asia chapter.)

The increase in the number of IDPs in Latin America 
was entirely due to continued displacement in a single 
country, Colombia. An estimated 200,000 Colombians 

fl ed their homes in 2006, bringing the estimated num-
ber of IDPs to 3.8 million – the second largest IDP popu-
lation in the world. (See Americas chapter.)

Europe was the only world region where no signifi -
cant new displacements were recorded in 2006. (See 
Europe chapter.)

State failure to protect

The obligation to prevent arbitrary displacement and 
to protect and assist those who have been displaced 
falls squarely within the purview of states. The notion 
of state sovereignty including the responsibility to pro-
tect all those under national jurisdiction has gained 
wide recognition in recent years and was formally con-
fi rmed by states in the 2005 UN World Summit Out-
come Document4. The Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement, the set of international standards that 
outline what this responsibility entails with regard 
to IDPs, were also recognised by states at the World 
Summit. In the Outcome Document, states resolved to 
“take effective measures to increase the protection of 
internally displaced persons”5. 

Although these commitments constitute an impor-
tant step in acknowledging state responsibility vis-à-
vis internally displaced people, the reality is very dif-
ferent. Not only has the number of IDPs increased since 
the World Summit meeting in September 2005, it also 
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Displaced man taking shelter in a 
school building in Sudan’s Darfur 
region. Up to 2 million people  
fl ed their homes in Darfur after 
attacks by government-backed 
Janjaweed militias. (Photo: 
Petterik Wiggers, Panos)

Sources: IDMC, USCR (IDP fi gures); USCR (refugee fi gures)
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Region Countries IDPs (mil.)

Africa 21 11.8

Americas 4 4.2
Asia 12 3
Europe 10 2.8
Middle East 5 2.7

Total 52 24.5

 IDP estimates by region (2006)



appears that the number of IDPs faced with threats to 
their physical security has gone up signifi cantly. With 
the changing nature of confl icts, civilians increasingly 
are forced to fl ee their homes both to avoid the effects 
of armed confl ict but also because they are targeted by 
armed forces. In most situations with new displacement 
in 2006, governments were responsible for forcibly dis-
placing people, either directly through regular armies 
or indirectly through government-supported militia.
 
Although IDP statistics are notoriously scarce and 
unreliable, it is possible to identify general trends with 
regard to the protection situation of IDPs. The num-
ber of IDPs considered at high risk of falling victim to 
physical violence rose by 1.5 million to an estimated 
15.6 million worldwide during 2006. This means that 
almost two in three IDPs – in Sudan, Colombia, Bur-
ma and elsewhere – were forced to live in conditions 
where they feared for their lives. More than a third 
of them – an estimated 5.7 million people – could 
not count on their governments for protection from 
human rights abuses because the authorities were 
either unwilling or unable to guarantee their rights. 
The number of IDPs living under such governments 
was slightly lower than in 2005. An estimated 5 million 
IDPs were confronted with governments who did not 
provide them with any humanitarian assistance – this 

number was signifi cantly below that of the previous 
year, but remained at a disturbing level.

In several countries the very governments responsible 
for the protection of the displaced were the force 
behind arbitrary displacements. In some cases regular 
armies were among the perpetrators, as was the case in 
Burma and the CAR. In other countries militias directly 
or indirectly supported by governments were given a 
free hand to target and displace civilians, as in Sudan 
and Colombia. Occupying powers – such as Israel in 
the Palestinian Territories – were also responsible for 
forced displacements. At least 18 governments were 
involved in the arbitrary displacement of civilians dur-
ing 2006, a signifi cant increase over the previous year. 
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Ethiopian returnees rebuild 
their house, destroyed during 

the Ethiopia-Eritrea border war.  
(Photo: Sven Torfi nn, Panos)   

IDP return 

Countries with the highest number of 

returning confl ict-related IDPs (2006):

Sudan

Lebanon

DRC

Uganda

Israel



Measuring government 
action on IDPs 

The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, root-
ed in international law, provide a framework for gov-
ernments in exercising their responsibility to prevent 
arbitrary displacement and protect and assist those 
already displaced. A number of indicators can be used 
to measure the extent to which governments have 
assumed their responsibilities to IDPs6. An analysis of 
available information on these indicators shows that 
most governments were far from fulfi lling their obliga-
tions adequately in 2006.

A fi rst essential step for any government toward 
developing an adequate national response to its IDP 
situation is acknowledging the existence of the prob-
lem of internal displacement. However, more than a 
third of governments – including those of countries 
as diverse as Algeria, Burma, India (for some IDPs situ-
ations), Kenya and Zimbabwe – have not yet made 
this basic step and shy away from clearly and publicly 
recognising the internal displacement situation in 
their country and their responsibility to respond. The 
reason for this reluctance is often grounded in fear of 
becoming subject of international scrutiny or interfer-
ence, in particular where governments bear respon-
sibility for the violence and human rights violations 
that have caused the displacement. In countries like 
Guatemala and Rwanda, the authorities have ceased 
to recognise the existence of IDPs as such, although 
sustainable reintegration has not taken place. There 
were also positive examples in 2006 of governments 
making signifi cant progress in assuming and publicly 
expressing their IDP-related responsibilities, for exam-
ple in Turkey and Georgia.

Another important step towards an adequate 

national IDP response is the development of legal 

frameworks and policies in line with the Guiding Prin-

ciples. Countries that have developed laws, policies 

and other documents regulating some or all aspects 

of internal displacement include Angola, Burundi, 

Liberia and Uganda in Africa; India and Sri Lanka in 

Asia; Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, 

the Russian Federation, Serbia and Turkey in Europe; 

and Colombia and Peru in the Americas7. Although 

the number of countries where IDP legislation or pol-

icy is in place or under development is growing, the 

scope of existing laws and policies varies greatly, and 

not all governments make genuine efforts to imple-

ment them8. In 2006, the overwhelming majority of 

countries affected by internal displacement still did 

not have any IDP-specifi c frameworks guiding gov-

ernment action in this regard. A number of African 

states adopted a legally binding IDP protocol in the 

framework of the Great Lakes Conference in Decem-

ber 2006, and efforts were under way to develop an 

Africa-wide IDP convention under the umbrella of the 

African Union. 

Designating a governmental body as a focal point on 

IDP issues has proved to be essential for creating an 

effective government response to internal displace-

ment. Such focal points – usually located within rele-

vant ministries or governmental agencies – are neces-

sary for coordinating the national response, ensuring 

proper data collection, and acting as a counterpart to 

civil society and the international community on IDP-

related issues. As of late 2006, almost half the coun-

tries affected by internal displacement did not have a 
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Note on accuracy of IDP data 
Although the availability of IDP data has improved 

during recent years, there remain enormous gaps. 

For most countries, not even the scale of the 

displacement crisis is known with any degree of 

accuracy, and it is even more diffi cult to obtain specifi c 

information on IDPs‘ living conditions and needs. 

IDP fi gures used by governments and international 

organisations are often only rough estimates; they 

do not provide breakdowns by gender and age, and 

they can at times be contradictory.

 

The IDP numbers presented in this report are there-

fore based not only on the “offi cial“ estimates 

published in the Annex but also on analysis of addi-

tional information on recent developments regard-

ing new displacement, returns and reintegration in 

affected countries. Nevertheless, due to the pauci-

ty of IDP data for most countries, the fi gures in this 

report should be viewed as the estimates they are. 



government body clearly designated to lead their IDP 

response. In the countries where a focal point was in 

place in 2006, these structures often did not have suf-

fi cient political clout or fi nancial resources to be effec-

tive. Thus, the number of countries with functioning 

governmental IDP structures remained limited, in par-

ticular outside Europe. 

The task of providing adequate assistance and ser-

vices to displaced or returning communities is costly 

and often exceeds national capacities given that most 

countries affected by internal displacement are strug-

gling with the costs and effects of either ongoing con-

fl ict or post-war recovery. Many of these countries are 

among the poorest in the world, and some – including 

Afghanistan, Somalia, Colombia, the CAR and the DRC 

– have governments that are not in control of some 

parts of their territory. Nevertheless, allocating resourc-

es is always a question of prioritisation, and the low 

level of resources invested in fi nding durable solutions 

for IDPs in many countries is striking given the impor-

tance of return and reintegration for internal stability 

and prospects for lasting post-confl ict recovery. This is 

particularly true for countries with an obvious imbal-

ance between the overall state resources available and 

the amounts allocated to address IDP situations – for 

example, in Angola and the Russian Federation. 

Beyond the issue of resources, many governments 

have demonstrated a lack of political will to actively 

address the root causes of confl ict and displacement 

and seek durable solutions for those displaced. This 

has been most apparent in the many situations where 

governments themselves have a role in exploiting and 

instigating confl ict for political or economic gain and 

using forced displacement as a strategy of war. But 

also in countries with more constructive governments, 

No government assistance 

Countries where confl ict-related IDPs received 
no, or very limited, humanitarian assistance 
from national authorities:

Bangladesh 

Burma 

CAR

Chad

DRC 

Indonesia (West Papua)

Pakistan

Palestinian Territories

Somalia 

Sudan (Darfur)

Turkmenistan

A displaced Lebanese woman 
walks through the rubble of 
her house, ruined during the 
Israel-Hizbollah confl ict of 2006. 
(Photo: A. Branthwaite, UNHCR)
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authorities have found it hard to muster the political 

will to tackle the often politically sensitive underlying 

causes of displacement – such as lack of good gover-

nance and unequal access to resources – and to promote 

solutions that are in line with international standards. 

This is a particular problem where these standards are 

perceived as conflicting with overriding political agen-

das. In the Russian Federation, for example, the prin-

ciples of freedom of movement and voluntary return 

in safety and dignity have clashed with the govern-

ment’s interest in “solving” the IDP problem by put-

ting pressure on the displaced to return to Chechnya 

despite persistent security concerns9. And the need for 

integration of Serb IDPs from Kosovo at their current 

places of residence in Serbia, as long as return is not 

an option, has conflicted with the government’s inter-

est in nurturing the wish to return, which is seen as 

improving its bargaining position in the negotiations 

over the future of Kosovo. Conversely, certain political 

agendas have proved to have a positive affect on the 

respect of IDPs’ rights, as illustrated by the way the 

prospect of EU accession has propelled a more vigor-

ous approach toward solving the IDP situation in parts 

of southeastern Europe and Turkey10.

Finally, governments’ performance can be measured 

against their willingness to engage civil society and, 

where necessary, the international community in their 

efforts to address situations of internal displacement. 

Involving civil society groups – including IDP represen-

tatives – is crucial for setting up a comprehensive and 

sustainable national response (see Civil Society chap-

ter). Such groups play a vital role around the world 

in raising awareness of IDP-related concerns in their 

countries and advocating for respect of the rights of 

the displaced. However, in 2006 only one in four gov-

ernments made a genuine effort to ensure the par-

ticipation of the displaced or their representatives in 

IDP-related policy-making and programming. This was 

the case, for example, in Georgia, where NGOs were 

involved in the process of developing the govern-

ment’s new IDP policy. 

Governments should seek and accept international 

assistance if national capacity is insufficient to ade-

quately address an IDP situation. Although this is 

arguably the case for all but a very few internal dis-

placement situations, many governments remain 

reluctant to allow such international involvement. 

In Asia in particular, governments in countries such 

as Bangladesh, Burma, India and Pakistan have used 

the principle of state sovereignty to fend off interna-

tional offers for assistance in addressing situations of 

internal displacement. It is therefore not surprising 

that Asia, unlike other continents affected by inter-

nal displacement, has no regional bodies or mecha-

nisms dealing with IDP-related issues. But the prob-

lem of state resistance to international involvement 

is not limited to Asia. The governments of Algeria, 

Eritrea, Rwanda and Zimbabwe, for example, have 

all been successful in keeping foreign engagement in 

their IDP situations to a minimum, notwithstanding 

their inability or unwillingness to provide sufficient 

protection and assistance themselves. In addition to 

the above-mentioned countries, a number of other 

governments hindered international humanitarian 

access to displaced populations in need of assistance, 

including Indonesia (in West Papua), Israel (in the 

Palestinian Territories and Lebanon), the Russian Fed-

eration (in Chechnya and North Ossetia-Alania), Sri 

Lanka, and Sudan (in Darfur). In total, one in three 

governments restricted humanitarian access to IDPs 

systematically or occasionally during 2006. 

The world’s worst 
IDP situations

Burma (Myanmar)

CAR 

Chad 

Colombia

Côte d’Ivoire

DRC

Sudan

Iraq

Somalia

Sri Lanka

Uganda

(in alphabetical order; based on a combination of 
factors such as size of IDP population, scope of pro-
tection concerns, government response, and humani-
tarian access) 
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Escalation of conflict 

There was a clear correlation in 2006 between the 

escalation of confl ict, in particular in the Middle East 

and Asia, and the increase in the number of IDPs. The 

number of high-intensity confl icts went up from 28 to 

35 during 200611. Many of the confl icts that intensifi ed 

during 2006 also caused signifi cant new displacement, 

including the war between Israel and Hizbollah and 

the worsening security situations in Iraq, Afghanistan, 

Sri Lanka, and, from late 2006, Somalia. Other armed 
confl icts remained at a high-intensity level, continuing 
to uproot hundreds of thousands of people, in Colom-
bia, the DRC and Sudan, among other countries.

Only one international confl ict caused internal dis-
placement in 2006: the war between Israel and Hizbol-
lah. But it was this confl ict that uprooted the single 
largest number of people during the year (a total of far 
more than 1 million, albeit most of them temporarily). 

Internal confl icts were far more frequent as a cause 
of displacement in 2006. Taken alone, none of these 
confl icts displaced as many people as the Lebanon cri-
sis. But added together, the number of IDPs uproot-
ed by internal confl icts far exceeded that of civilians 
fl eeing their homes as a result of international war. 
Displacement-causing internal confl ict took various 
different forms. Classic civil wars pitting government 
armies against rebel groups, such as the confl ict in 
Sri Lanka, appear to have been increasingly replaced 
by more complex, sometimes internationalised, con-
fl icts involving elements of inter-communal violence 
and campaigns by governments or non-state actors 
directed against civilians. Most of the confl icts causing 
displacement in 2006 fall into this category – perhaps 
best exemplifi ed by the violence in countries such as 
Chad, the DRC and Iraq, where a combination of regu-
lar army campaigns, insurgent activities, inter-commu-
nal violence and involvement of external armed forces 
has created an environment of human rights abuses, 
generalised violence and insecurity that has prompted 
hundreds of thousands of people to fl ee their homes. 
In these confl icts, the killing, abuse and displacement 
of civilians and the looting and destruction of their 
properties is often not a by-product of war, but a 
deliberate strategy used by armed groups to weaken 

Displaced Roma 
girl from Kosovo 
now living in the 

suburbs of Podgorica, 
Montenegro.  (Photo: 

C. Cazurro, UNHCR)

Sources: IDMC; Heidelberg Institute on International Confl ict Research, Confl ict Barometer 2006
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the support base of adversaries and punish those who 
are perceived to support them, and to reward their 
own fighters. Indeed, recent research appears to con-
firm this trend, suggesting that the number of violent 
campaigns directed by armed state or non-state forces 
against civilians increased by 55 per cent between 1989 
and 2005, with the most significant increase occurring 
in the last few years12. 

The United States-led international “war on terror” 
has continued to fuel conflicts leading to internal dis-
placement, for example in Colombia, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka and Somalia. By providing gov-
ernments a pretext – and, in some cases, the resources 
– for waging war on insurgents re-labelled as terror-
ists, the “war on terror” tended to encourage military 
solutions to conflicts, in effect narrowing the possibil-
ity of peaceful settlements and protracting a number 
of IDP crises. 

International response 

The level of international attention to the issue of 
internal displacement in 2006 was unprecedented, 
but there is limited evidence that this has translated 
into tangible improvements in the conditions of large 
parts of the global IDP population. In fact, if the global 
number of IDPs is taken as a key indicator of the effec-
tiveness of the international response, it has to be 
concluded that, on the whole, the international com-
munity has failed – both in preventing new crises that 
cause displacement and in contributing to the cre-
ation of environments conducive to return and other 
durable solutions. The increase in the number of IDPs 
worldwide who are exposed to threats to their physi-
cal safety also raises questions about how successful 
international interventions have been in mitigating 
the effects of conflict. Nevertheless, progress has been 
made in some countries, and the increased attention 
to IDPs as an often-overlooked category of people 
with specific needs has helped mobilise national and 
international support. 

International public awareness of the plight of inter-
nally displaced people may have improved as a result 
of the increased media coverage of the Darfur crisis 
and, to a lesser extent, the conflicts in Uganda and the 
DRC. However, reporting on the situation of IDPs in 
other conflicts causing large-scale displacement, most 
notably the Iraq war, hardly made its way into main-
stream news programmes. The IDP crises in the CAR, 
Sri Lanka, Chechnya (Russian Federation), Somalia, the 
DRC and central India are all on Médecins sans Fron-
tières’ list of the world’s most underreported humani-
tarian emergencies13.

At the international political level, the UN Security 

Council has put a number of countries with displace-

ment crises on its agenda, most recently Burma in 

September 2006. However, the veto-yielding mem-

bers remained divided over a number of conflicts and 

unable to act decisively to end humanitarian emer-

gencies, not least due to the reluctance of China and 

Russia to impose sanctions on abusive governments 

and agree on strong peace-keeping missions to pro-

tect civilians in countries such as Sudan. Nevertheless, 

there were a number of encouraging developments 

Five largest IDP situations 
 
Sudan (5 million IDPs) 

Colombia (up to 3.8 million)

Iraq (1.7 million)

Uganda (1.7 million)

DRC (1.1 million)

Governments as agents of 
displacement 

Countries where governments or occupation forces 
were directly or indirectly involved in deliberately 
displacing people in 2006:
 

Burma (Myanmar)

CAR

Chad

Colombia

Côte d’Ivoire

DRC

Iraq

Lebanon

Kenya

Pakistan

Palestinian Territories

Philippines

Senegal

Sri Lanka

Sudan (Darfur)

Uganda (Karamoja)

Zimbabwe 



at the political level: the (fragile) peace talks between 

the Ugandan government and the rebel Lord’s Resis-

tance Army that have resulted in the fi rst prolonged 

cessation of hostilities in the history of that confl ict; 

the largely successful elections in the DRC; and the 

peace agreement between the Nepalese government 

and Maoist rebels signed in November 2006.

In a resolution adopted in April 2006, the Security 

Council condemned acts of violence or abuses com-

mitted against civilians in situations of armed confl ict, 

including forced displacement, and demanded that 

all parties end such practices. The Council stressed the 

prohibition of the forcible displacement of civilians in 

situations of armed confl ict under circumstances that 

are in violation of obligations under international 

humanitarian law. It called on confl ict parties to ensure 

that peace processes, peace agreements and post-con-

fl ict recovery and reconstruction planning include the 

creation of conditions conducive to the voluntary, 

safe, dignifi ed and sustainable return of IDPs and reaf-

fi rmed the need to maintain the security and civilian 

character of IDP camps14. 

Driven to a large extent by an acknowledgement 

of the international community’s failure to respond 

adequately to the internal displacement crises in Dar-

fur and elsewhere and championed by the depart-

ing Emergency Relief Coordinator, Jan Egeland, the 

United Nations began rolling out a new approach to 

humanitarian assistance during 2006. The so-called 

cluster approach, a key element of an ongoing broad-

er UN humanitarian reform process, was introduced to 

improve humanitarian operations by designating lead 

agencies for certain sectors, or “clusters”. 

As designated lead agency for the three clusters most 

relevant for IDP situations – protection, camp man-

agement and emergency shelter – UNHCR assumed 
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Displaced children in a 
makeshift shelter in Kabul, 
Afghanistan. (Photo: S. 
Schulman, UNHCR)

No government protection 

Countries where authorities reacted with 
indifference or hostility to protection needs of 
confl ict-related IDPs:

Burma 

CAR

Côte d’Ivoire

DRC 

Guatemala

Indonesia (West Papua)

Pakistan 

Somalia

Sudan (Darfur)

Turkmenistan



responsibility for ensuring a timely, comprehensive 

and coordinated response to a number of ongoing 

confl ict-related IDP crises and all major new ones. 

The introduction of the cluster approach led to unprec-

edented attention paid to internal displacement at 

the headquarters level and contributed to moving the 

issue up on the international political and humanitar-

ian agenda. However, implementation on the ground 

proved diffi cult in some of the roll-out countries and 

progress in improving the humanitarian and protec-

tion situation of IDPs was diffi cult to measure given 

the absence of reliable baseline data15. 

UNHCR was gearing up in late 2006 towards rede-

fi ning its policy and criteria for engagement in IDP 

situations, thereby refl ecting the stronger role the 

agency had assumed regarding IDPs as part of the clus-

ter approach. The high-level panel on UN coherence 

appointed by the UN Secretary-General also recom-

mended a broader role for UNHCR in working with 

IDPs, saying that the agency “must reposition itself to 

provide protection and assistance to displaced people 

in need, regardless of whether they have crossed an 

international border”16. 

As of late 2006, UNHCR – and the UN as a whole – was 

still far from being able to step in wherever national 

governments were unwilling or unable to protect or 

assist IDPs. In several countries the UN did not address 

IDP issues at all, although the scale of assistance or pro-

tection needs and limited government capacity or will-

ingness to address the situation would have warranted 

international involvement. The list of countries with-

out any UN involvement in IDP issues shrank compared 

to previous years, and now mostly includes countries 

with governments opposing international involve-

ment for political reasons, including Algeria, Rwanda, 

India, and Pakistan, and countries without signifi cant 

assistance needs, such as Croatia, Israel or Cyprus. 

In a large number of countries the UN assisted IDPs 

as part of programmes benefi ting the wider confl ict-
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No UN involvement

Countries where the UN was not involved in 

providing humanitarian assistance or protection 

to confl ict-related IDPs in 2006:

Algeria

Guatemala

India 

Mexico

Pakistan

Peru

Rwanda

Tens of thousands of people fl ed 
renewed fi ghting between the 
government and the rebel Tamil Tigers 
in Sri Lanka during 2006. (Photo: 
Reuters, courtesy www.alertnet.org) 



affected population, an approach that risks overlook-

ing the specifi c needs and vulnerabilities associated 

with internal displacement. Issues related to personal 

documentation or compensation for lost property, for 

example, are particularly relevant for people displaced 

from their homes, but may not be addressed if IDPs are 

not identifi ed as a specifi c group with different needs 

than those of other confl ict-affected populations. In 

some countries a discreet approach to assisting IDPs 

may have been necessary, given the overall political 

environment, for example in Burma or Zimbabwe. But 

it is less apparent why the UN has not addressed inter-

nal displacement more specifi cally through its spe-

cialised agencies in a number of other IDP situations, 

such as those in Kenya and eastern Uganda. 

As of late 2006, the UN’s resident and humanitar-

ian coordinators – the senior country-based offi cials 

whose responsibility it is to set up a comprehensive 

international IDP response – had only developed IDP 

strategies or action plans in little more than a dozen 

countries. Inter-agency working groups dealing with 

IDP issues existed in only half the affected countries. 

Improving the delivery of humanitarian aid to IDPs 

and other confl ict-affected populations must remain 

a priority considering the still-glaring defi ciencies of 

the current response system. But the urgent need for 

better humanitarian response and ongoing efforts to 

improve the system must not divert attention from 

states’ responsibility to address internal displacement 

at the political level. Ultimately, only political solutions 

can resolve the essentially political problems that lie 

at the heart of most confl icts causing displacement. 

Although the governments of countries directly affect-

ed by internal displacement have the primary duty to 

address the root causes of confl ict, other states – Secu-

rity Council members, donors, neighbouring countries 

– also have a clear responsibility to encourage and pro-

vide sustained support for national efforts aimed at 

peacefully resolving confl ict and ending situations of 

internal displacement.

A group of indigenous Colombian IDPs during a perilous 
river journey on an overloaded canoe, fl eeing attacks by 
the FARC rebel group. (Photo: Dermot Tatlow, Panos)
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International response taking shape

Late 1980s  Internal displacement emerges as an issue on the international agenda.

1992   UN Secretary-General appoints Francis Deng as his Representative on Internally Displaced Persons.

1997   UN Secretary-General appoints Emergency Relief Coordinator as focal point for IDPs in the UN system.

1998   Publication of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.

1999  NRC launches IDP database at the request of the UN.

2000  --Inter-Agency Standing Committee adopts IDP policy.

  --Emergency Relief Coordinator establishes Senior Inter-Agency Network on Internal Displacement.

2001  Global number of IDPs reaches 25 million and remains largely unchanged for the subsequent years.

2002  Internal Displacement Unit (since 2004: Division) established within UN Offi ce for the Coordination 

  of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

2004   --UN Secretary-General appoints Walter Kälin as Representative on the Human Rights of Internally 

  Displaced Persons.

  --Inter-Agency Standing Committee adopts revised IDP Policy Package to strengthen    

  Collaborative Response.

2005  Introduction of “cluster” approach; UNHCR takes lead responsibility for protection, emergency   

  shelter and camp management clusters.   
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4Regional Overviews

A young woman in Kalma, the largest IDP 
camp in Darfur, which hosts some 150,000 
people. (Photo: Pep Bonet, Panos)
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Africa

Continuing crisis

After the end of the Cold War, a multitude of factors 
plunged many African countries into confl ict, with the 
resultant forced displacement of millions of civilians 
– the majority of whom never crossed an international 
border. Important causes of forced displacement have 
been the breakdown of state structures that had been 
sustained by Cold War dynamics, increasing poverty, 
population pressure, competition for access to land 
and scarce natural resources, and the disintegration 
of traditional confl ict resolution mechanisms. In many 
cases, these processes have exacerbated local griev-
ances and contributed to an increasing number of dis-
gruntled and marginalised people, receptive to politi-
cally instigated violence along ethnic lines. 

Almost half of all internally displaced people live on the 
African continent. Sudan alone accounts for more than 
5 million IDPs, followed by northern Uganda with 1.7 
and the DRC with 1.1 million. During 2006, signifi cant 
internal displacement has occurred in Chad, the CAR, 
the DRC, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan’s Darfur region. 

A number of countries experienced a signifi cant 
deterioration of their human rights situations during 
2006. In the CAR, fi ghting between rebel groups and 
government forces in the inaccessible north started in 
2005 and then intensifi ed during 2006, bringing the 
number of IDPs – most of whom have to survive practi-
cally without any assistance – from 50,000 to 150,000 
in just one year. 

Africa   remains the continent with 
the highest numbers of people 

who have been internally displaced 
due to confl ict. While some confl ict 
situations, as in Burundi and Uganda, 
appeared to improve during 2006 with 
substantial numbers of IDPs begin-
ning or continuing to return home, 
many other countries have experi-
enced a clear deterioration of their sit-
uation, as was the case in the Central 
African Republic (CAR). Chad has 
appeared for the fi rst time on the list 
of displacement-producing countries, 
with no indication of an imminent 
improvement of the situation. Sudan 
and the international community 
continue to struggle to fi nd solutions 
in the Darfur region, where violence 
and human rights abuses continue 
unabated. Somalia has experienced a 
very volatile year, marked by drought, 
fl oods and confl ict and has, in the 
last days of 2006, plunged back into 
outright confl ict. Many countries, like 
Rwanda and Kenya, have suffered 
from confl ict-related displacement for 
years. Such protracted displacement 
situations, left to fester without any 

effort at fi nding a 
long-term solution, 
may in themselves 
harbour the seeds for 
renewed confl ict. 

With regard to access to essen-
tial services such as water, food, 
shelter, health care and education, 
most IDPs live in conditions that are 
clearly inferior to those of the local 
population. The situation in countries 
such as the CAR, Chad, Somalia and 
parts of the DRC is particularly alarm-
ing due to severe access problems for 
the humanitarian community.

Ending confl ict-displacement on 
the African continent is essentially 
dependent on fi nding political solu-
tions and engaging in meaningful 
peace and reconciliation processes. 
While the bulk of the political will to 
end violence must come from within 
the individual countries, the interna-
tional community as a whole plays 
an important role – facilitating peace 
processes and aiding in the recon-
struction of infrastructure. Fulfi lling 
this role is very diffi cult in the complex 

and histori-
cally charged 
African context, 
where interests other than the 
humanitarian tend to maintain the 
upper hand. As a result, international 
humanitarian aid often remains ad-
hoc and short term. Initiatives such 
as the UN cluster approach, which 
is being piloted in Africa, and the 
Peace Building Commission’s work 
in Burundi, aim to provide more pre-
dictable and long-term aid to coun-
tries in confl ict and to assist in the 
always-fragile transition from confl ict 
to peace.
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Chad had not been considered a country affected by 

confl ict displacement in 2005. However, during the 

past 12 months, the combination of ongoing fi ghting 

between rebel and Chadian government forces in the 

east, and the spill-over effect of the Darfur confl ict, 

which triggered ethnic tensions and clashes, led to the 

internal displacement of more than 100,000 people.

In Sudan’s war-torn Darfur region, several hundred 

thousand people have been displaced as a result of the 

uprising against the central government, which had 

started in early 2003 following decades of marginali-

sation. For 2006, the total IDP fi gure in Darfur remains 

at around 1.8 million people, not taking into account 

multiple displacements or unregistered IDPs. In south 

Sudan, no signifi cant new displacement occurred dur-

ing 2006 – an indication that the January 2005 Com-

prehensive Peace Agreement is holding up. The UN 

has started preparations for large-scale IDP return 

operations in 2007.

In the DRC, around half a million people were newly 

displaced during the first half of 2006, with govern-

ment troops attempting to defeat and disarm rebel 

groups in the east. Since the July 2006 elections, the 

situation has stabilised somewhat and people have 

started to return home, despite lack of reintegra-

tion support. 

Somalia has witnessed the displacement of tens of 
thousands of people due to both fear of renewed 
violence and, in December 2006, the outbreak of war 
between the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) and the Tran-
sitional Federal Government, the latter supported by 
Ethiopian forces. The war broke out in south-central 
Somalia while that region had not yet recovered from 
the severe fl ooding that had displaced up to 400,000 
people in the second half of 2006. 

In Ethiopia, several tens of thousands of people were 
displaced in inter-ethnic clashes in the regions of Oro-
mia and Gambella.
 
In Côte d’Ivoire, displacement was triggered mostly by 
ethnically motivated inter-communal violence, where-
as in Senegal the causes were clashes between gov-
ernment forces and hardliner separatist rebel forces. 
In Burundi, return movements continued, albeit at a 
lower pace, while new displacement occurred in and 
around the capital, Bujumbura.

Where some degree of political stability could be 
achieved, IDPs have begun or continued to return and 
reintegrate. This was the case in Algeria, Angola, the 
DRC, Eritrea, Togo, Guinea, Liberia, southern Sudan 
and eastern Uganda. In all cases, the return processes 
posed very specifi c challenges of reintegration and of 
rebuilding livelihoods in a context of general poverty, 

Chadian IDPs on the road to 
Kerfi , having  fl ed their villages 

by foot. Inter-communal violence 
in southeastern Chad displaced 

thousands of people in 2006. 
(Photo: Helene Caux, UNHCR)
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insecurity and volatile political environments. Due to 
such continued insecurity, return movements often 
occurred alongside renewed displacement.

Power struggles and the 
colonial past

While religion and ethnicity appear to be the primary 
divisive factors in many confl ict situations, it is impor-
tant to bear in mind that existing tensions are often 
exploited for political or economic gain by aspiring 
politicians. Such national grievances are in some cas-
es rooted in the colonial era, when Europeans pitted 
population groups and ethnicities against each other. 
They may spread, taking on a regional character, as 
the result of random state borders imposed by colonial 
powers. 

In Sudan and Rwanda, for example, arbitrary state 

borders have contributed to the regionalisation of 

confl ict as ethnic groups within one country seek 

support from the same or affi liated ethnic groups in 

neighboring countries. 

In Côte d’Ivoire, ethnicity was explicitly used by politi-

cal leaders as a means of preventing adversaries from 

gaining power. This tactic eventually resulted in the 

violent division of the country into the Ivorien south 

and the predominantly Muslim north.

Economic disparity is another factor leading to con-

fl ict. In countries like the DRC and Angola, a small elite 

profi ts from control over natural resources, leaving the 

vast majority of the population in crippling poverty. 

Forgotten and protracted crises

A number of drawn-out, low-intensity confl icts have 

received hardly any attention from the international 

community – UN agencies, the international press, 

and non-governmental humanitarian organisations 

– despite a serious deterioration of the security situ-

ation. One pertinent example is the CAR, which 

continues to be considered a low-intensity confl ict 

because of the relatively small number of casualties, 

despite the approximately 150,000 people who have 

been internally displaced. Only recently did interest 

in this confl ict increase, but much more attention is 

needed to avoid further escalation. At present, both 

government and rebel forces act in total impunity in 

the north of the country, infl icting grave human rights 

violations on civilians, including rape, looting, burning 

of villages and abductions.

The mere absence of armed confl ict does not always 
result in suffi cient political stability and the will to 
resolve outstanding displacement situations. As a 
result, IDPs may linger for years in miserable condi-
tions, effectively prevented from returning to their 
homes and from fi nding durable solutions. 

In Congo-Brazzaville, for example, insecurity persists 
in the main confl ict-affected areas. Most elements of 
the March 2003 ceasefi re, including plans for disarma-
ment, have thus far not been implemented and armed 
rebel groups still spread insecurity. Almost 8,000 IDPs 
are affected by this situation and are unable either to 
return or to integrate locally. 

Chad has its own internal confl ict, unrelated to the 
Darfur spill-over, and in Togo, some 1,500 people 
cannot return home after having been displaced by 
political violence. In Senegal, increasing insecurity due 
to fi ghting between government and rebel groups 
along the northwest border with the Gambia has 
prevented many IDPs from going home and has trig-
gered renewed displacement, as well as threatening 

A young mother with her baby on her back pumping 
water in Parabongo IDP camp, Gulu District, northern 
Uganda. (Photo: H. Coussidis, UNHCR)



the future of the peace process. In Burundi, most of 
the 100,000 long-term IDPs remain in camps, many of 
which have become semi-permanent settlements. 

In a number of countries, IDPs are rendered invisible, 
simply owing to the fact that they have no offi cial rec-
ognition. This is the case particularly in Kenya, Rwanda 
and Zimbabwe (all countries with high IDP estimates), 
where there continues to be a lack of action from both 
the government and the international community. In 
Kenya, supposedly a country of stability and peace, 
roughly 450,000 people remain displaced due to con-
fl ict and human rights abuses. Confl ict has erupted 
sporadically over the years, with no response plan or 
assistance in place, which is why many people have 
been displaced for long periods, without prospect of 
return or integration. 

In 2006, the government of Rwanda, dominated by 
the Tutsi minority, did not succeed in fi nding a dura-
ble solution for the more than 500,000 people it forc-
ibly displaced in 1997 and 1998 as part of its brutal 
anti-insurgency strategy. After an assessment mission 
in 2000, the UN announced that all Rwandan IDPs 
had successfully returned or integrated, and thus it 
removed them from the humanitarian agenda. But in 
fact most of the country’s displaced continue to live in 
precarious conditions. The Rwandan government does 
not appear to recognise the ethnic dimension of the 

protracted IDP situation, which has the potential to 
ignite renewed tensions and bloodshed. 

In Zimbabwe, despite a UN estimate of almost 600,000 
displaced people in 2005, there is still a lack of consen-
sus in both the government and the UN on the extent 
of the displacement situation. 

The Ethiopian government does not offi cially recog-

nise a large portion of its confl ict IDPs. This has led to 

an ad-hoc and insuffi cient response to confl ict-induced 

displacement situations, for example by leaving many 

IDPs out of food distribution systems.
 
Some countries and displacement situations have 
received considerable international attention, among 
them Uganda and the DRC. In July 2006 in the DRC, 
millions of voters took part in the fi rst multiparty elec-
tions in more than 45 years. Around a thousand EU 
troops and more than 17,000 UN peacekeepers pro-
tected the elections, which represented an important 
step toward stability. In the wake of the elections, hun-
dreds of thousands of IDPs were able to return home 
in eastern DRC, where they are now facing the chal-
lenges of reintegration.

Of all African crises, Sudan received the most interna-

tional attention during 2006, particularly in the Darfur 

region. The spotlight of international focus, however, 
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Internally displaced 
Somalis in makeshift 
shelters in the capital, 
Mogadishu. (Photo: 
Abdimalik Yusuf, IRIN)



27

I N T E R N A L  D I S P L A C E M E N T  

is no guarantee of peace.17 Six UN security resolu-

tions, monthly reports by the UN Secretary General, 

the presence of thousands of African Union peace-

keeping troops and an internationally endorsed peace 

agreement did not end the suffering for the 1.8 mil-

lion internally displaced people in the Darfur region. 

Human rights violations have escalated during the 

course of the year, while the government’s promises 

to bring the perpetrators to justice ring hollow in the 

absence of investigations and trials. A special session 

on Darfur at the UN Human Rights Council in Decem-

ber 2006 did little more than highlight the increasing 

divisions within the international community.

Human rights violations 

While national authorities have the responsibility 
under international law to protect IDPs and other civil-
ians from human rights abuses, they often condone 
displacement or are even among the main perpetra-
tors of abuse. In 2006, armed government forces in 
Sudan and the CAR displaced tens of thousands peo-
ple. Governments in other countries, such as Rwanda, 
Angola, Kenya, Uganda, and the DRC, have been 
responsible for forcibly displacing civilian populations 
in their countries during confl icts – often in fl agrant 
violation of international humanitarian law. 

It is extremely diffi cult for the international commu-
nity to enforce an individual state’s human rights and 
humanitarian obligations. The International Criminal 
Court (ICC) can be one of the most powerful tools for 
doing so. In the CAR, the country’s highest criminal 
court has recognised that the international justice sys-
tem is the only effective means of fi ghting the crimes 
committed with total impunity by both rebels and 
government and of bringing justice to the victims, 
many of whom are IDPs. 

But there are also serious obstacles presented by 
some of the few states under investigation. Sudan, for 
example, signed the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court in 2000 but has failed to recognise the 
court’s jurisdiction over investigations into atrocities 
committed in Darfur. In Uganda, the ICC’s intention of 
bringing the rebel leader Joseph Kony to justice was 
received with skepticism by many Ugandans, who con-
sider a viable domestic reconciliation process involv-
ing Kony more promising for long-term stability than 
international justice. 

In addition to confl ict-related suffering, IDPs are con-
fronted on a daily basis with protection gaps related 
to the fact of being displaced. In most countries, IDPs 
have signifi cantly less access than others to food, shel-

ter, health care, education, and arable land or other 
ways of earning a living. Strategies such as encamp-
ment policies (as in northern Uganda) deny IDPs access 
to basic services and freedom of movement. In other 
countries, such as Somalia, Ethiopia and Côte d’Ivoire, 
IDPs’ clan affi liation or ethnicity prevents them from 
gaining access to services, often rendering them com-
pletely dependent on aid or leaving them in desperate 
situations where aid is not available (as is the case in 
the CAR, eastern Chad, and parts of the DRC). 

In stateless Somalia, IDPs living outside their clan area 
or belonging to minority clans have far less access than 
others to the country’s limited social services and to 
local justice systems, which are mostly provided on a 
clan-basis. In large areas of south and central Soma-
lia, these clan protection problems are seriously exac-
erbated by the depletion of livelihoods due to years-
long confl ict and recurring natural disasters. Ethiopia’s 
minority IDPs face signifi cant disadvantages in access-
ing resources such as food aid, jobs and land, which 
are controlled by regional and local authorities of eth-
nic majority groups. 

In the DRC, the people displaced during the fi rst half 
of 2006 experienced extreme brutality at the hands 
of both undisciplined, unpaid military personnel and 
rebel forces. This brutality included killings, abduc-
tions, looting and burning of possessions and sexual 
violence used as a weapon of war and to destabilise 
communities. 

Internally displaced 
woman taking 
shelter in a school 
building in Darfur, 
Sudan. (Photo: 
Petterik Wiggers, 
Panos)

 



28

Sexual violence against IDPs occurred in numerous 

countries, notably the CAR, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, the 

DRC, Liberia, Sudan and Uganda. In Somalia, sexual 

violence against displaced women was widespread 

but only rarely reported and still less often punished, 

mainly because many of them lack clan protection.

Children suffered particularly in many confl ict situ-

ations. Child abductions by armed forces and rebel 

groups were rampant in countries such as the DRC 

and the CAR. In south and central Somalia, which was 

plunged into renewed fi ghting in 2006, militia groups 

increasingly recruited children. 

Return and resettlement

A number of African countries continued to progress 

on their path from confl ict toward varying degrees of 

stability and toward the return or resettlement of IDPs, 

despite new displacement in some areas. Countries and 

areas with return movements include Algeria, Angola, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Guinea, Senegal, southern Sudan 

and the DRC, where the improved security situation 

that had allowed for relatively peaceful presidential 

elections in July 2006 prompted many IDPs to return. 

For all these countries, the return phase is a great 

challenge. The destruction of infrastructure and the 

loss of livelihoods are layered onto crushing poverty, 

landmines, property restitution issues, incomplete dis-

armament processes and political obstacles; the result-

ing combination turns reintegration and resettlement 

into a very fragile and years-long process, which is of 

central importance to the success of overall reconcilia-

tion and recovery. Thus, protection responsibility must 

extend into the return and reintegration phase of the 

displacement cycle.

In numerous countries, IDPs returned to seriously sub-

optimal situations, continuing to be dependent on 

food and shelter assistance or left to their own devic-

es, without any possibility of a livelihood and with 

extremely limited access to health care, education and 

other basic necessities (as in Angola, Burundi, the DRC, 

Liberia and eastern Uganda).

Where quick solutions to years-long confl icts appear 

politically desirable for national authorities and the 

international community, both tend to neglect or 

underestimate the political and reconstruction efforts 

needed for IDPs to return voluntarily and with dignity. 

The Liberian government declared its return process 

at an end in April 2006, although there was strong 

evidence that many returns were economically unsus-

tainable and that a considerable number of IDPs never 

actually returned. This led to a situation with thou-

sands of unregistered, and thus unassisted, IDPs still 

living in camps and urban slums. 

In Côte d’Ivoire, return is impeded mostly by continu-

ous confl ict and crushing poverty – combined, for 

An IDP settlement in Bossaso, 
Puntland, Somalia. (Photo: K. 

McKinsey, UNHCR)
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many, with the loss of their plantations. Some “non-

native” settlers, who returned in a UN-sponsored pilot 

project, were subject to violent attacks by the local 

population. 

Eritrea has begun to return people who were dis-

placed during the 1998-2000 border war with Ethiopia 

to their villages of origin along the border. In line with 

its aspiration to self-suffi ciency, the Eritrean govern-

ment declared the returns necessary so that people 

could cultivate the fertile border region instead of 

living in IDP camps, dependent on international aid. 

However, no information is available on the living con-

ditions of the returned families.

Hundreds of thousands have returned home in eastern 

DRC since 2004, but most without any assistance and 

lacking access to basic infrastructure, potable water, 

food, seeds, tools, clothes and straw to build houses. 

In Katanga Province, for example, upon their return to 

villages destroyed by militias or the Congolese army, 

IDPs found no schools, no health centres and nothing 

to eat. The July 2006 elections in the DRC brought some 

stability, but it is now increasingly important to consoli-

date these gains, at least in part by providing the funds 

to ensure sustainable return and reintegration. 

In Sudan’s south, between 1 and 1.2 million IDPs have 

returned spontaneously to their places of origin fol-

lowing the Comprehensive Peace Agreement of Janu-

ary 2005. The UN has assisted the return of only about 

40,000 IDPs, while various state authorities in the 

south have helped more than 300,000 IDPs to return 

independently of the UN. The Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement ended 21 years of civil war between the 

central government and the southern-based Sudan 

People’s Liberation Movement/Army. The region still 

faces serious challenges, with the planned return and 

reintegration of an estimated 2 million IDPs (currently 

in Khartoum) and the reconstruction of virtually all 

infrastructure. Despite some serious security incidents 

in the south, very few people have been newly dis-

placed there in 2006. 

The return process in eastern Uganda has been hin-

dered by the lack of infrastructure and by poor secu-

rity in return areas. In northern Uganda, there is a cau-

tious movement of IDPs to new settlement sites, which 

are often closer to home areas. The humanitarian com-

munity is divided on the issue of whether to provide 

assistance in these “halfway” sites. 

Problems of access

Humanitarian access to affected populations contin-

ued to be inadequate in most African countries. The 

reasons are two-fold and often occur in combination: 

fi rst, confl ict-related insecurity and second, govern-

ment animosity toward the international community, 

in particular the UN. The CAR, Chad and the DRC fall 

 Sudanese IDPs preparing for the 
rainy season in Kalma camp, Darfur. 

(Photo: Roald Høvring, NRC)
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into the fi rst category, Zimbabwe and Eritrea into the 
second. In Côte d’Ivoire, Somalia and Darfur, access is 
limited by a combination of the two factors. 

In the CAR, humanitarian access for the few active 
agencies became increasingly limited due to growing 
confl ict-related insecurity. In eastern Chad, increased 
insecurity at the end of 2006 forced some agencies 
to considerably reduce the delivery of humanitarian 
assistance to tens of thousands of internally displaced 
people.
 
In Zimbabwe, the government has denied access on a 
number of occasions, especially with regard to shelter-
related assistance. In Eritrea, in 2006, after the govern-
ment forced a number of international NGOs to cease 
operations and leave the country, humanitarian assis-
tance in this extremely poor and food-insecure country 
has further diminished. 

In Côte d’Ivoire, humanitarian access has been limited 
in varying degrees by the endemic insecurity in some 
parts of the country. Following orchestrated attacks 
against UN offi ces in January 2006, which caused wide-
spread destruction and forced the evacuation of hun-

dreds of peacekeepers and most humanitarian agen-
cies from western regions, IDPs and other vulnerable 
populations in the country’s west were left without 
assistance for several weeks.

Humanitarian access to Somalia remained an enor-
mous challenge, and the diffi cult working environ-
ment worsened signifi cantly due to fi ghting at various 
moments in 2006. At the beginning of the year, during 
the rise of the Islamic courts, tens of thousands fl ed 
their homes because of the drought and for fear of 
fi ghting, and many more became displaced in the last 
days of 2006 and into 2007. The defeat of the Islamic 
courts in December 2006 raised fears of the return of 
warlords and the former atmosphere of pervasive inse-
curity, which the Islamic leaders had managed to limit 
in the areas they controlled for some six months.

While the presence of thousands of aid workers in 
Darfur resulted in increased access and improved con-
ditions in the IDP camps in 2005, the escalation of vio-
lence following the failed peace agreement of May 
2006 has jeopardised humanitarian operations in the 
region and led to an overall deterioration of the human 
rights situation. In November, the Norwegian Refugee 
Council was forced to abandon the coordination of the 
largest IDP camp in Darfur as a result of repeated and 
consistent intimidation by local authorities. 

Access to IDPs in eastern DRC improved in many areas 
in 2006. But in the eastern provinces of Katanga and 
Ituri, as well as in parts of the Kivu provinces, access 
remained diffi cult, due to military operations against 
uncontrolled armed groups and related attacks on 
civilians by militias and undisciplined Congolese troops. 
Other factors hampering the response to the needs 
of displaced people and returnees include the sheer 
size of the country, the absence of roads and the high 
degree of geographical dispersal of IDPs. In 2006, the 
World Food Programme had to resort to food drops 
and airlifts to reach IDPs in areas of eastern DRC where 
road and rail transport is virtually nonexistent.

National and international 
response

Lack of political will is often presumed to be the main 
obstacle in tackling the root causes of confl ict and 
displacement. But today’s political realities are often 
based on extremely complex and painful national his-
tories, where reconciliation efforts following past con-
fl icts have not provided the necessary basis for build-
ing peace. 

IDPs in Mitwaba, Katanga Province, DRC. 
(Photo: S. Schulman, UNHCR)



Initiatives proclaiming themselves dedicated to the 
improvement of IDP situations, such as the Joint Moni-
toring Committee launched by the Ugandan govern-
ment, are often no more than an exercise in window-
dressing and do not extend beyond the capitals to 
reach the displaced. 

Similarly, in Sudan the Humanitarian Aid Commission 
set up by the central government in 1995 to protect 
and assist IDPs did not achieve any tangible results in 
2006, as demonstrated by the continued forced demo-
lition of IDP camps in Khartoum and the ongoing 
attacks on IDPs in Darfur. In Kenya, the National IDP 
Task Force supposed to survey IDPs was never granted 
adequate resources and therefore only visited certain 
parts of the country. In Zimbabwe, funds for shelter 
supposedly provided to IDPs by Operation Garikai 
went to friends of the government. 

Some governments have little experience in tackling 
humanitarian and displacement crises. This problem 
was particularly evident in Côte d’Ivoire, CAR and 
Chad, where the central governments had diffi culty 
providing leadership in the humanitarian response to 
their displaced citizens. In Côte d’Ivoire, a draft Action 
Plan on the Return of IDPs may become a fi rst step in 
the direction of a coordinated response involving both 
national authorities and the humanitarian community. 

Where a government does not have control over the 
entirety of its territory, national responses remain nec-
essarily limited to government-controlled areas. This 
problem greatly limits the national response in, for 
example, the northern regions of both the CAR and 
Uganda. In the DRC and Somalia, humanitarian assis-
tance was delivered entirely by the international com-
munity and by local NGOs. This was due in Somalia to 
the absence of a functional national government, and 
in the DRC mainly due to the lack of effective govern-
ment and political will.
 
On a regional policy level, success has been mixed 
in terms of raising the general awareness of states’ 
responsibility towards their own displaced citizens. On 
the one hand, the African Union (AU) is currently in the 
process of developing an IDP Convention. In addition, 
the member states of the International Conference 
on the Great Lakes Region, which includes major IDP 
hosting countries such as Uganda, the DRC, Sudan and 
the CAR, in December 2006, signed a Pact on Security, 
Stability and Development in the Great Lakes Region, 
which includes a protocol on protection and assistance 
of IDPs, the fi rst of its kind. The African Commission 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights has appointed a Spe-
cial Rapporteur focusing on IDPs. On the other hand, a 
February 2006 regional conference of the East African 
Intergovernmental Authority for Development (IGAD) 
focused primarily on refugee issues, thereby missing 
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Displaced woman takes shelter from 
the rain in al-Junaynah, Western Darfur. 
(Photo: Claire McEvoy, IRIN)
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the opportunity to reconfi rm the IGAD states’ commit-
ment to developing national IDP policies, as stated in 
the 2003 IGAD Khartoum Declaration.18 

International political and military response

The international response to Africa’s IDP situations 
must take into account enormous national and region-
al complexities, while at the same time balancing 
regional realities with their own interests. 

Sudan has remained a very diffi cult crisis in this 
regard. Although there is overwhelming evidence of 
the government’s complicity in massive human rights 
violations in Darfur, diverging interests (often eco-
nomic) have prevented major international stakehold-
ers from joining together to take more forceful action 
to improve the situation. 

In December 2006, the UN Security Council adopted a 
resolution providing for a regional peacekeeping force 
for Somalia, in support of its weak transitional govern-
ment.19 This resolution may have contributed to trig-
gering the current confl ict, which threatens to plunge 
Somalia back into total anarchy.

In other countries, international lack of interest in 
human rights violations matched that of national gov-
ernments. This was true for the CAR and Chad, where 

international focus was essentially a spill-over from the 
Darfur crisis; these countries are only just starting to 
get much-needed increased attention. 

In Zimbabwe, the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), the regional organisation of 
southern African states, and the AU have addressed 
the displacement crisis, but have been reluctant to 
apply more pressure on the government of President 
Mugabe. The international response in Kenya was ad 
hoc at best, and focused more on people displaced by 
natural catastrophes than on the confl ict-displaced. 
Similarly, in Somalia, the drought and fl ood emer-
gency responses during 2006 were relatively satisfac-
tory, while practically no funds remained for providing 
assistance to those expected to fl ee their homes due to 
the impending confl ict. 

Humanitarian reform

The UN’s cluster approach is meant to close gaps and 
to offer predictability in emergency response. After 
having been applied for one year in the four pilot 
countries of the DRC, Liberia, Somalia and Uganda, the 
approach shows some positive results, and most agen-
cies are standing behind it in principle. At the same 
time, it is clear that the successful implementation of 
the cluster approach will require continued goodwill 
and effort from all parties involved. In particular, issues 

Most IDPs in the Central 
African Republic live in the 
bush, like this family, with 
little or no access to food, 
proper shelter, health care 
and education. (Photo: 
Mpako Foaleng, IDMC))
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CAR and Chad: 
New Displacement Crises 

CAR
Forced displacement in the CAR is a consequence of 

more than a decade of political instability and armed 

confl icts. Fighting between government forces and 

rebel groups in the north of the country – where 

state presence is very weak or nonexistent – has 

tripled IDP fi gures during 2006, from estimates of 

50,000 in April to 150,000 at the end of the year. 

(Also during the year, some 80,000 people fl ed to 

neighbouring countries.)

Most IDPs have taken refuge in the bush, not far 
from their villages and fi elds. They are extremely 
vulnerable, existing without even minimum living 
conditions – limited or no access to health care, 
food, water, sanitation and education. Many dis-
placed people were scattered in small, isolated set-
tlements of makeshift shelters, with great exposure 
to disease.

Both government forces and rebel groups have, 
with total impunity, committed serious human 
rights abuses against IDPs, including arbitrary kill-

ings, rape, torture and destruction of houses and 
property. In the face of this suffering, the response 
to the internal displacement crisis in the CAR has so 
far been wholly inadequate both at the national 
and international level, owing to lack of planning 
and coordination, as well as inadequate funding 
and insuffi cient humanitarian presence in the dis-
placement-affected areas.

CHAD
The number of internally displaced people in east-

ern Chad soared in 2006 from zero to 100,000 due 

to the deteriorating security situation there. The 

causes of displacement were dual: Janjaweed mili-

tia from Darfur allegedly carried out cross-border 

attacks on civilians in eastern Chad, while at the 

same time, inter-ethnic tensions were triggered by 

and the spill-over of violence from Darfur. Dozens of 

villages were burned to the ground, while humani-

tarian assistance was seriously compromised by the 

worsening insecurity.

A young Chadian girl 
displaced by attacks on her 
village in which her father 
and two brothers were killed 
by Janjaweed militia from 
neighbouring Sudan. (Photo: 
H. Caux, UNHCR) 
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relating to the inclusion of NGOs in the consultative 
and decision-making processes of each cluster and the 
concrete application of the clusters on the fi eld level 
remain challenging in all four pilot countries. In addi-
tion, UNHCR still has to further develop its role as pro-
tection cluster lead. 

Examples such as the Somalia shelter cluster’s success-
ful negotiations with Bossaso (Puntland) authorities 
regarding an innovative IDP shelter project indicate the 
positive results of a well-coordinated cluster approach. 
The Somalia protection cluster is co-chaired by UNHCR 
and OCHA and has put in place numerous protection 
initiatives, including the training of local actors in the 
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, an IDP 
profi ling exercise, and a population-movement track-
ing system. 

In Uganda, the protection cluster focused on enhanc-
ing freedom of movement and improving living condi-
tions in camps, including IDPs’ access to land. In Libe-
ria, the international humanitarian community has 
effectively reorganised itself in accordance with global 
humanitarian reform. It has largely overcome a lega-
cy of weak, confusing coordination mechanisms and 
bitter divisions, particularly between the UN Mission 
(UNMIL) and humanitarian agencies, and has formed 
an inter-agency team that includes non-UN organisa-
tions. As part of its new responsibilities, UNHCR has 
elaborated a camp closure and a protection strategy, which established a monitoring framework mecha-

nism in both camps and areas of return.

In the DRC, the protection cluster has been one of the 
most active in the country, working with the UN Mis-
sion in the DRC (MONUC) to reverse army decisions 
to force IDPs to return home, and training Congolese 
troops in the Guiding Principles, humanitarian prin-
ciples and awareness of gender-based violence.

While only four countries have been chosen for pilot-
ing and evaluating the cluster approach, the policy shift 
has had positive effects on the response structure in sev-
eral other countries. For example, in Côte d’Ivoire, the 
international humanitarian community made tangible 
progress in coordinating its humanitarian response, 
both internally and with the government. The UNHCR-
led IDP protection cluster has so far focused on much-
needed information gathering on IDPs.

Early recovery and reconstruction
UNDP is the designated lead agency for the early 
recovery cluster, charged with infrastructure rehabili-

Pastoralists in the Horn 
of Africa 

Most East African countries are home to large 

populations of pastoralists who follow seasonal 

migration patterns. Increasingly extreme climat-

ic conditions, such as recurrent droughts and 

fl oods, have led to a corresponding increase in 

fi ghts over scarce natural resources like drinking 

water and grazing land. This is particularly the 

case in Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia. Although 

the people displaced by these resource battles 

qualify as IDPs, they are not always offi cially 

acknowledged as such – in part because their 

normal migration patterns make forced dis-

placement diffi cult to recognise, and in part 

because the relatively low intensity of tensions 

have so far not prompted agencies to respond. 

Confl ict vs. Natural Disaster 

The Horn of Africa – especially Ethiopia, Kenya 

and Somalia – is regularly vulnerable to natural 

disasters such as drought and fl oods. Particu-

larly in Somalia and Ethiopia, natural disaster 

emergencies trigger considerably more donor 

interest and fi nancial support than confl ict-

related crises and displacement. Hundreds of 

thousands of people have been affected by 

serious drought during the fi rst half of 2006, 

only to lose their remaining possessions and 

livestock at the end of year in the worst fl ood 

in more than 50 years.

The relatively generous international response 

to the drought and fl ood victims was gener-

ally not matched by funding for the more pro-

tracted confl ict-IDP situations, which require a 

longer-term, reconstruction-oriented approach. 

This is problematic in that funding that focuses 

on natural disaster relief perpetuates a short-

term relief pattern. The international commu-

nity seems to hesitate to engage in long-term 

recovery work and in protection programming. 
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tation, employment generation and re-establishment 
of the rule of law. These activities should be imple-
mented from the very beginning of an emergency, so 
as to work from the outset toward sustainable returns 
and solutions. 

The problem is that humanitarian funding tends to 

be given for immediate emergency aid, mostly food 

aid. Somalia and Côte d’Ivoire are striking examples 

of such chronically one-note funding. In Uganda, the 

protection cluster has been over-funded, while clusters 

such as early recovery remain under-funded. Many of 

the fi nancing patterns of the Consolidated Appeals 

Processes (CAP) show a clear focus on relief program-

ming, while long-term reconstruction and rights-based 

awareness tend to be neglected in the programming 

of both UN agencies and international NGOs, and in 

donors’ funding strategies. 

But while more effort needs to be invested in pro-
moting early recovery during emergencies, the United 
Nations have now recognised the need to channel 
resources and expertise to countries in transition, in 
order to avoid recurring confl ict. In December 2005, 
the creation of a Peace Building Commission (PBC) 
was endorsed in the World Summit Outcome Docu-
ment. The main purpose of the commission is to bring 
together all relevant actors to marshall resources and 

to propose integrated strategies for peace-building 

and recovery. PBC partners are drawn from beyond the 

UN, involving the African Union, the World Bank and 

civil society, among others. As of the end of 2006, the 

commission was working with two countries in transi-

tion, Sierra Leone and Burundi. A fund administered 

by the UN Peace Building Supporting Offi ce should 

allow these countries to realise critical projects in sup-

port of a successful transition. It remains to be seen 

whether, in Burundi, the fund will support the delivery 

of services to returning IDPs and refugees, so that the 

civilian population sees tangible peace dividends.

The success of humanitarian activities in Africa remains 

dependent on the political situations in the countries 

of operation. Aid agencies today grapple with the 

legacy of the international community’s often painful 

role in colonial, Cold War and present African affairs, 

which makes their humanitarian involvement ques-

tionable in the eyes of many Africans. Unless humani-

tarian aid can clearly be detached from the past and 

current political interests of the international commu-

nity, access will remain diffi cult and crises will continue 

to be forgotten. It remains an open question whether 

humanitarian imperatives will eventually prevail, plac-

ing the interests of the displaced and other confl ict-

affected people fi rst and foremost. 

Dinka women and children  
disembarking after a two-day 
barge journey returning people 
displaced by the civil war in 
southern Sudan. (Photo: Sven 
Torfi nn, Panos)



An ethnic Wounaan woman who fl ed her ancestral 
home after the rebel Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia killed two community leaders and attempted to 
gain control of their tribe. After 40 years of civil unrest, 
Colombia has the world‘s second-highest displaced 
population due to confl ict. (Photo: Dermot Tatlow, Panos)
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Background and causes 

The extremely unequal distribution of wealth and 
land inherited from colonial administrations led as 
early as the 19th century to repeated uprisings – pit-
ting rebel groups drawn from landless or dispossessed 
rural indigenous communities against land-own-
ing elites. In the post-colonial period, most of these 
inequalities were perpetuated by the descendents 
of the European colonisers. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
armed uprisings triggered brutal counterinsurgency 
operations by national armies and paramilitary groups 
safeguarding the local elites and foreign investments. 
Millions of people were forced to fl ee and hundreds 
of thousands were killed. The violence and ensuing 
massive displacement peaked in the 1980s and faded 

in the fi rst half of the 1990s. The worst-hit countries 
were Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Peru and Colombia. 

In other countries, which have not experienced civil 
wars, the indigenous populations have also been vic-
tims of direct or indirect state-sponsored violence. The 
indigenous populations in Brasil, Paraguay and Argen-
tina have had their land taken by ranchers, miners and 
logging companies throughout colonial history and 
continuing into the present. The perpetrators, with the 
covert or overt support of state agents, have in many 
cases used extreme violence, such as massacres, killings 
and forced evictions to pursue their objectives. 

Americas

While most of Latin America’s civil 

wars have ended, the historical 

and structural injustices that triggered 

them and the forced displacements of 

millions of people remain largely unre-

solved. In 2006, the IDP situation in the 

region received little attention from the 

international community. The confl ict 

in Columbia remains active and has 

caused the world’s second-largest inter-

nal displacement crisis after Sudan. 

Other countries with confl ict-related 

IDP populations are Guatemala, Mex-

ico, and Peru.

In the region, more than 3.8 million 

of the estimated 4.1 million internally 

displaced are in Colombia. It is also the 

only country in Latin America where 

civilians continue to be forced from their 

homes as the result of an internal armed 

confl ict. In 2006, more than 200,000 

Colombians were compelled to leave 

their homes because of the confl ict.

A worrisome recent evolution in the 

Central American region is the emer-

gence of violent street gangs that 

reportedly result in people fl eeing their 

homes to avoid extortion and violence. 

The scale of the displacements caused 

by gangs in countries such as Hon-

duras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua is 

unknown; not even estimated numbers 

are available.

Most of the IDPs in the Americas region 

were uprooted from rural areas and are 

currently living in urban squatter situ-

ations. The forced movement from rural 

to urban areas has largely coincided 

with economic migration in the same 

direction. This fact greatly complicates 

any effort at promoting return and 

reintegration as a durable solution. 

Internally displaced people in the Latin 

American region are generally better 

organised than on other continents, but 

the results of their collective actions are 

meager compared to the magnitude of 

their problems. Latin America has one 

of the highest concentrations of wealth 

in the hands of elites in the world. The 

region also has a correspondingly high 

number of landless and dispossessed 

people, often indigenous, who make up 

the majority of IDPs. Approximately 25 

per cent of the population lives on less 

than $2 a day. 

Although Colombia is the 

only country in the region 

where the UN has taken 

serious measures to 

address the IDP situa-

tion, the responses are not 

commensurate with the 

magnitude of the crisis. 

UN teams in Peru, Gua-

temala and Mexico have 

not adopted IDP-specifi c 

programmes. In Mexico, the affected 

communities do not recognise the state’s 

legitimacy, which poses a serious obstacle 

to UN involvement. In Guatemala, Peru, 

and Mexico, the blurring of lines between 

residential and IDP populations have 

prevented the UN from adopting strate-

gies addressing IDPs as a specifi c group 

with specifi c protection needs.
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The continuing search 
for solutions

The termination of the Cold War marked the end of 

many of the armed rebellions, although not the end of 

the structural injustices that had caused the violence and 

the massive displacements in the fi rst place. Although 

the peace agreements of the 1990s included provisions 

for IDPs and refugees, implementation has been poor. 

Successful implementation hinges on political will as well 

as capacity, both of which have been lacking almost con-

tinuously since the signing of the agreements.

In addition, displaced communities are increasingly 

becoming indistinguishable from their host communi-

ties as economic migration from rural to urban areas 

continues – a movement actively resisted by hundreds 

of grassroots organisations throughout Latin America. 

While the people who were displaced more than a 

decade ago may today face the same needs as host 

populations, provisions in the peace agreements on 

land distribution and compensation for lost assets 

remain unfulfi lled. 

In several of the countries torn by internal confl ict in 
recent decades, hard fi gures on numbers of IDPs are 
diffi cult to come by. Nevertheless, estimates provide 
an indication of unresolved situations. In Peru, IDP esti-
mates run from as low as 60,000 to as high as 600,000, 
and in Mexico numbers range from 10,000 to 12,000 
internally displaced people.

In Guatemala, a national IDP organisation estimates 
the existence of approximately 1 million IDPs more 
than ten years after the signing of the peace agree-
ment of 1996. Yet the UN Population Fund and some 
national institutions counted only a total of 242,000 
dispersed IDPs, excluding organised IDPs, in 1997.

In Colombia, the IDP situation is recognised by state 
authorities, the UN and national and international NGOs. 
Yet there is disagreement as to the magnitude of the 
IDP crisis and the nature of the state’s response, which 
focuses more on humanitarian aid than on durable solu-
tions such as the return of land taken from IDPs by para-
military groups. The government says it has reduced the 
number of new displacements from 169,000 in 2005 to 
109,000 in 2006, while at the same time recognising that 
under-registration of IDPs may run as high as 30 to 40 per 
cent.20 According to an authoritative nongovernmental 
organisation, more than 200,000 people were forced to 
fl ee their homes in Colombia in the fi rst nine months of 
the year alone. Moreover, killings, attacks and intimida-
tion by armed groups continued to be reported through-
out the year, in many cases carried out by army-backed 
paramilitary groups that, offi cially, were demobilised 
during the year. 

In Peru, the government initiated an IDP registration 
process, which counted approximately 100,000 people 
by the end of 200621 (a fi nal number has yet to be 
released). In Mexico, thousands have returned, but many 
still live under threat by the paramilitaries and have not 
been compensated for lost land and property. 

A group of displaced people in Colombia.  
(Photo: Arild Birkenes, IDMC)
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In Colombia, the government has prioritised the 
return of IDPs, but its willingness to pursue durable 
solutions rings hollow in the face of the presence of 
armed groups and in view of the fact that the original 
causes of displacement remain unchanged. 

Displacement as war strategy

Forced displacement of civilians in the Americas is less 
a byproduct of fi ghting between armed groups than a 
military objective serving political and economic ends. 
In Colombia, armed groups have forced millions of 
civilians from their homes, ostensibly to separate them 
from their armed enemies. Paramilitary groups have 
in many cases exploited this war strategy to expand 
their political, economic and territorial control. In the 
northwestern Chocó region, bordering Panama, para-
military groups have displaced thousands of indig-
enous and Afro-Colombian communities to pave the 
way for projects such as a planned trans-oceanic canal, 
an inter-American highway, African palm plantations 
and logging.

This trend echoes other economically motivated armed 
evictions in the region. In Brasil, human rights viola-
tions, including forced evictions and killings of indig-
enous or tribal people, is in most cases perpetrated by 
mercenaries hired by mining or logging companies. 
In Guatemala, indigenous communities are defend-
ing their way of life against displacements caused by 
large-scale mining projects. 

In Colombia, the enormous illegal fortunes generated 
by drug traffi cking are used to perpetuate the armed 
confl ict. In 1999, the government, with the support 
of the United States, initiated a large-scale anti-drug 
military campaign, but it has not achieved its target 
of reducing drug production; in fact, the total area 
under coca cultivation has increased. Worse, an esti-
mated 200,000 coca farmers have had to fl ee their 
homes since the inception of the plan as a result of 
indiscriminate aerial chemical fumigation. However, 
these people are not recognized as IDPs by the Colom-
bian government. 

Colombian President Alvaro Uribe Velez, in his sec-
ond term in offi ce, has continued to pursue a policy of 
“democratic security”, which aims to quell the armed 
rebellion by involving civilians in counterinsurgency 
activities, arming peasant soldiers and setting up net-
works of informants. These “security” measures ignore 
core principles of international humanitarian law by 
blurring the distinction between civilians and combat-
ants. The guerrillas have, on several occasions, killed 
civilians, including IDPs, who were part of the counter-
insurgency programme. 

Basic services 
Latin America’s endemic poverty and enormous dispar-
ities affect IDPs disproportionately, in contrast to the 
resident population. This is particularly true in Colom-
bia where the number of people being forced from 
their homes continues to grow every year. Although 

IDPs living in Ciudad Bolivar 
shantytown, Bogota, Colombia. 

(Photo: B. Heger, UNHCR)



registered IDPs receive three months’ humanitarian 
rations and formal access to education, health services 
and housing, there are signifi cant fl aws in the state’s 
response. In the big-city slums, IDPs continue to be vic-
tims of “social cleansing” by paramilitary groups. 

An additional problem has been that many IDPs have 
decided not to register as such, out of fear of being 
associated with the warring parties by resident popu-
lations and state authorities. Without offi cial registra-
tion and proper identity documents, internally dis-
placed people face signifi cant diffi culties in accessing 
government assistance, employment, health care, and 
education. Their civil and political rights, such as the 
right to vote, are restricted and their restitution and 
property rights undermined. 

Increasingly in cities throughout the region, large 
segments of the most marginalised portion of the 
population are being recruited by criminal gangs; the 
ensuing warfare replicates allegiances and divisions 
at the national level. This has led in recent years to 
intra-urban displacements in Colombia, Guatemala, El 
Salvador, Honduras and Haiti. 

The administration of justice is still weak in the region. 
Internal displacement, including armed evictions in 
Brasil, Mexico and Guatemala, has often been carried 
out with near-impunity, in many cases with the acqui-
escence or collaboration of law enforcement person-
nel and land-owning elites. 

Collective response 

IDPs and war-affected people in the Americas have a 
long history of peaceful collective action in defense of 
their rights – often initiated by indigenous communi-
ties. In a remarkable display of resilience in the face 
of war and human rights violations, the displaced in 
this region have organised into advocacy groups more 
than anywhere else in the world. Supported by a vast 
network of church and human rights groups, IDPs have 
been able to articulate demands, bring governments 
to the negotiating table and draw international atten-
tion to their plight, including that of the inter-Ameri-
can human rights system. 

This work usually runs counter to the interests of the 
armed organisations and their fi nancial and political 
supporters, mirroring in many respects the nature of 
the confl icts. Defending the interests of IDPs or other 
victims of confl ict in more than a purely humanitar-
ian way is often perceived as an attack on the per-
petrators of displacement or other rights violations. 
Consequently, organisations defending both victims 
in general and, more particularly, IDPs’ right to return 
and have their land restored have been among the 
primary targets of armed groups. Hundreds of lead-
ers of human rights organisations and displaced com-
munities have been assassinated, and attacks remain 
a major obstacle to their work and, indeed, to their 
very existence. 
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An indigenous Colombian 
woman and her children in an 
abandoned house where they are 
living, after fl eeing their original 
home. (Photo: Dermot Tatlow, Panos) 



In Guatemala and Colombia, peace communities 
and indigenous groups have asked armed groups to 
respect their neutrality, but they have not been spared 
– attacks have ranged from food blockades and restric-
tions on freedom of movement to the murder of lead-
ers. Attacks against leaders of peace communities and 
displaced or landless people in the region continued 
throughout the year. In Colombia, leaders of IDP 
organisations and indigenous communities, human 
rights advocates, social workers, teachers, trade union-
ists and church leaders were the targets of attacks. 

National, regional and  
international responses 

Governments in the Americas have acknowledged the 
problem of internal displacement and set up national 
bodies to deal with the issue. However, they have often 
failed either to allocate suffi cient resources to these 
institutions or to take legal measures to ensure effec-
tive implementation. In Colombia, the government of 
President Uribe made several efforts in 2006 at address-
ing the plight of the growing number of IDPs, but the 
results were mixed and the confl ict goes on at full tilt. 
Moreover, the demobilisation process has further com-
plicated the pattern of violence, with new armed enti-
ties emerging from the old paramilitary groups. 

In Colombia, the gap between comprehensive national 
legislation on IDPs and implementation of policies was 
noted by Walter Kälin, the UN Representative on the 
human rights of internally displaced persons, during 
his visit to the country in June 2006.22 Other agencies, 
such as the Offi ce of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights and the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights, have criticised the government for fail-
ing to protect IDPs and other victims of the confl ict.23 

The implementation of peace agreements with provi-
sions for uprooted populations has been slow. In Mex-
ico, for example, legislation on internal displacement 
has not yet been adopted, although a law was proposed 
in 1998. Similarly, in Guatemala, several thousand dis-
persed IDPs are still waiting to go home: key elements 
of the 1996 peace agreements covering resettlement, 
compensation and land allocation have only partially 
been put into practice. In the case of Peru, the govern-
ment provided hardly any assistance or protection to 
IDPs at the height of the confl ict there at the end of 
the 1980s; registration of IDPs began only in 2006. Over 
time, governments and international actors in Peru and 
Guatemala have shifted to targeting disadvantaged 
populations as a whole rather than recognising IDPs as 
people with particular protection needs.

Regionally, there are various noteworthy initiatives 

aimed at tackling the problem of internal displace-

ment. The Organisation of American States (OAS) was 

the fi rst regional body to endorse the UN Guiding 

Principles and apply them to its work. The 1989 Inter-

national Conference on Central American Refugees 

(CIREFCA), the UN multi-agency Development Pro-

gramme for Displaced Persons, Refugees and Return-

ees in Central America (PRODERE) as well as the San 

Jose Declaration on Refugees and Displaced Persons 

of 1994 all focused on the protection, assistance and 

reintegration of uprooted populations in the region. 

In addition, the Inter-American Commission on Human 

Rights (IACHR) of the OAS established the innovative 

Permanent Consultation on Internal Displacement in 

the Americas in 1992. 

The situation for IDPs and evicted people in Latin 

America has been complicated by the coincidence 

of economic migration from rural to urban areas. 

The lines between the two kinds of movements are 

increasingly blurred, thus throwing into question tra-

ditional responses to humanitarian situations. While 

the Colombian IDP situation stands out as the larg-

est and most pressing in the Latin American region, 

the protracted situations in Mexico, Peru and Guate-

mala deserve renewed attention. Peace agreements 

had promised durable solutions and a willingness to 

address structural disparities, but these promises have 

not been kept. 

41

I N T E R N A L  D I S P L A C E M E N T  

IDPs living in dire conditions on the outskirts of the 
Colombian capital, Bogota. (B. Heger, UNHCR)



A boy watches as vehicles burn during 
the violent clashes that displaced tens 
of thousands of people in Timor-Leste in 
mid-2006. (Photo: Norman Ng, UNHCR)
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Causes and background

Internal displacement in the region is mainly due to 
armed confl icts between government forces and insur-
gent movements. These “vertical” confl icts are either 
fought on the basis of ideology – as in Nepal, Afghani-
stan and the Philippines (where the communist NPA 
party battles the government) or with the aim of gain-
ing control over resource-rich territories and resisting 
the central government’s assimilation policies as in Sri 
Lanka, the northeast of India, the Mindanao region of 
the Philippines, Burma, Aceh and Papua in Indonesia, 
and Balochistan in Pakistan. They have, in many cases, 
lasted for decades and produced successive genera-
tions of internally displaced people. 

Often displacement has followed outbreaks of vio-
lence between majority ethnic groups and those 

excluded from the general development process. 
Indeed, the social, economic and political marginali-
sation of ethnic minorities, together with land issues, 
has often been central to the growth of tensions that 
eventually result in displacement. When migrants 
from a minority ethnic group and/or religion make up 
a signifi cant proportion of the population and are per-
ceived as being more successful or having better access 
to land and employment opportunities, this often 
fuels perceptions of inequality and injustice. 

Development policies and projects (including forced 
relocation or large population transfers) aimed at 
increasing control over territory have often planted 
the seeds of future confl ict. In many regions of Indo-
nesia, the Philippines (Mindanao) and Bangladesh 

Asia
M   ore than two-thirds of Asia’s 

3 million internally displaced 

people are in south Asia, where violence 

and human rights abuses have forced 

hundreds of thousands of people from 

their homes during 2006. New vio-

lence in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and 

to a lesser extent in Pakistan displaced 

upwards of 500,000 people during 2006, 

although often only temporarily. New 

displacement in the south-east Asian 

region – mainly in the Philippines, 

Burma, and Timor-Leste, where 15 per 

cent of the total population fl ed their 

homes – put the total number of newly 

displaced in Asia at close to 900,000. 

For the fi rst time since 2001, the total 

number of IDPs in the region reached 

the 3 million mark. In comparison, the 

number of refugees originating from 

Asia remained at 2.9 million.

New or recent peace processes in the 

region yielded positive results and 

allowed for the return of tens of thou-

sands of people. In Nepal, a peace agree-

ment between the Maoist rebels and the 

new government encouraged thousands 

of people to return to their homes, while 

in Aceh 

( I n d o n e -

sia), displaced 

people continued 

to return to 

their villag-

es in the wake 

of the August 

2005 peace deal, 

encouraged by improved 

security conditions and 

positive political developments. Over-

all, however, return movements in 

the region were more limited than in 

previous years. This was mainly due 

to the fact that IDPs originating from 

areas where confl ict had produced large 

populations of displaced people (such 

as Afghanistan, Indonesia and the Phil-

ippines) have now mostly returned, 

despite conditions that are often not 

conducive to sustainable reintegration. 

Firmly committed to the principle of 

sovereignty, most Asian countries view 

internal displacement as a strictly 

domestic matter, ranking low on the 

national priority list. At the regional 

level, there were no real steps in 2006 

towards an increased involvement in 

the issue. Non-interference remained 

a fundamental principle of inter-state 

relations in Asia and there is no agree-

ment on considering internal displace-

ment as a matter of regional concern. 

By and large, displaced populations are 

largely dependent on the goodwill of 

their governments, whose response var-

ies greatly from one country to another. 
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(Chittagong Hill Tracts), state-sponsored relocation 
programmes signifi cantly altered the demographic 
balance between local populations and settlers, the 
latter gradually gaining an economic and territorial 
predominance resented by the former. 

Relocation projects have in the past displaced millions 
in Asia, and development policies that have failed to 
fi nd durable solutions for those affected sometimes 
bear signifi cant responsibility for having created the 
conditions leading to confl ict and displacement. Devel-
opment projects continue to represent a major direct 
cause of displacement in Asia. Although no fi gures are 
available, it is estimated that millions of people are 
forced from their land and homes each year due to 
development projects linked to water supply (dams, 
reservoirs), urban infrastructure (roads, highways) and 
energy needs (mining, power plants). Ethnic minorities 
and indigenous groups tend to be disproportionably 
affected – they experience traumatic relocation and 
impoverishment and often have to wait years before 
receiving compensation (if, indeed, any is ever forth-
coming). Nearly all countries in the region are affect-
ed by this type of displacement, which is particularly 
acute in countries with fast-growing economies such 
as India, the Philippines, Indonesia and China, where 
the Three Gorges Dam (the largest hydro-electric dam 
in the world, completed in May 2006) has already dis-
placed more than a million people24. 

Natural disasters are yet another major source of 
displacement in the region. During 2006, millions of 
people were displaced by the earthquakes, fl oods, 
storms and volcanoes that routinely affect the region. 
Despite the largest humanitarian and reconstruction 

effort in history, hundreds of thousands of people 
displaced by the Indian Ocean tsunami at the end of 
2004 continued to suffer from its tragic consequences 
with inadequate housing and lack of access to land25. 
In Pakistan, tens of thousands of people also continue 
to live in camps after the earthquake that hit Kashmir 
in October 2005. And in Aceh, almost exactly two years 
after being devastated by the tsunami, torrential rains 
and fl oods forced more than 400,000 from their homes 
in December 2006. 

New conflict-related 
displacement 

Up to 900,000 people were newly displaced in 2006 by 
several developments: a sudden deterioration of the 
protracted confl ict in Sri Lanka, and fi ghting between 
government forces and insurgents in the Philippines, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. A new crisis also emerged 
in Timor-Leste, where 150,000 people fl ed their homes 
following violence in Dili, the capital. 

Following a dramatic escalation of the armed confl ict 
between the Sri Lankan government and the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in April 2006, almost 
4,000 people were killed and more than 200,000 dis-
placed, mainly in the country’s north and east. The 
deliberate targeting of civilians by both sides and the 
limited access provided to areas of displacement have 
raised serious protection and humanitarian concerns 
– not only for the newly displaced but also for the 
hundreds of thousands uprooted earlier in the confl ict 
and by the 2004 tsunami. As of the end of 2006, the 
total number of confl ict-induced internally displaced 
people in Sri Lanka was estimated at 500,000. 

Ethnic Tamils fl ee from Tamil rebel 
territory to government-controlled 
areas. (Photo: Reuters, courtesy www.
alertnet.org)

 



Four years after offi cially gaining independence, vio-
lence and displacement again hit Timor-Leste. Unrest 
began in February 2006, when demonstrations by 
disgruntled soldiers claiming ethnic-based discrimina-
tion culminated in a deadly riot at the end of April. 
Fighting at the end of May between security forces 
and rebel troops added to widespread insecurity in Dili 
and forced an estimated 150,000 people to leave their 
homes, seeking refuge in and around the city. Follow-
ing the intervention of an Australian-led international 
police force to restore law and order, the majority of 
displaced people were able to return home in a matter 
of months. But at the end of the year, tens of thou-
sands still remained in camps, either too afraid to 
return amid volatile security conditions or else unable 
to do so because their houses had been destroyed dur-
ing the April rioting. 

In Afghanistan, internal displacement was again on 
the rise during 2006, mainly as a result of an upsurge 
in fi ghting between July and November in the south 
of the country between NATO troops and Taleban 
insurgents. According to the government, some 20,000 
families were displaced in the southern provinces of 
Helmand, Kandahar and Uruzgan. It is uncertain how 
many remained displaced by the end of the year. The 
deteriorating security conditions in the south have to 
be seen in the context of growing popular disillusion-
ment with the slow pace of reconstruction and devel-
opment progress, which has fuelled dissatisfaction 
within the local population and paved the way for 
local insurgent groups. 

On the other side of the border, in the North 
Waziristan region of neighbouring Pakistan, army 

operations begun in 2004 to target Taleban-connected 
militants continued during 2006, displacing thousands 
of civilians. Elsewhere in Pakistan, massive temporary 
displacement of civilians was reported in the resource-
rich province of Balochistan, following intense clashes 
between government forces and local militant groups 
fi ghting for more autonomy. 

In the Philippines, close to 100,000 people fl ed their 
homes during the year because of fi ghting between 
government forces and various rebel groups. The main 
incident occurred during the summer when rebels 
from the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) clashed 
with paramilitary forces in Maguindanao province on 
Mindanao Island, displacing an estimated 40,000 peo-
ple from their homes. In addition to the year’s new 
displacements, tens of thousands of people remain 
displaced (or live in situations akin to displacement) 
due to past confl icts, mainly in the Muslim-populated 
areas of Mindanao, where close to 2 million people 
have been displaced since 2000. 

Protection and humanitarian 
concerns

Internally displaced people in Asia are vulnerable 
to a variety of threats during displacement. Certain 
humanitarian concerns – including lack of food, poor 
shelter or limited access to health care – were shared 
by all groups forced to fl ee in the region. On the other 
hand, immediate threats to the physical security of the 
displaced were only reported in a limited number of 
Asian countries during the year. These included Bur-
ma, Sri Lanka, India and Indonesia’s Papua province. 
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IDPs from Muttur at a makeshift 
camp near Trincomalee, Sri Lanka. 

(Photo: Norman Ng, UNHCR)

 



In most cases, both government and insurgent forces 
were responsible for the abuses. 

The situation in Burma is widely regarded as Asia’s 
worst. During 2006, the government’s strategy of 
forced assimilation and repression of autonomy move-
ments, in particular the Karen National Union, resulted 
in the displacement of the populations of more than 
200 villages and the burning of fi elds and crops. It is 
estimated that at least 82,000 people were displaced 
by a year-long military offensive during 200626. In an 
environment where neither protection nor assistance 
is available, the displaced in hiding are exposed to a 
variety of threats which include lack of food and medi-
cal care, landmines, and shooting on sight by Burmese 
army patrols. 

Any improvements observed since 2002 in terms of 
violence suffered by the displaced in Sri Lanka was 
reversed during the last year by the dramatic deterio-
ration of security there. The worsening human rights 
situation was at times the direct result of military 
strategies used against civilians, including deliberately 
targeting them, preventing them from leaving confl ict 
areas, and using them as human shields. 

In India’s central Chhattisgarh state, Maoist rebels 
attacked a relief camp hosting 4,000 displaced people 
in July 2006, killing or wounding more than 50 resi-
dents and abducting another 4127. There are no esti-
mates currently available on the number of people 
displaced by the Maoist militants or by government 

counterinsurgency operations, but it is believed that 
tens of thousands of people are affected, mainly in 
Chhattisgarh and Orissa state.   

Tension has remained high in Indonesia’s Papua prov-
ince throughout the year. In March 2006, a protest 
against the US-operated Freeport mining company 
degenerated into riots causing up to 1,200 students 
to seek refuge in the hills surrounding Jayapura, 
the province capital. Fleeing violent retaliation from 
the Indonesian military, the displaced students were 
reportedly left without food and in need of medical 
attention. No information was available on the situ-
ation and needs of those displaced, but local human 
rights organisations fear that many have been subject 
to serious abuses by the police. At the end of the year, 
counterinsurgency operations conducted by the mili-
tary against separatist rebels in the central highlands 
forced an estimated 5,000 people to seek refuge in the 
jungle, where at least four people died as a result of 
lack of food and medical attention. 

Displaced people and host communities trapped in 

zones of confl ict or in areas where humanitarian access 

is severely restricted were particularly vulnerable to 

nutritional and health hazards. When there was a lack 

of access to the affected population, this was both a 

barrier to getting reliable information on protection 

and assistance needs and hindered the delivery of the 

needed assistance. In Sri Lanka, both the government 

and the LTTE blocked access to, and information fl ow 

from, the fi ghting areas in the north and east where 

at the end of 2006 up to 130,000 people were trapped, 

cut off from international scrutiny and from adequate 

assistance. A 2006 report by a Thai NGO28 revealed 

that mortality and malnutrition rates in Burma were 

among the worst in the world, in particular in areas 

with large concentrations of IDPs in the Karen, Karen-

ni and Mon states in the east of the country. Invok-

ing security as the reason, the Pakistani government 

at the end of 2006 refused access to confl ict areas in 

southern Balochistan province and prevented humani-

tarian assistance from reaching thousands of internally 

displaced people, a majority of them women and chil-

dren who were left without shelter, food and other 

essentials; an estimated 28 per cent of children under 

5 were described as acutely malnourished.29 

Many internally displaced people in Asia have been 
displaced for years with little if any perspective for 
return. The lack of prospects for the future is leading 
to serious psycho-social problems among long-term 
IDPs. Living in relocation sites or makeshift camps in 
miserable conditions, with no opportunity to earn a 
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Afghan IDPs squatting in the former 
Russian Cultural Centre in Kabul.
(Photo: S. Schulman, UNHCR)
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living, the displaced are often entirely dependent on 

relief assistance. An estimated 67,000 Sri Lankan IDPs 

live in so-called welfare centres, which have become 

de facto permanent homes. Poor subsistence condi-

tions prevail in these squalid, overcrowded camps, with 

little access to basic services such as health care, sani-

tation and clean water, and education. In India, IDPs 

in Assam, Tripura and Indian-controlled Jammu and 

Kashmir have lived for years in relief camps that are 

deprived of adequate social services, including medical 

care, clean water and education. 

Durable solutions 

Some returns were possible during 2006, mainly owing 

to new peace processes or the consolidation of existing 

ones. Political developments in Nepal took a positive 

turn during the year: fi ghting between Maoist rebels 

and the government came to an end, and a compre-

hensive ceasefi re was signed in November, allowing for 

the return of tens of thousands of displaced people. 

In Indonesia’s Aceh province, the August 2005 peace 

agreement between the Free Aceh Movement and the 

government was reinforced by a stable security situa-

tion, and successful local elections were held at the end 

of the year. This allowed for further returns, both in 

tsunami-hit areas and also in former confl ict-affected 

regions. In both countries, however, challenges to the 

safe and sustainable return of the displaced remained 

signifi cant, in particular in Nepal, where returns were 

hampered by continued abuses by the Maoists and a 

lack of government assistance in areas of return. 

Often excluded from the offi cial statistics, returned 

or resettled populations frequently continue to live 

in situations akin to displacement, with inadequate 

housing, little access to land and means of livelihood, 

and with specifi c vulnerabilities linked to their dis-

placement. In the overwhelming majority of cases, dis-

placement has caused severe impoverishment, either 

because the means of livelihood have been lost or 

because assets have been depleted during displace-

ment. Even when it is available, assistance provided is 

generally insuffi cient to ensure sustainable return in 

areas devastated by years of fi ghting and underdevel-

opment. In Afghanistan, for example, where close to 

500,000 displaced people have returned since 2002, 

unemployment, a lack of socio-economic progress, and 

unresolved issues linked to land and property have 

undermined the sustainability of returns. In some for-

mer high-confl ict districts in Aceh, where close to half 

the population fl ed violence during the past decade, 

available assistance has been minimal or non-existent, 

pushing hundred of thousands below poverty level30. 

In Indonesia’s Central Kalimantan province, where 

the majority of the estimated 150,000 Madurese dis-

placed back to their home island by ethnic riots in 1999 

and 2001 have returned in recent years, returnees are 

reported to live as second-class citizens, barred from 

returning to certain specifi c neighborhoods or from 

taking advantage of certain employment opportuni-

ties. Most Madurese have never received compensa-

tion for lost or destroyed property31. 
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Displaced children in Kabul, Afghanistan. 
(Photo: S. Schulman, UNHCR) 
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National and international 
response

IDP protection remains a low priority for most gov-

ernments in Asia; they continue to consider internal 

displacement as a strictly domestic issue, generally 

subordinate to economic and development objec-

tives or geopolitical and military strategies. Overall, 

the level of protection and assistance in the region is 

highly variable. Some governments have made efforts 

towards a more systematic, predictable response to 

IDP needs, through the adoption of national policies 

or assistance strategies. Most countries provide assis-

tance on an ad-hoc basis, sometimes with the help of 

international aid agencies, while others deny the issue 

altogether and leave the displaced without any assis-

tance or protection. 

In recent years, several countries, including Sri Lan-

ka, Indonesia, Afghanistan, and, in 2006, Nepal and 

Timor-Leste, have adopted IDP policies or strategies. 

But in most cases, the policies adopted were either 

not in line with international standards such as the UN 

Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, or their 

implementation was fraught with problems due to 

corruption or lack of fi nancial resources. 

In March 2006, the government of Nepal issued a new 

IDP policy, but as with previous plans, this one failed 

to recognise people displaced by state forces, and it 

also lacked implementation guidelines. The policy was 

put on hold pending its revision and the adoption of 

an implementation plan, and had not been approved 

by the end of the year.  In Sri Lanka, a national IDP 

relief strategy was adopted in the wake of the 2002 

ceasefi re, but its implementation has often been sub-

ordinate to political considerations32. In Indonesia, 

where an IDP policy was put in place in 2001, corrup-

tion and coordination problems at both the provincial 

and district level have prevented its full implementa-

tion. More than fi ve years later, displaced people in 

former confl ict areas such as Central Sulawesi, Maluku 

and North Maluku remain in need of housing and live-

lihood assistance. 

Some countries refuse to even acknowledge the exis-

tence of internal displacement emergencies – general-

ly because of their involvement in the forced displace-

ment of their own people – and do not allow access to 

external actors. As a result, little is known about the 

extent of the human rights and humanitarian needs 

of the displaced in these countries, and no assistance is 

reaching these populations. 

The military junta ruling Burma continues to refuse 

any external assistance, and even denies the existence 

of any humanitarian crisis. In Indonesia’s Papua prov-

ince, a ban on foreign media and NGOs has, since 2003, 

prevented any independent monitoring of the human 

rights and displacement situation, which is feared to 

have deteriorated in the context of an increased mili-

tary presence during last year. Limited humanitarian 

access to the North Waziristan region and to Balo-

chistan province has left tens of thousands without 

assistance. In Bangladesh’s Chittagong Hill Tracts, the 

government has done little to address the needs of up 

IDPs in a camp near the port in Dili, 
Timor-Leste. (Photo: Norman Ng, UNHCR)
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to 500,000 IDPs and has discouraged the involvement 

of donors and international actors because of what it 
terms the “sensitivity” of the issue. 

In countries affected by man-made or natural disas-
ters, the UN plays a major role in helping deal with 
the resulting displacement emergencies. During 2006, 
the UN continued to conduct large humanitarian and 
reconstruction operations linked to the 2004 tsunami, 
mainly in Aceh and Sri Lanka. In Timor-Leste, the UN 
reacted swiftly to the displacement crisis, launching 
a $19 million Flash Appeal and establishing a new 
UN mission in August 2006 for an initial period of 
six months. In Nepal, the encouraging response from 
donors to protection activities listed in the 2005-2006 
Appeal was not matched in other sectors vital to the 
assistance and rehabilitation of the displaced.

In India, Burma, Bangladesh and Uzbekistan, the UN 
did not address internal displacement, mainly because 
of government opposition. The UN Security Council 
formally reviewed the human rights situation in Bur-
ma three times in 2005 and 2006, but failed to agree 
on a resolution condemning the government’s attack 
on civilians in ethnic minority areas. The UN’s cluster 
approach has been applied to three countries in this 
region, Pakistan, the Philippines and Indonesia – in all 
cases to deal with displacement situations caused by 
natural disasters.

This past year was one of mostly negative develop-

ments in Asia. With up to 900,000 people displaced 

during the year and less then half a million able to 

return to their homes, internal displacement was on 

the rise for the fi rst time since 2001. While many pro-

tracted displacement and human rights crises, such 

as in Burma, Papua and the Philippines, saw little 

improvement, others, such as in Sri Lanka and Paki-

stan, deteriorated signifi cantly. On a more positive 

note, the end of fi ghting in Nepal and the consolida-

tion of the peace process in Indonesia’s Aceh province 

have allowed for the gradual return of the displaced 

and have demonstrated that even the worst displace-

ment situations can fi nd solutions when the desire for 

peace is driven by suffi cient political will. 

It must be remembered, however, that the end of 

fi ghting rarely coincides with the end of displacement. 

Even when the political settlement of a confl ict does 

take the concerns and needs of IDPs into account, 

there is usually a long way to go before this translates 

into concrete results. In several countries in the region, 

displaced people remain unable to return home, or 

live in situations akin to displacement, for years after 

the confl ict has ended. 

IDPs uprooted by the violence that 
erupted in Dili, Timor-Leste, in 2006. 

(Photo: Mateusz Tuniewicz, IDMC)



Displaced Roma boy from Kosovo in an 
informal settlement in the suburbs of 
Podgorica. (Photo: UNHCR / Carlos Cazurro)
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Europe

Characteristics and causes 

Displacement in the region tends to be protracted 
and to have its origin in confl ict. The average duration 
of displacement is 14 years, with the exception being 
Cyprus, where displacement has continued for more 
than 30 years. Despite the fact that peace and cease-
fi re agreements have taken effect in some countries, 
displacement persists. Causes are multiple: in some 
cases, violence continues in spite of the agreements; in 
others, it is a matter of lingering inter-ethnic hostility 
and physical insecurity. For these reasons, as well as 
the fact that in many areas the conditions for return 
do not exist, remaining IDPs are reluctant or unable to 
return to their places of origin. Sometimes those who 
have managed to return have later been displaced 
again after new hostilities have broken out. One con-
sequence of this protracted displacement is that IDPs 
in Europe have found a broad range of coping mecha-
nisms, rendering IDP populations in any given country 
far from homogenous.

While the total number of IDPs in the region 
remained unchanged in 2006, the fi gure grew in some 
areas, while shrinking in others. For example, the num-

ber of IDPs increased in Azerbaijan due to inherited 
IDP status and in Turkey the government fi gure went 
up due to the collection of updated data. But at the 
same time, the IDP numbers in Russia decreased due 
to a deregistration exercise by the authorities. In other 
countries, such as Cyprus, Georgia and Armenia, no 
signifi cant change in IDP numbers took place, and in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, and Ser-
bia there was a slight decrease. The region has about 
three times as many IDPs as it does refugees originat-
ing from the area (close to 1 million in 2005)33.

Causes of displacement in the region include indepen-
dence claims, territorial disputes, inter-ethnic violence 
and struggles for political recognition. Following the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, a number of national 
minority groups – including the Abkhaz and Ossetians 
in Georgia and the Chechens in Russia – claimed their 
right to self-determination. Rejection of these inde-
pendence claims by central governments led to inter-
nal armed confl icts and subsequent major displace-
ment. The struggle of the Kurds to obtain political rec-
ognition and rights in Turkey since the 1980s has also 

In Europe, where internal displacement 

situations exist in the Balkans, the Cau-

casus, Turkey and Cyprus, the number 

of IDPs has been slowly falling over the 

past several years. However, during 

2006, the number of IDPs remained 

virtually unchanged at approximately 

2.8 million. There were several positive 

developments with regard to the situa-

tion of IDPs in Europe in 2006, although 

many challenges remain. Some govern-

ments demonstrated an increased polit-

ical will to address the IDP situations 

in their countries. Turkey and Georgia 

elaborated national strategies to better 

the situation of IDPs, while Azerbaijan 

continued implementing its programme 

to improve the living and socio-eco-

nomic conditions of IDPs. However, 

resolutions to the ongoing confl ict in 

Russia and the protracted crises in 

Azerbaijan and Georgia 

have not been reached, 

and the physical secu-

rity of returnees 

therefore cannot 

be guaranteed. 

IDPs continue 

to face poor liv-

ing conditions in 

collective centres, 

especially in south-

eastern Europe, 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and Rus-

sia. IDPs also face signifi cant obstacles 

to return and local integration, such as 

discrimination, lack of livelihood 
opportunities, poor infrastructure and 
segregated education.  
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caused large-scale internal displacement as a result of 
armed confl ict between government forces and the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in the southeastern 
part of the country. Massive displacement was also 
the result of territorial disputes between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh in 1988, and 
between Turkey and Cyprus over northern Cyprus in 
1974, both of which quickly escalated into armed con-
fl ict with a strong ethnic basis. Inter-ethnic violence 
also erupted in the former Yugoslav republics of Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia 
during the break-up of Yugoslavia, at times taking 
the form of inter-ethnic cleansing, displacing millions 
of people. 

National responses to internal 
displacement

Georgia and Turkey demonstrated signifi cant political 
will to address their respective internal displacement 
situations in 2006. In Georgia, the government drafted 
a National Strategy for Internally Displaced Persons, 
a framework that aims to improve the current living 

conditions of IDPs while at the same time reaffi rming 

the right of IDPs to return to their original homes. This 

was done in consultation with local and international 

actors, including IDPs themselves. The Turkish gov-

ernment also issued a national framework aimed at 

improving the situation of IDPs, as well as the fi ndings 

of a survey by Hacettepe University on migration and 

displacement. The survey found that up to 1.2 million 

people had been displaced during the confl ict. The 

government in the eastern Turkish province of Van 

adopted an action plan to address the internal dis-

placement situation in the province. Van is one of the 

14 provinces affected by the armed confl ict between 

the PKK and the government security forces. 

Commenting on the Georgian National Strategy for 

IDPs, the UN Representative on the Human Rights of 

IDPs, Walter Kälin, welcomed the fact that although 

the implementation plan for the strategy had not yet 

been completed, the strategy adheres to internation-

al human rights law as well as to the Guiding Prin-

ciples on Internal Displacement. The Representative 

also remarked positively on the action plan for IDPs 

in Van province in Turkey, since all stakeholders were 

involved in the development of the plan, activities and 

results are clearly set out according to a calculated 

timeframe, and responsible agencies are identifi ed 

together with their corresponding budgets. But the 

Turkish government has not yet developed a national 

IDP action plan, nor has it established a governmen-

tal IDP structure with adequate resources and staff to 

coordinate its national response. 

Several other countries demonstrated the political 
will to address their IDP situations. In Azerbaijan, 
the government continued with the implementation 
of its 2004 State Programme on the Improvement of 
Living Conditions and Employment of Refugees and 
Displaced Persons by resettling IDPs to purpose-built 
settlements. In Serbia, a Protocol on Return to Kosovo 
was signed in June 2006 by the UN Mission in Kosovo 
and the governments of Serbia and Kosovo. The pro-
tocol emphasizes the voluntary nature of return and 
outlines procedures to ensure a durable return in safe-
ty and dignity. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the relevant 
government ministries and UNHCR agreed on guide-
lines for determining the status of displaced persons 
to facilitate a consistent approach in the review of IDP 
cases. And in Russia the federal government identifi ed 
the return of IDPs to the Chechen Republic as one of 
its priorities, and also issued an order that the confl ict 
in North Ossetia be resolved and the resulting IDP situ-
ation be addressed. However, by the end of 2006, Rus-
sia had not realised this goal. 

Displaced man with a bomb shell that 
destroyed his village in southeastern Turkey. 
(Photo: Ali Rizat Kutlu)
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National efforts for property restitution and compen-
sation for displaced persons was also a signifi cant issue 
in Europe in 2006 (see Housing, Land and Property 
chapter). In March, a property commission was estab-
lished by the Turkish authorities in northern Cyprus 
as ordered by the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR). After reviewing one of the decisions of this 
commission, the ECHR concluded that, in principle, 
the requirements of its decision had been fulfi lled34. 
In Turkey, the government extended the deadline for 
submitting compensation applications to January 2007, 
but NGOs have called for at least an additional year. 
While Turkey’s compensation law is a signifi cant step 
in addressing property loss among displaced people, 
IDPs have not yet widely benefi ted from the law35.

The government of Chechnya in Russia also took mea-
sures to address property loss among IDPs. Residents of 
temporary accommodation centres were listed as pri-
ority recipients of compensation for lost housing and 
property, and displaced families who had never owned 
property were put fi rst in line for land plots. However, 
only those with fully destroyed property could apply 
for compensation. Furthermore, the processing of 
compensation payments for IDPs in Russia was on hold 
for all of 2006 while the compensation commission 
awaited approval of the fi nal list of recipients and the 
provision of additional federal funds. From 2003 to the 
end of 2006, approximately 46,000 citizens – some of 
them IDPs, some of them not – received compensation 
for lost housing and property, though recipients often 

did not receive the full entitlement, and compensation 
levels are not commensurate with the actual cost of 
construction materials. 

Signifi cant political changes affecting European IDPs 
occurred in 2006, most notably in June when the par-
liament of Montenegro declared independence from 
Serbia following a referendum. The status of Mon-
tenegro’s IDPs, who originate from Kosovo, formally 
a part of Serbia, remained ill-defi ned by the end of 
the year, as they could no longer be considered inter-
nally displaced within the same country. Referendums 
on the issue of independence were also held in the 
secessionist territories of South Ossetia, Georgia and  
Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbaijan, the results of which 
showed the population’s desire for independence, 
though the international community did not recog-
nise these referendums as legitimate. Discussions on 
the political status of Kosovo also continued in 2006, 
and it was feared that the decision scheduled for early 
2007 might induce further displacement.

While a peaceful resolution to confl icts in the Bal-
kans was eventually found, such has not been true in 
the Caucasus. Negotiations between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia on resolving the confl ict over Nagorno Kara-
bakh continued in 2006, and although the two par-
ties appear to have come closer to an agreement on 
some issues, a number of impasses remain more than 
a decade after the ceasefi re. Resolutions to the con-
fl icts in Georgia and Russia also have yet to be worked 

IDPs in southeastern Turkey live in 
tents next to their ruined village, to 
which they return temporarily every 

summer. (Photo: Ali Rizat Kutlu)
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out. The Caucasus currently has no prospect for acces-
sion to the European Union and the international and 
regional communities are divided over what the politi-
cal future of the area should be. This is in contrast to 
the Balkans, where the prospect of EU accession was a 
motivating factor in improving IDP situations. 

Another political development in Russia was the pas-
sage of a law requiring non-governmental organisa-
tions to re-register with the government and report on 
activities and sources of funding. One of the results of 
the NGO re-registration exercise was the interruption of 
assistance to some IDPs, such as regular medical exami-
nations and garbage pick-up at collective centres. 

The year 2006 also saw signifi cant developments in the 
area of shelter for IDPs. In Georgia, the ongoing pro-
cess of privatisation of state property has increasingly 
created diffi cult situations for the many IDPs residing 
in newly privatised buildings. The compensation pro-
vided by private investors has on several occasions 
proven to be insuffi cient to secure adequate alterna-
tive accommodation. In some cases, those who refused 
to move were forcibly evicted. A campaign by the 
Russian government to promote return to Chechnya 
continued targeting temporary settlements and did 
not always respect the principle of voluntary return. 
Several temporary settlements were closed down, and 
IDPs deemed to own habitable housing in Chechnya 
were de-registered. According to the UN Offi ce for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in Russia, initial 
implementation of this plan was “imperfect” in that 
verifi cation of original housing was not accurate and 

the wishes of IDPs unwilling to return were disregard-
ed (although these problems were later addressed by 
the government)36. 

Similarly, the government in Macedonia announced 
its plan to close collective IDP centres and to relocate 
the residents to subsidised private accommodation. But 
many IDPs refused this offer, saying that they would pre-
fer to receive compensation for their destroyed homes. 

Durable solutions

In late 2004, a process aimed at ending displacement 
in the Balkans by 2006 was launched by UNHCR, the 
EU, the Organisation for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe together with the governments of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Croatia and Serbia-Montenegro. 
This initial objective was not reached, but the regular 
decline of return in the area implies the process is now 
mostly residual (with the exception of Kosovo, where 
large numbers of people are still displaced and security 
remains one of the main obstacles to return). 

In Serbia, return fi gures declined from 2,100 in 2005 to 
1,350 in 2006, while only 6 per cent of those displaced 
from or within Kosovo have returned to their place of 
origin. Impunity for war crimes and ethnically motivat-
ed crimes, including house looting, is widespread and 
threatens to push returnees and ethnic minorities who 
never left into displacement. Numbers of returns to 
Kosovo will likely remain low until its political future 
is determined in 2007. While more than half of IDPs 

Settlement of Roma  who have 
been displaced from Kosovo 

to Montenegro. (Photo: Carlos 
Cazurro, UNHCR )
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and refugees have returned to their homes in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina since the end of the confl ict in 1995, 
the number of returns has decreased substantially over 
the past several years. Between 2004 and 2005, the 
number of returns dropped from 18,000 to 5,100; and 
the number decreased even further in 2006 with some 
3,000 displaced persons returning to their place of ori-
gin. A property repossession scheme was the catalyst 
for return in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where, by early 
2006, the restitution process was nearly complete. In 
Croatia, house looting and devastation of repossessed 
properties combined with long delays in reconnect-
ing houses to water and electricity made living con-
ditions particularly harsh for returnees. However, one 
incentive for return to Croatia has been the govern-
ment reconstruction of homes damaged by the war. At 
the beginning of 2006 the Croatian government had 
reconstructed 138,000 of 200,000 damaged homes. 

Returns were also under way in other areas of Europe 
in 2006. The impetus for return in Russia was a vigorous 
government promotional campaign, as well as signs of 
reconstruction in the Chechen Republic. Approximate-
ly 3,300 IDPs returned from Ingushetia to the Chechen 
Republic and more than 700 from Dagestan to the 
Chechen Republic. In Azerbaijan, in the absence of a 
political solution to the confl ict with Armenia, return 
has not been an option for the majority of IDPs. There 
have been only individual instances of families return-
ing to “liberated” areas. These returnees have main-
tained their IDP status since the government is unable 
to guarantee their physical security. An estimated 
45,000 IDPs are believed to have permanently or semi-
permanently returned to Gali district of Abkhazia dur-
ing the past few years.

Return of IDPs to areas where they constitute an eth-
nic minority is also an issue in Europe. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the majority of returnees in 2006 settled 
in areas where they were an ethnic minority. Serbia 
witnessed a continuing decline in returns of minority 
Serbs and Roma to Kosovo, due to the March 2004 vio-
lence directed against Kosovo Serbs and Roma which 
displaced approximately 4,200 persons. Those who 
returned settled almost exclusively in Serb majority 
areas in Kosovo and in rural municipalities. In Rus-
sia, ethnic Ingush IDPs from North Ossetia pushed the 
authorities to facilitate their return, resorting to a 
hunger strike and a demand for a meeting with the 
presidential envoy for the region, among other activi-
ties. Despite measures taken by the North Ossetian 
authorities to address the IDPs’ concerns, the return 
of these IDPs to their areas of origin is still a conten-
tious issue.

While some governments have taken initiatives to 
promote the local integration of IDPs, others have 
discouraged this. In the case of Serbia, the Protocol 
on Return to Kosovo mentions the possibility of IDPs 
settling in a place different from either their area of 
origin or their area of displacement. This provision 
appears to refl ect the authorities’ increased accep-
tance that return to Kosovo may be unlikely and, fur-
ther, the belief that IDPs’ desire to resettle elsewhere 
within Kosovo should be respected and supported 
fi nancially. 

Although the Ingush government in Russia has zoned 
several areas for new village developments and allo-

Internally displaced Chechen 
family living in a box-tent built 
with international support. 
(Photo: T. Makeeva, UNHCR)



56

cated plots of land to individual families, it has not 
announced any plans to build a road to these villages 
or install basic infrastructure. As a result, the remain-
ing IDPs in Ingushetia are without land, a permanent 
home, assets or any traditional safety net.

With return as the only durable solution under discus-
sion in Azerbaijan, the authorities have prevented IDPs 
from integrating locally by requiring them to register 
at both their original and current place of residence, 
an exercise that proves to be extremely diffi cult. The 
result is that IDPs are often unable to obtain employ-
ment, education and health care on equal terms with 
the local population.

Internal resettlement of IDPs was the approach of only 

one government in 2006. The Azeri government con-

tinued to demonstrate the political will to address its 

internal displacement situation and resettled IDPs to 

purpose-built settlements, a programme that will be 

complete by the end of 2008. In 2006, the government 

allocated approximately $210 million for this pro-

gramme, in addition to funds from the Asian Devel-

opment Bank and the Islamic Development Bank. 

Although this programme has the potential to be a 

durable solution, it cannot be considered one right 

now since the government presents it as a temporary 

remedy. Additionally, IDPs are not given current and 

objective information about the settlement area, they 

are not given full property rights to the dwellings to 

which they are resettled, and the voluntary nature of 

the resettlement has repeatedly been questioned. 

Gaps in national responses

Despite considerable positive developments in the 

national response to internal displacement in Europe 

in 2006, gaps remain. Living conditions of IDPs in all 

collective centres in Europe remain deplorable. Often 

lacking proper sanitation, running water, regular elec-

tricity, adequate insulation and proper maintenance, 

living conditions in these centres render IDPs more vul-

nerable to infectious diseases and other health risks 

such as depression and social isolation. Many IDPs are 

also denied personal documentation, which prevents 

them from accessing the benefi ts to which they are 

entitled. For example, Roma IDPs in Bosnia and Her-

zegovina and Serbia, living in improvised settlements 

and lacking any offi cial address, are often unable to 

obtain an IDP card, which is needed to obtain social 

assistance. Information on the situation of IDPs in some 

countries, such as Armenia, is completely lacking.

Another issue in some countries is that displaced chil-
dren are educated separately from others, thus hinder-
ing their local integration and the reconciliation pro-
cess. While in some cases, such as in rural IDP settle-
ments, other options may not be feasible, segregated 
classes remain problematic where children are sepa-
rated based on their IDP status, as in Azerbaijan and 
Georgia, or their language, as in some parts of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia and Kosovo. 

An additional limitation on IDP protection is the weak 
rule of law in most countries in the region, which 

Azeri IDPs living in
abandoned train wagons. 

(Photo: Andy Johnstone, Panos)
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denies IDPs their right to an effective judicial remedy 
for disputes. The most serious situation is in Chechnya, 
where the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms. 
Louise Arbour, in her visit of February 2006 concluded 
that the Chechen Republic is ruled by force and not by 
law37. According to the UN Offi ce for the Coordina-
tion of Humanitarian Affairs, the Russian authorities 
have recognised the weakness of the rule of law in the 
Chechen Republic38. In addition to these gaps in the 
national response to internal displacement, several 
other obstacles stand in the way of durable solutions 
for IDPs in Europe.

The absence of peaceful resolutions to ongoing con-
fl icts poses a major challenge to return and local inte-
gration in the Caucasus, Turkey and Cyprus, as does the 
presence of landmines and, in the case of the Caucasus 
and Turkey, the continuation of armed hostilities. 

Another major obstacle to sustainable return is inad-
equate property restitution and compensation. Greek 
Cypriots are not allowed to hand down property if 
their heirs are not resident in the north, while IDPs 
in Turkey face practical and legal obstacles in applica-
tions for property compensation. 

Continued ethnically based hostility is also an obsta-
cle to return in some European countries. In Croa-
tia, the rate of return has been much lower among 
ethnic Serbs because legislation and assistance has 
discriminated against them in areas such as property 
repossession, reconstruction, access to citizenship and 
pensions. It is only after most reconstruction was com-
pleted for ethnic Croats that the government started 
including a majority of Croatian Serbs into their house 
reconstruction programmes, targeting returning IDPs 
and refugees. Many of the displaced, an overwhelm-
ing majority of them Serbs whose occupancy rights 
were terminated during the war, still have no way to 
repossess their homes or to be compensated. Up until 
now, return to North Ossetia in Russia has been virtu-
ally individual, and the authorities have been trying to 
completely close some areas for return, declaring them 
to be environmental reserves. 

The lack of adequate living conditions in return areas 
is also a major obstacle. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the access of returnees to employment, education, 
social and economic rights and justice remains depen-
dent on their ethnicity since there is a lack of inter-
entity cooperation on these issues. The poor economic 
situation and/or absence of basic infrastructure in the 
Croatia Danube region, the north Caucasus in Russia, 
and return areas in Georgia and Turkey are also strong 
disincentives for return. 

International response
European organisations and institutions such as the 
European Union and the European Commission, the 
Council of Europe, the European Court of Human 
Rights and the Organization for Security and Coop-
eration in Europe have all played a signifi cant role in 
monitoring the rights of displaced people and minor-
ity groups in Europe. The European Union continues 
to provide recommendations on governance practices 
and to be one of the main donors in the region. The 
UN and international donors also contribute signifi -
cant fi nancial support to address internal displace-
ment situations in Europe. 

The European Court of Human Rights issued decisions 
on various IDP property-related cases in Europe in 
2006. In the controversial Blecic v. Croatia decision of 8 
March 2006, it ruled out an attempt to challenge the 
termination of occupancy rights in Croatia, reasoning 
that the terminations occurred before Croatia accept-
ed the court’s jurisdiction. Regarding Turkey, the ECHR 
found that the compensation law provided an effec-
tive legal remedy that applicants must exhaust before 
fi ling a case with the European Court. 

The Council of Europe issued several documents relat-
ed to IDPs in 2006. It set forth recommendations for 
Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia regarding their dis-
placed communities; these included the need to reach 
a peaceful settlement of confl icts, pursue local inte-
gration and refrain from using IDPs for political aims. 
The Council of Europe also passed a resolution on the 
implementation of the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities in Kosovo, stating 
the need to take into account the rights of national 
minorities and to respect the right to return. The Coun-
cil also published a Stability Pact for the South Cauca-
sus that addressed the issue of confl ict resolution.

While the UN led the international community’s efforts 
at fi nding a peaceful resolution to the Georgian-Abkhaz 
confl ict, the OSCE played a mediator role in negotiations 
toward the resolution of the Georgian-South Ossetian 
confl ict and other confl icts in the South Caucasus. 

For internally displaced people in Europe, 2006 was a 
year of mixed developments. While some governments 
took signifi cant measures to improve the situations of 
IDPs, these efforts have yet to be fully implemented. 
In the end, durable solutions in the region depend 
on confl ict resolution. Since many obstacles litter the 
road to long-lasting solutions – especially with respect 
to the unresolved confl icts in Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Russia – internal displacement for the most part con-
tinues, with limited opportunities for IDPs to return 
home, integrate locally or settle elsewhere.



A Lebanese girl stares out at  a neighbourhood 
destroyed by an Israeli air strike in the southern 
Lebanon town of Tyre. (Photo: Nikola Solic, 
Reuters, courtesy www.alertnet.org)



Causes and areas of    
displacement

Human rights abuses and internal and international 

confl icts along political, religious and ethnic lines, as 

well as competition over land and natural resources, 

have been among the causes of internal displacement 

in the region. Armed confl icts and subsequent dis-

placement have also led to the resettlement of popu-

lations along ethnic or religious lines.

In Iraq, human rights violations were perpetrated by 

all parties to the confl ict, and there was a rise in inter-

communal violence after the attack on the Al-Askari 

shrine in Samarra in February 2006. Nearly half a mil-

lion Iraqis are believed to have fl ed their homes dur-

ing 2006 as a result of greater insecurity and violence, 

including an increase in criminal gang and militia activ-

ity. Divisions, especially among religious communities, 

intensifi ed, with reports of targeted abductions, assas-

sinations and death threats used as tactics for forcible 

displacement. Both Shiite and Sunni Arabs fl ed their 

homes for safety in areas where they are in the major-

ity. Sectarian-induced displacement was particularly 

intense in mixed areas, such as in parts of Baghdad and 

Diyala. Other groups, including Christians, Palestin-

ians, and Sabean-Mandeans, were also displaced due 

to intimidation and threats. Simultaneously, military 

operations led by the US-led Multi-National Force in 

Iraq and Iraqi Security Forces also continued to cause 

displacement. 

The majority of displaced Iraqis were forced to leave 

their homes over a period of four decades during the 

regime of Saddam Hussein. The previous regime, dom-

inated by Sunni Arabs, had pursued a policy of “Ara-

bisation”, expelling non-Arabs (including Kurds, Assyr-

ians and Turkmen) from the oil-rich region of Kirkuk 

and replacing them with ethnic Arabs in an attempt to 

consolidate control over the region’s natural resources. 

The government had also uprooted many Shiites liv-
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An increase in human rights abuses 

and an escalation in armed con-

fl icts caused new population displace-

ments across the Middle East in 2006. 

People were displaced by an outbreak in 

cross-border confl ict between Hizbollah 

and Israel, as well as the escalation of 

confl ict in Iraq and the Occupied Pales-

tinian Territories. The most systematic 

and widespread violations occurred in 

Iraq where people suffered the effects of 

ongoing military operations and a rise 

in sectarian violence in 2006. The vio-

lence, layered onto years of prolonged 

displacement, war and occupation, led 

to a dire situation rife with human 

rights abuses. Renewed military opera-

tions and economic decline also led to 

an increase in the vulnerability of dis-

placed people in the Palestinian Territo-

ries, all of whom have also suffered from 

long-term displacement and confl ict. 

The Middle East is the region with 

the most signifi cant deterioration 

in its IDP situation in 2006. The 

region counted more than half a mil-

lion more internally displaced people 

than the previous year, with close to 2 

million people newly displaced in 2006. 

The most dramatic of these displace-

ments occurred in Lebanon where an 

estimated 800,000 people were inter-

nally displaced during the period of a 

single month. In addition, new dis-

placements during the year include at 

least 500,000 people in Iraq; 300,000 

to 500,000 people in Israel; and several 

thousand people in the Palestinian Ter-

ritories. A majority of displaced people 

returned to their homes in Lebanon fol-

lowing a UN-brokered ceasefi re, while 

in Israel, all the people displaced in July 

and August have returned. 

At the end of the year, the Middle East 

was home to an estimated IDP popu-

lation of 2.7 million people. The region 

counted more than twice the number of 

refugees compared to IDPs, with a total 

refugee population of almost 7 million 

people originating from the region39.  

Iraq remained the country with the 

largest IDP situation in the region, with 

a total estimated population of 1.7 mil-

lion people displaced within the country 

by the end of the year. But systematic 

national IDP assessments are not being 

done, so fi gures may not refl ect the real-

ity on the ground.
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ing in the southern provinces as punishment for their 
assumed opposition to the regime following the Gulf 
War in 1991. 

In 2003, the US-led invasion of Iraq and the fall of Sad-
dam Hussein’s government made return possible for 
those forcibly displaced under the “Arabisation” cam-
paign, as well for as other displaced Iraqis. However, 
the return of Kurds to Kirkuk and surrounding areas 
led to the displacement of the Arabs who had been 
relocated to these areas. While the original causes of 
displacement are no longer present, some people are 
being displaced for a second time. In addition to the 
ongoing confl ict, insecurity and political instability, 
many people have not been able to return due to lack 
of housing and infrastructure in return areas. 

During the summer of 2006, Israel launched wide-
spread military operations in Lebanon after the Shiite 
organisation Hizbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers 
during border clashes in early July. Nearly 1 million 
people were displaced in Lebanon, the vast majority 
within the country. After a UN-brokered ceasefi re in 
August, most of the displaced returned to their homes 
in south Lebanon and the southern suburbs of Beirut, 
but some 200,000 people remained displaced. 

The main causes of internal displacement were 
indiscriminate attacks by Israel on civilians and civil-
ian property, as well as a general climate of fear and 

panic among the civilian population caused by warn-
ings, threats and attacks by the Israeli armed forces.40 
Returns have been hindered by demolished homes 
and infrastructure, the presence of cluster bombs, and 
loss of livelihoods. 

In addition, signifi cant numbers of people remain dis-
placed from the Lebanese civil war of 1975-1990 and 
from Israeli military operations in, and occupation of, 
part of south Lebanon until 2000. No updated, reliable 
survey exists to determine their numbers, which range 
from 16,750 to 600,000. Lack of adequate compensa-
tion and reconciliation are among the key factors pre-
venting this group of displaced people from returning.

In Israel, several hundred thousand people fl ed the 
north of the country during the confl ict with Hizbol-
lah. Hizbollah fi red thousands of rockets into northern 
Israel. Most of the rockets seem to have been direct-
ed at civilian areas; they hit pedestrians, hospitals, 
schools, homes and businesses. Following the August 
ceasefi re, the majority of the displaced were able to 
return. Once home, many – especially children – had to 
cope with the trauma linked to displacement. 

There was no signifi cant improvement in the situation 
of the several thousand people who have remained 
displaced in Israel since the 1948 war. In the south of 
the country, Bedouin villagers continued to be under 
pressure from the authorities to leave their land. The 
Israeli government aims to build permanent settle-
ments for the Bedouin living in the villages it considers 
illegal. The programme, which provides some com-
pensation for displaced Bedouin, has met with strong 
resistance from the Bedouin community, which gener-
ally does not wish to move. 

The year 2006 was also marked by the resumption 

of Israeli military operations in the Gaza Strip and, to 

a lesser degree, in the West Bank. In response to the 

abduction of an Israeli soldier and the repeated fi ring 

of rockets into Israel by Palestinian militant groups, 

Israel launched large-scale military operations in June 

in the Gaza Strip which caused serious damages to 

civilian infrastructure and destruction of thousands 

of homes. UN agencies estimate some 3,500 people 

were displaced during the summer of 2006. Another 

Israeli offensive on the town of Beit Hanoun in north-

ern Gaza triggered the displacement of hundreds of 

Palestinians in November 2006. 

Displacement as a result of the construction of the 
West Bank Wall and its associated regime (land and 
property confi scations, permit systems, and new regu-

A truck laden with IDPs makes its way north from the besieged village 
of Bent Jbail, a Hizbollah stronghold. (Photo: Jeroen Oerlemans, Panos)
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lations at checkpoints and gates in the Wall) continued 

during 2006. More than 50 per cent of the Wall has 

been completed despite the ruling of the International 

Court of Justice that the construction is illegal and that 

the Wall should be removed. The Palestinian Bureau 

for Statistics estimates that nearly 15,000 people have 

been displaced between the start of construction in 

2002 and the end of May 2005. 

Restrictions on freedom of movement and lack of 

access to basic goods and services resulting from the 

construction of the Wall have been the most impor-

tant factors in forced displacement. The Wall, accord-

ing to Israeli government plans of April 2006, will be 

703 km long – only 20 per cent of which runs along 

the 1949 armistice line, “the Green Line”. If the Wall 

is completed based on the current plan, 60,500 West 

Bank Palestinians will reside in the so called “closed 

zone”, between the Wall and the Green Line, and 

some 124,300 Palestinians will be surrounded by the 

Wall. About a quarter of the 230,000 Palestinians 

holding East Jerusalem residency permits are located 

on the West Bank side (east) of the Wall and must cross 

one of four checkpoints to get to Jerusalem for daily 

services and jobs. A survey carried out in 2006 found 

that 17 per cent of Palestinians who have recently 

changed their place of residence in Jerusalem did so 

as a direct result of the Wall. The study also found that 

as many as 64 per cent of Palestinians in East Jerusa-

lem are considering changing their place of residence 

because of the Wall41.

In Syria, a shift in national policy raised prospects for 
the return of some internally displaced people to the 
area of Quneitra, an area bordering the Golan Heights 
that was regained by Syria in 1974. Until recently, the 
government had kept the town in ruins as a memento 
of the Israeli incursion and occupation of the Golan 
Heights. A broad return to the Golan Heights remains 
unlikely in view of Israel’s continuing occupation of 
the territory. Some 300,000 people remain displaced 
from the Golan as a result of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, 
according to Syrian government statistics. 

Renewed fi ghting between government forces and fol-
lowers of the late Sheikh Badr Eddin al-Houthi, a Shi-
ite dissident, also led to the displacement of civilians 
in the northern province of Sa’ada in Yemen. There is 
no estimate of how many people have been displaced 
because access to this remote and mountainous area is 
diffi cult and no humanitarian organisations operate in 
the region. Fighting reignited in November 2005 after 
an amnesty extended to al-Houthi’s militia members in 
September by President Ali Abdullah Saleh failed. Simi-
lar armed confrontations between the Yemeni armed 
forces and al-Houthi supporters took place in mid-2004.

Deteriorating security 
A deterioration in the security environment in several 
countries in the region during the year meant that dis-
placed people faced serious restrictions on their human 
rights, such as physical safety, freedom of movement 
and access to basic goods and services. 

Displaced people camping in 
Sanaya Park in Beirut. (Photo: 
Hans Christian Knævelsrud, NRC)
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In Iraq, high levels of violence, including killings, tor-
ture, and illegal detention affected the ability of all 
Iraqis to exercise their basic human rights. There were 
reports of widespread violations of human rights and 
humanitarian law by members of the Multi-National 
Force in Iraq, insurgents and local militias. Armed 
groups maintained a climate of fear, violence and 
intimidation. There were numerous reports of sectar-
ian militias forcibly evicting people from houses and 
shops in order to rent them to IDPs arriving from other 
areas. In other cases, sectarian militias forced people 
who abandoned their houses to rent them out to IDPs 
at a very low cost.

 

The United Nations offi ce in Iraq continued to receive 

allegations that the Multi-National Force and Iraqi 

security forces were involved in incidents of excessive 

use of force and mistreatment, severe restrictions on 

freedom of movement, as well as evictions and demoli-

tions of homes in areas where military operations were 

ongoing. Displaced Iraqis had to compete with local 

communities for extremely limited access to goods and 

services. Displaced people lacked permanent shelter, 

food, and access to schools, health services and jobs. 

Most displaced people sheltered with relatives and 
extended family, as well as in empty public buildings 
and camps set up by the government. Increasing ten-
sions over scarce resources were reported between dis-
placed people and host communities.42

In the Palestinian Territories, the security situation 
sharply deteriorated during 2006, affecting all Palestin-
ians, whether displaced or not. In reaction to Hamas’ 
landslide victory in January’s parliamentary elections, 
Israel suspended the transfer of the tax duties it collects 
on behalf of the Palestinian Authority and imposed 
heightened security and movement restrictions. The 
Palestinian Authority’s most important donors, the 
United States and the European Union, also decided 
in March (based on the agreement of the diplomatic 
Quartet composed of the US, Russia, the EU and the 
UN) to withdraw direct aid until the new Hamas-led 
government condemns Palestinian attacks on Israelis, 
recognises the state of Israel and accepts certain peace 
agreements and obligations.

A rise in poverty and the increasing restrictions on 
everyday life have increased displacement among Pal-
estinians. Despite the creation of a Temporary Mecha-
nism by Western donors in June, the new measures 
plunged the Palestinian Authority into a profound 
fi nancial crisis. Four out of ten Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza were living below the poverty line, 
according to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statis-
tics. The situation in the Gaza Strip also took a turn for 
the worse with the start of Israeli military operations in 
June and almost daily military strikes. In addition, Isra-
el imposed a virtual state of siege on the Gaza Strip, 
almost completely locking down the main civilian and 
commercial entry points into the area, as well as access 
to the coast. In the West Bank, there was a dramatic 
rise in the number of checkpoints and road blocks (up 
40 per cent in 2006 over the previous year) and an 
increasing fragmentation of Palestinian territory.43

In Lebanon, Israeli military operations during the sum-
mer of 2006 affected security and freedom of move-
ment in the entire country, especially in the south 
of the country and in the southern suburbs of Bei-
rut. Throughout the confl ict, Israel dropped leafl ets 
across Lebanon warning the population to fl ee ahead 
of air strikes, although in some cases people were 
unable to leave their homes (reasons ranged from 
destroyed bridges and roads to lack of transportation 
or a physical inability to fl ee). A number of displaced 
people were also targeted by the Israeli military as 
they fl ed their villages. While the security situation 
improved with the ceasefi re, the widespread presence 

A Lebanese girl displaced with her family by 
the fi ghting of summer 2006. (Photo: Hans 
Christian Knævelsrud, NRC)



of unexploded ordnance and mines in south Lebanon 
continued to present an acute physical threat to dis-
placed people, returnees and local communities. In an 
attempt to hamper the return of IDPs, Israel dropped 
up to 1 million cluster bombs in more than 800 loca-
tions in south Lebanon, most of them during the last 
72 hours before the ceasefi re. Cluster bombs have also 
had a devastating impact on the economic livelihoods 
of returning displaced people and on the local com-
munities of southern Lebanon, as many farmers were 
unable to get to their fi elds and harvest crops. 

In Israel, the security situation also deteriorated during 

last year. Up to 1 million people were forced to stay in 

bomb shelters, hide at home or alternate between the 

two during the Hizbollah-Israeli fi ghting. The situation 

of Arab-Israeli residents in towns hit by the rockets was 

particularly diffi cult. Most did not have relatives to stay 

with in safer parts of the country, and many could not 

fi nd safety in their towns, as Arab towns generally lack 

public infrastructure, including bomb shelters. In addi-

tion, thousands of Bedouin living in southern Israel 

in villages considered illegal by authorities continued 

to live without basic infrastructure or social services 

from the state, and were threatened with eviction. In 

December 2006, the Israeli authorities razed 17 homes 

in the Bedouin village of Al-Twayil. This was done in 

spite of a recommendation by the Israeli parliament to 

postpone the demolition, in order to allow residents 

to fi nd alternative housing.

In Syria, IDPs from the Golan Heights continued to 
face problems in exercising their right to family life, as 
most displaced Syrians were unable to contact family 
members living in Israeli-occupied Golan. 

Durable solutions

The identifi cation of comprehensive solutions for the 

displaced was hampered by renewed armed confl icts 

in the region and a lack of security. In Iraq, violence 

continued in most parts of the country, making digni-

fi ed, safe returns impossible. Displaced Iraqis viewed 

the increasing sectarian violence as an attempt at 

altering the social and demographic makeup of the 

country.44 Other obstacles to return included lack of 

shelter, unresolved property claims, lack of fi nancial 

resources to rebuild homes, and inadequate basic ser-

vices and infrastructure in return areas. Poor security 

restricted the work of the Iraqi property commission 

set up in 2004 to provide restitution or compensation 

to people who lost their property under the former 

regime. Displaced people in Iraq also reported having 

their houses illegally occupied, further complicating 

the possibility of return.45 In Lebanon, demolished 

homes and widespread destruction of infrastructure 

also hindered the prospects for return and reintegra-

tion of displaced communities. 

Large-scale return and sustainable solutions for the 

displaced were also unattainable because of the lack 

of political progress in addressing the root causes 

of displacement in the context of the broader Arab-

Israeli confl ict. Thus, in Israel, Syria and the Palestinian 

Territories long-term displaced populations remained 

in limbo. Many of the tens of thousands of Arab villag-

ers who were displaced within Israel during the 1948 

war, as well as their descendants, still want to return 

to their original homes. Their prospects for return 

remain dim. Additionally, Syrians wishing to return to 

the occupied Golan Heights did not see much hope of 

this, as Israel announced its intention of stepping up 

the construction of settlements in the area.46

Durable solutions for IDPs in the region continued 

to be limited by the lack of comprehensive, accurate 

information on displaced populations. For example, in 

Iraq and Lebanon, it is diffi cult to determine to what 

extent many rural people displaced by previous con-

fl icts have integrated into urban regions and whether 

they should still be considered internally displaced.

A shell-shocked family taking shelter in a school in Beirut. 
All over the city, schools served as refuges for people fl eeing 
south Beirut. (Photo: Jeroen Oerlemans, Panos)
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National and international 
response 

The national and international response to internal 
displacement in the Middle East remained uneven, 
its effectiveness undermined by factors including lack 
of resources, absence of political will and insecurity. 
Governments in the region strained to put together 
the resources and capacity to provide effective protec-
tion of and assistance to those displaced within their 
territories. Several countries in the Middle East host 
signifi cant refugee populations, which further limits 
governments’ already limited capacity to respond to 
their own internal displacement situations.47

In two countries in the region, Lebanon and Iraq, min-
istries have been established to fi nd solutions for the 
displaced. In Iraq, the Ministry of Displacement and 
Migration assisted the displaced and continued to 
work on developing national policy and legislation to 
address the situation of IDPs. However, its ability to 
provide protection and assistance was limited by inse-
curity and overwhelming needs. In Lebanon, the min-
istry for the displaced has said that a lack of funds has 
prevented it from implementing programmes to sup-
port the return of those Lebanese displaced both dur-
ing the civil war and the Israeli occupations until 2000; 
the ministry has also come under criticism for misman-
agement of funds. In the aftermath of the recent war, 
the Lebanese government has put together a recovery 
plan, with the support of the international communi-

ty, and has begun implementation of a broad range of 
assistance, recovery and reconstruction activities. 

In Syria, the government continued to carry out hous-
ing projects in Quneitra, which could lead to the return 
of an estimated 50,000 people. The Israeli govern-
ment, which was initially slow to respond to the needs 
of those displaced during 2006, promised $2 billion to 
rebuild the most affected towns of northern Israel.

While in some parts of the world, regional mecha-

nisms have effectively addressed IDP situations, in the 

Middle East there is no structure specially focused on 

the problem of internal displacement in the region. 

The League of Arab States is the only body that fulfi ls a 

regional function, but it does not address IDP issues in 

general (although it has focused on displaced Palestin-

ians in particular); additionally, Israel and Iran are not 

among the League’s members. The League is involved 

in confl ict resolution at the political level, including in 

response to Israeli military operations in Lebanon and 

Gaza and in support of a reconciliation process in Iraq.
 

International agencies, including the UN, provided sup-

port to the government of Iraq and, more recently, to 

Lebanon in response to the large-scale displacements 

that occurred in 2006. In Iraq, the UN has continued to 

operate at a minimal level because of the high levels 

of violence in the country. In Lebanon, the UN applied 

the cluster approach, the humanitarian coordination 

mechanism whereby certain UN agencies are assigned 

lead roles by sector in order to improve the effi ciency 

of humanitarian response. Although on the whole suc-

cessful, international organisations faced diffi culty in 

assisting IDPs during the emergency period in Lebanon 

due to factors including the highly politicised environ-

ment, security restrictions and widespread destruction, 

which severely limited free movement. 

No international agency is recognised as having an 

explicit protection mandate for internally displaced 

Palestinians in the Palestinian Territories. The UN pro-

vides substantial emergency assistance to vulnerable 

people, including those falling under the mandate of 

the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). This group 

includes many, but not all, of those who have been 

internally displaced within the Palestinian Territories. 

In December 2006, the UN General Assembly approved 

plans for a UN registry to handle Palestinian claims of 

property damage resulting from the construction of 

the West Bank Wall. However, the exclusion of non-

material damages (including forced displacement), the 

lack of clarity concerning the eligibility criteria for com-

IDPs from northern Israel in a tent compound in the 
south of the country. Most Israelis displaced in sum-
mer 2006 were able to return soon after the ceasefi re. 
(Photo: Ahikam Seri, Panos)
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pensation, and the modalities of assessment and vali-

dation of damage claims raise concerns as to its effec-

tiveness. In Israel and Syria, where IDPs’ humanitarian 

needs have been minimal, the UN does not address the 

situation of the displaced population at all.48

The plight of the internally displaced in the region 

drew some international scrutiny during the year. A 

commission of inquiry was set up within the frame-

work of the Human Rights Council to investigate 

human rights violations committed in Lebanon dur-

ing the summer of 2006. The UN Representative to 

the Secretary General on the human rights of IDPs also 

visited Lebanon and Israel to assess the situation for 

internally displaced people in both countries and then 

issued recommendations. 

In several countries in the region, local non-govern-

mental organisations, volunteers and political groups 

played a critical role in assisting internally displaced 

people and in advocating for their rights. In Iraq and in 

Lebanon during the 2006 confl ict, central authorities 

struggled to meet the needs of overwhelming num-

bers of displaced people, which forced many to rely 

on the widespread support of local aid groups, politi-

cal parties and volunteers. In Israel too, most of the 

assistance to the displaced during the Israel-Hizbol-

lah fi ghting was provided by NGOs, Jewish voluntary 

agencies and individuals. 

Humanitarian organisations working in the region 

were often prevented from reaching displaced popu-

lations to deliver aid. In parts of Iraq, humanitarian 

organisations were able to provide only sporadic assis-

tance to IDPs because of ongoing military operations. 

In addition, some local aid groups received threats for 

helping displaced families of certain religious affi lia-

tions, and several international aid organisations were 

also threatened due to perceived allegiance to a West-

ern agenda. 

In Lebanon, on several occasions during the sum-

mer of 2006, Israeli military forces refused to ensure 

safety for international aid convoys and also targeted 

humanitarian convoys, thereby preventing assistance 

from reaching displaced communities.49 In the Pales-

tinian Territories, access conditions for international 

organisations deteriorated over the past year, at a 

time when humanitarian needs were acute. The work 

of humanitarian organisations in the Gaza Strip and 

the West Bank was severely hobbled by frequently 

erratic, and increasingly restrictive, procedures at 

checkpoints, regular delays and denials of access and 

freedom of movement by the Israeli Defense Forces 

and border police.50

The massive rise in numbers of people displaced in the 

Middle East region during 2006 has made the issue of 

internal displacement a paramount concern and an 

obstacle to stability. Internally displaced people faced 

extensive threats to their rights and safety because of 

confl ict and human rights violations. Human suffering 

in the region was acute during the year. The situation 

in Iraq remains the largest internal displacement crisis 

in the region, yet corresponding humanitarian assis-

tance and funding were grossly inadequate. At year-

end, the number of internally displaced persons in Iraq 

was continuing to rise.

Hundreds of thousands of people were displaced 
in Iraq as a result of increased sectarian violence 
and targeted killings during 2006. In Nassiriyah, 

destitute families are forced to send their chil-
dren out to pick garbage. (Photo: UNHCR) 



5Thematic Overviews

Workers at Panzi Hospital, Bukavu, DRC, who care 
for women recovering from brutal rape attacks. The 
hospital specialises in treating both the physical and 
psychological injuries resulting from sexual violence. 
(Photo: Pep Bonet, Panos)
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GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE 

Sexual and gender-based violence is one of the most 
pervasive violations of the rights of women and girls 
during armed confl ict and displacement. It is often 
employed as a strategy of war by armed actors to 
gain power. Women and girls are at risk of sexual and 
gender-based violence in most internal displacement 
situations. This can include rape, forced impregnation, 
forced abortion, traffi cking, and sexual slavery. While 
men and boys may also be affected, research indicates 
that sexual and gender-based violence predominantly 
affects women and girls.51

Despite progress in the development of law and pol-
icy on addressing sexual and gender-based violence in 
armed confl ict, individual cases as well as patterns of 
abuse against displaced women and girls continued to 
be reported during 2006. As pointed out in a report 
on Uganda by a consortium of NGOs, gender-based 
violence is often neglected in humanitarian program-
ming, in spite of being one of the most serious pro-
tection issues facing IDPs.52 Sexual violence against 
displaced women and girls remains an under-reported 
aspect of confl ict. In many countries, displaced women 
and girls do not report incidents of abuse and violence 
to medical and humanitarian organisations. Never-
theless, cases of sexual and gender-based violence 
were reported among IDP communities in a number 
of countries, particularly in the DRC, Sudan, Colom-
bia, Nepal, the Philippines, Iraq, Chad, Uganda, CAR, 
Somalia, Burma, India, Liberia, Kenya, Côte d’Ivoire 
and the Russian Federation. 

Rape was used as a weapon of war – to punish com-
munities for their political allegiances, as a form of 
ethnic cleansing, and to forcibly displace civilians – in 
countries including Colombia, the DRC and Sudan. 
Armed groups engaged in acts of sexual violence to 
attack the values of the community, punish or terrorise 
communities and individuals accused of collaborating 
with enemy forces, or provide gratifi cation for fi ght-
ers. In the DRC, various armed groups have abducted 
and kept as sex slaves thousands of women to provide 
sexual, domestic and agricultural services. 

In the DRC, Sudan and Uganda, there were widespread 
reports of systematic sexual and gender-based vio-
lence against displaced women and girls. The number 
of reports of incidents of rape against internally dis-
placed women rose sharply during 2006 in parts of the 

DRC. Incidents were reported more frequently along 
the Kanyabayonga-Kayna road, North Kivu province, 
where fi ghting between the army and rebel soldiers 
has displaced at least 70,000 people. Some 4,000 dis-
placed women were reported to have been raped in 
South Kivu.53

In Darfur, girls and women have been targeted in 
inter-ethnic fi ghting both in a deliberate attempt to 
dishonour them and as a means of ethnic cleansing, 
particularly in areas inhabited by displaced popula-
tions. Many victims were under 18 years of age. In May 
2006, for instance, a group of about 25 armed men 
in Sudan Liberation Army uniforms threatened, beat 
and robbed six separate groups of women and girls in 
Hajar Jalanga, in West Darfur. During the same month, 
Janjaweed militia attempted to rape women and girls 
displaced from villages near Kutum, in North Darfur. 
And in July, approximately 25 armed militias, some in 
army uniforms, assaulted 20 women outside the Kalma 
IDP camp in Nyala, South Darfur. Increasing numbers 
of rapes by displaced men of displaced women were 
also reported within IDP camps in Darfur.

In Chad, members of armed groups, including the Jan-
jaweed, targeted displaced women and girls in attacks 
on IDP sites in the eastern part of the country. UNICEF 
received reports that 33 women and girls from the Bil-
digue and Haraza tribes at the Koubigou IDP site had 
been raped.54 

In Uganda in 2006, there continued to be cases of 

sexual exploitation and sexual violence against wom-

en and girls by government and military personnel in 

IDP camps. The issue worsened with an increase in the 

numbers of displaced people leaving the camps for 

new settlement areas. A lack of schools and health 

facilities in the new areas has meant that men are 

the fi rst to go, leaving women and children behind in 

the existing camps, where they are able to gain access 

to basic services but where they are also exposed to 

a greater risk of gender-based violence, abuse and 

exploitation. In January 2006, a Ugandan soldier was 

reported to have been responsible for the rape of a 17-

year-old girl outside Pagal camp in Gulu district, and in 

February 2006 a 17-year-old soldier was arrested and 

charged with rape in Lira Palwo in Pader.55 Patterns 

of sexual violence were also reported in IDP camp set-

tings in Somalia and Sri Lanka during the year.

Poverty and a lack of any other income-generating activ-
ity forced many internally displaced women into prosti-
tution and traffi cking during 2006. In Nepal, according 
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to local NGOs, displaced women fl eeing their homes 

or living in IDP camps have sometimes been forced into 
prostitution to survive or have fallen prey to traffi ckers. 
In IDP camps in Uganda, many girls and women engage 
in “survival sex” to obtain food or “transactional sex” in 
exchange for spending money or small objects.56 Lack of 
access to income sources has forced displaced women to 
collect fi rewood in the Kieni forest of Kenya, where if 
caught, they are subjected to sexual abuse, severe beat-
ings and imprisonment by forest guards. 

Displaced women and girls are often exposed to sex-

ual and gender-based violence in the course of obtain-

ing basic resources such as food, water and fuel for 

themselves and their families. In Sudan, rapes and 

other forms of sexual abuse were frequently reported 

when displaced women and girls had to leave camp 

areas to gather fi rewood. In Liberia, displaced women 

have been forced to exchange sex for aid, including 

food from national and international peace workers, 

according to a report by Save the Children.

There were also reports that displaced women and 
girls were subject to multiple forms of harassment and 
abuse by both government forces and non-state actors 
in Nepal, India and Colombia. In Nepal, an inter-agen-
cy mission in the east of the country received informal 
reports that displaced women were subject to harass-
ment and abuse by both government forces and reb-
els. A June 2006 study by Terre des Hommes showed 
that displaced girls working in carpet factories in Nepal 
were at high risk of abuse, including sexual and verbal 
harassment. A number of women of the Hmar minor-
ity group, living in Manipur, North India, were raped 
during attacks by militants that displaced thousands 
of people from the area to the neighbouring state of 
Mizoram. Violence against women may also increase 
within the family due to the stress of displacement. A 
government survey in Colombia showed that almost 
half of all displaced women there reported physical 
violence at the hands of their partners in 2006.57

Peacekeepers were also involved in sexual abuse 
against displaced women and girls. In August in the 
DRC, the international media reported allegations of 
a soldier-run prostitution ring involving girls as young 
as 15 in the South Kivu area. Some of the implicated 
soldiers are believed to be United Nations peacekeep-
ers. Allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse com-
mitted by UN peacekeepers in several countries were 
under investigation in 2006. In December, senior UN 
and NGO representatives issued a statement address-
ing sexual exploitation and abuse by aid workers, 
emphasising a zero tolerance approach.

National responsibility to protect

The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement 

explicitly call on governments to provide protection 

for women and girls. Provisions regarding displaced 

women and girls are guided by two core concerns: to 

safeguard them from gender-specifi c violence and to 

uphold their rights to equal access to services and par-

ticipation in assistance programmes.

But abuses against displaced women and girls have 

generally been perpetrated with impunity, and a 

majority of displaced women and girls did not have 

adequate access to physical, legal and social protec-

tion during 2006. A number of investigations into sex-

ual abuse were ongoing at the international level last 

year, although the process is lengthy. At the end of the 

year, the lead prosecutor of the International Crimi-

nal Court said in a briefi ng to the Security Council that 

it had “reasonable grounds to believe” that crimes 

against humanity, including rape, had been commit-
ted in Darfur.58 Similar investigations have been under 

A displaced woman from Darfur, where many cases 
of gender-based violence were reported in 2006. 
(Photo: Petterik Wiggers, Panos)



way in the DRC and northern Uganda, where there 
have been widespread allegations of systematic pat-
terns of rape of displaced and other women. 

Progress was made in strengthening the legal protec-
tion afforded to displaced women who have survived 
acts of sexual and gender-based violence in some con-
fl ict-affected countries. Countries where legislation 
criminalising sexual violence was adopted or amend-
ed during 2006 included Liberia and the DRC. Liberia 
passed a Rape Amendment Act, and the DRC adopted 
a bill on sexual and gender violence as a result of lob-
bying by local NGOs and the UN. The law strengthens 
the legal protection available to victims of sexual vio-
lence, broadening the defi nition of rape to include 
those committed with objects, a practice that has been 
common in the Congolese war.

In some countries, national laws may prevent displaced 
women and girls from gaining access to assistance. In 
post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina, legislation related 
to civilian war victims, including victims of rape, differs 
between the country’s two entities, which may create 
unequal access to social benefi ts or support depending 
on the area of displacement or return.

Regional and international 
response

At the regional level, a protocol on the Prevention and 
Suppression of Sexual Violence against Women and 
Children in the Great Lakes region of Africa was adopt-
ed in 2006 within the framework of the International 
Conference on the Great Lakes region. The protocol 
calls on states to take particular measures to ensure 
that internally displaced women are protected. 

The UN and NGOs continued to develop initiatives to 

address sexual and gender-based violence in humani-

tarian situations during 2006, including medical and 

psycho-social assistance, and legal and income-gen-

erating activities. While advances have been made, 

much still has to be done to improve prevention of and 

response to gender-based violence in IDP communities. 

For instance, a 2006 study by the International Medi-

cal Corps on the mental health of displaced women in 

South Darfur found that almost one-third of displaced 

women surveyed suffered from a major depressive dis-

order. Almost all the women said that counselling pro-

vided by humanitarian agencies would help them.59

At the interagency level, progress was made in the 

elaboration of practical guidelines and tools to prevent 

and respond to gender-based violence. The creation of 

a standby force of gender experts for deployment in 

humanitarian emergencies was part of efforts to more 

effectively integrate gender issues into the UN system. 

In 2006, following a comprehensive review of the 
extent to which humanitarian interventions address 
the needs of women, girls and boys, the Inter-Agen-
cy Standing Committee, the primary mechanism for 
inter-agency coordination of humanitarian assistance, 
identifi ed key gaps. Based on these, it proposed fi ve 
areas for action: developing gender equality stan-
dards; ensuring gender expertise in emergencies; 
building capacity of humanitarian actors on gender 
issues; using sex and age disaggregated data for deci-
sion-making; and building partnerships for increased 
and more predictable gender equality programming 
in crises.
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Displaced women and girls are 
vulnerable to sexual abuse when 

venturing outside camps to gather 
fi rewood. (Photo: Roald Høvring, NRC) 
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INTERNALLY  
DISPLACED
CHILDREN

Displacement frequently causes the breakdown of 
family and community structures and the disintegra-
tion of traditional social norms, leaving children par-
ticularly vulnerable. Too often the rights of displaced 
children are violated, resulting in abuse, discrimination, 
malnutrition, poverty or even death. During 2006, dis-
placed children were recruited by government forces 
and armed groups, were victims of sexual exploitation, 
and/or were not able to go to school. In most cases, 
national governments did not provide much-needed 
assistance and protection. Violations against displaced 
children largely continued unimpeded in 2006, despite 
the establishment in several countries of a monitoring 
system on violations against children in armed confl ict, 
as well as advocacy efforts by the Offi ce of the Special 
Representative of the UN Secretary-General for Children 
and Armed Confl ict, UNICEF, member states and NGOs.

Major violations 

Displaced children – particularly those who have 
been separated from parents and family – are often 

targets of abduction and recruitment by rebel groups, 
paramilitary or government forces. Recruitment of 
displaced and other children by national armed forc-
es and/or militias continued throughout the year in 
Burundi, Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, Chad, the DRC, Iraq, 
Burma, Nepal, Philippines, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan 
and Uganda.60 In addition to military duties, displaced 
and other children are often sexually exploited or 
enslaved.

Displaced children were also denied education and 
health care. Destruction or occupation of schools or 
hospitals in the course of attacks on civilian popula-
tions occurred in the CAR, Côte d’Ivoire, the DRC, 
Israel, Lebanon, Nepal, the Palestinian Territories, Sri 
Lanka and Sudan. Also, in southern Afghanistan, more 
than 100,000 children were reportedly denied access 
to education because of insecurity caused by the Tale-
ban and other armed groups.61 In Iraq, children were 
kidnapped and teachers subject to violence, both of 
which seriously affected the delivery of education. 

Humanitarian aid workers were often prevented 
from gaining access to displaced children due to inse-
curity in several countries, such as the DRC and Iraq. 
Meanwhile, the governments of Burma, Sudan and 
Zimbabwe severely restricted humanitarian access 
to displaced children. In Nepal, humanitarian access 
remained diffi cult in 2006 due to insecurity but also 
due to restrictions imposed by the Communist Party 

Children waiting to leave an 
IDP camp in southern Sudan. 
(Photo: Sean Sutton, Panos)
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of Nepal-Maoist. In Sri Lanka’s north and east, both 
the government and the LTTE have denied access to 
humanitarian organisations assisting displaced chil-
dren. In Lebanon, displaced children were denied 
humanitarian assistance because of an Israeli military 
blockade of Lebanon’s borders and seaports, and the 
bombing of roads and the main airport.

Sexual violence continues to be a serious and signifi -
cant part of the violence suffered by displaced children 
(see Gender-Based Violence chapter).

National responsibility

States bear the primary responsibility for the protec-
tion of displaced children, as laid out in both humani-
tarian law governing confl ict situations and in the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and its optional 
protocol on children in armed confl ict. The Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement also specifi cally 
recognise that “children and unaccompanied minors … 
shall be entitled to protection and assistance by their 
condition and to treatment which takes into account 
their special needs.”62

In some countries experiencing internal displacement, 
including Colombia, Sudan, Sri Lanka, Uganda and 
the DRC, the UN Special Representative on Children 
and Armed Confl ict has obtained commitments from 
parties to the confl icts not to use landmines, attack 
schools or hospitals, or recruit or use children as child 
soldiers, and to release abducted children. But, so far, 
these commitments have not translated into tangible 
improvements for the children.63

The International Criminal Court (ICC) has the poten-
tial to act as an important deterrent to abuses against 
displaced children. In March 2006, the ICC, with the 
cooperation of DRC authorities, indicted Thomas 
Lubanga, leader of a militia that had caused large-scale 
displacement in northeastern DRC, for the commission 
of war crimes, the conscription and enlistment of chil-
dren under the age of 15, and the use of children for 
active participation in hostilities. 

The international agenda

In order to bring an end to grave violations against 
displaced and other children in situations of armed 
confl ict, the UN Security Council passed a resolution in 
200564 outlining a Monitoring and Reporting Mecha-
nism to be implemented by the UN, in collaboration 
with government and civil society organisations. The 

following violations are monitored by this mecha-

nism: killing or maiming of children; recruitment or 

use of children as soldiers; attacks against schools or 

hospitals; denial of humanitarian access for children; 

abduction of children; and rape and other grave sexual 

abuse of children. A working group comprised of the 

15 Security Council members reviews and guides the 

monitoring process. In 2006, based on the above-men-

tioned resolution, the UN Secretary-General reported 

to the Security Council on violations in Burundi, Côte 

d’Ivoire, the DRC, Somalia, Sudan, Nepal and Sri Lanka. 

All these countries experience signifi cant internal dis-

placement, and information on displaced children has 

improved as a result of the monitoring. 

International initiatives to assist displaced children and 

to protect their rights also included medical, psychoso-

cial and legal assistance to survivors of sexual violence, 

advocacy for the release of children associated with 

armed forces and groups, demobilisation, family trac-

ing and reintegration activities, and mine awareness-

raising, as well as the rehabilitation of schools that 

have been attacked, the provision of school materials, 

and the building of “safe-play” areas in towns and vil-

lages affected by mines and unexploded bombs. Many 

of these activities were realised in collaboration with 

local partners. A valuable resource for those working 

to better protect displaced children is “Right to Edu-

cation during Displacement: A resource for organiza-

tions working with refugees and internally displaced 

persons”, developed by the Women’s Commission for 

Refugee Women and Children in 2006.

Displaced children are particularly vulnerable to 
sexual abuse, abductions and other violations of 
their rights. (Photo: Christophe Beau, IDMC) 



HEALTH AND  
NUTRITION

Fleeing from home unexpectedly and in fear creates 
enormous physical and mental stress. This stress may 
continue through the various phases of displacement, 
and even after a permanent solution has been found. 
In addition, most IDPs have specifi c displacement-
related problem caused by nutritional defi ciencies or 
insuffi cient quantities of food and drinking water. The 
vast majority of IDPs cannot reach a doctor in time. 
Aside from material assistance, some form of psycho-
social support may be needed to ensure that trauma-
tised IDPs regain the ability to cope. 

Health

Health status and mortality rates are the most impor-
tant indicators for assessing the impact of confl ict or 
other disasters on a population. Yet, while mortality 
rate studies are increasingly used to guide humanitari-
an action, it is not always easy, for various political and 
logistical reasons, to collect and publish such data.65 
Where mortality rate studies do exist, they often 
stretch over several years. For example, the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee has been conducting mor-
tality studies in the DRC since 2000. Its latest fi ndings 
were that almost 4 million people have died as a result 
of the confl ict since it erupted in 1998, and that every 
month almost 38,000 deaths occur above the country’s 
“normal” level, mostly in the eastern regions. Those 
deaths are mostly the result of curable diseases and 
are due to the lack of access to health care, which, in 

turn, is a result of confl ict-related insecurity.66 Mortal-
ity rates of infants and children under the age of 5 are 
extremely high in countries like the DRC, Ethiopia and 
Somalia, indicating a catastrophic health situation. 

The existing – and limited – IDP-specifi c health data 
suggest that in more than half the countries affected 
by internal displacement, including practically all Afri-
can and most Asian countries, IDPs – and in many cases 
the population at large – have no access to adequate 
health care. The main reasons are breakdown of health 
services in war-affected areas, lack of national fi nan-
cial resources, or the IDPs’ remote location. Most of 
northern Uganda’s IDPs were confi ned to camps with 
extremely limited access to health care. In several coun-
tries, including Burma, Somalia, the Palestinian Terri-
tories and Serbia (Kosovo), IDPs faced discrimination 
in gaining access to health care because of their ethnic 
origin or because of restricted freedom of movement. 
Lack of personal documents may also restrict access to 
health care; this is the case for European Roma. 

Most diseases IDPs are exposed to are preventable. 
They include diarrhoea, acute respiratory infections, 
tuberculosis, malaria, cholera, measles and meningitis. 
Polio broke out in the Horn of Africa in 2006. The little 
information that is publicly available on the health sta-
tus of IDPs is mostly based on anecdotal evidence, as 
not many health surveys specifi cally focus on IDPs. 

While IDPs in the Balkans generally have satisfactory 
access to water, sanitation and health care, they are 
more likely than the local population to suffer from 
trauma-related problems.67 Roma IDPs usually live in 
informal settlements with very poor sanitary condi-
tions. IDPs in Azerbaijan and the Russian Federation 
access health care less easily than the local population 

A displaced Lebanese child being 
vaccinated. (Photo: Dina Debbas, IRIN)
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in some areas, due to administrative inconsistencies, 
lack of health care facilities and the demand for infor-
mal payments for medical treatment. 

Recognising the physical expression of mental or social 
suffering is particularly relevant in confl ict areas. Symp-
toms of illness, headaches or insomnia occur more often 
after fl ight or the loss of a family member. Traumatised 
people often suffer more profoundly from an illness 
than others would, and they are more resistant to 
treatment.68 So even when displaced populations have 
the same access to health care as the local population, 
it is likely that they will require particular attention. 

Nutrition 

Nutrition and health constitute the core subsistence 
rights of IDPs, along with shelter and clothing (Guid-
ing Principle 18.2). But confl ict, ethnic discrimina-
tion, landmines or operational diffi culties in reaching 
remote populations heavily undermine that right. 

Caught in areas of confl ict or remote parts of the 
country and, as a result, deprived of access to food and 
means of production such as arable land, IDPs often 
receive inadequate support from their government or 
the international community. Many suffer from mal-
nutrition, often more so than the non-displaced popu-
lations who, despite suffering similar hardships, may 
have been able to retain resources and coping strate-
gies. Furthermore, the mere delivery of food may not 
be enough to avert malnutrition. Traumatised per-
sons suffer more frequently from eating diffi culties 
or digestion problems. It is well-documented that a 
mother’s trauma or depression has a direct effect on 
the nutritional status of her children.69 

For most countries, very little information is avail-
able on the nutritional status of IDPs, either because 
there are no surveys or because the displaced were not 
addressed separately from the general sample popula-
tion. Countries with IDP-specifi c nutritional informa-
tion include Burma, Colombia, the CAR, Chad, Ethio-
pia, Liberia, Somalia, Sudan, Uganda, Timor Leste and, 
to a lesser degree, Angola and Nepal. All surveys indi-
cate extremely high malnutrition rates among IDPs, 
with some above the critical 15 per cent emergency 
threshold set by the World Health Organisation.

The right to food

Providing food aid is complex and politically very sensi-
tive. It can have an aggravating effect when parties to 
a confl ict use food aid strategically, by diverting it from 

the intended benefi ciaries for their own profi t (as was 

the case with Somalia’s warlords), or by deliberately 

restricting access to food (Burma, the DRC, Colombia, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Nepal, Sudan). A government’s inaction 

can also have adverse effects, as has been the case in 

Colombia.

In other situations, it is diffi cult to ensure that food 

reaches displaced populations because they live in 

remote areas, while confl ict-related insecurity may 

hinder humanitarian assistance, as has been the case 

in the DRC, the CAR, Ethiopia, Somalia and Uganda. 

In Iraq, military operations have repeatedly prevented 

access and delivery of humanitarian assistance.

Many IDPs suffer from malnutrition and are dependent on 
food deliveries, often more so than non-displaced populations. 
(Photo: Christophe Beau, IDMC) 
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Where food aid can be delivered, particular attention 

must be paid to its actual distribution to the intend-

ed benefi ciaries. If existing power structures are not 

taken into account, marginalised and weak groups 

may be further disadvantaged.70 Improved access 

to arable land and tools during displacement would 

greatly enhance IDPs’ access to food and reduce their 

dependence on humanitarian aid. While efforts are 

made in Uganda and northern Somalia to provide IDPs 

with land, in many countries, fertile land cannot be 

accessed due to confl ict-related insecurity (Colombia, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Burma, Eritrea, India and Bangladesh).

Water and sanitation

Clean water and appropriate sanitation are funda-
mental for a healthy environment. Access to clean 
water is recognised as a human right, but in at least 
one-third of the countries affected by internal dis-
placement, the majority of IDPs are deprived of that 
right. In combination with the absence of adequate 
sanitation facilities, this has an extremely negative 
impact on their health. The spread of water-borne 
diseases is one consequence. 

In many countries, IDPs’ access to clean water and 
sanitation is inferior to that of the general popula-
tion. These countries include Angola, Burma, the CAR, 

Colombia, Ethiopia, Iraq, Liberia, Mexico, Nepal, Peru, 
the Philippines, Somalia, Sudan and Uganda. A study 
carried out by Oxfam on the health of confl ict-displaced 
populations in south Ethiopia found that many of them 
survived on two to three litres of water per day.71 

Large populations in the Horn of Africa encountered 
similar hardship after the fl oods during the last quar-
ter of 2006. The fl oods further contributed to the 
destruction of any water and sanitation infrastruc-
ture that may still have existed in this disaster-prone 
region. Looming confl ict in Somalia seriously ham-
pered the delivery of aid to the more than 400,000 
fl ood-displaced. 

Precarious living conditions with respect to water and 
sanitation are particularly evident in overcrowded 
camp situations – for example in the DRC, Uganda, 
Somalia or Sri Lanka. While camp populations can be 
assessed relatively easily, the majority of IDPs are dis-
persed in rural or urban areas, and little data exists on 
the hardships they experience as a result of poor water 
and sanitation facilities. 

Mental health of IDPs

Many IDPs experience high levels of fear and humili-
ation. In chronic confl ict areas, large segments of the 
population experience trauma, and children are often 
particularly affected. 

Displaced women in Chad prepare 
food while camping by the roadside. 
(Photo: H. Caux, UNHCR) 
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The international humanitarian community increas-

ingly recognises the importance of providing psycho-

social help to confl ict-affected populations, as indi-

cated by an increase in comprehensive psycho-social 

studies. For example a 2006 IOM psycho-social needs 

assessment in former confl ict districts of Indonesia’s 

Aceh Province showed extremely high levels of trau-

matic symptoms.72 In Colombia, NRC’s legal aid to IDPs 

now includes the possibility of psychosocial support. 

The reasoning behind this service is that a traumatised 

person may feel too disempowered to demand his or 

her rights as an IDP. Those rights are, in theory, sub-

stantial in Colombia, but are often not exercised. The 

ability to claim their rights helps IDPs perceive them-

selves as actors rather than mere victims of circum-

stance. This work of regaining personal dignity and 

the strength to actively shape their lives is of particular 

signifi cance to IDPs. 

For the most part, psycho-social help is still pro-

vided as an adjunct to traditional humanitarian aid, 

although there is a growing understanding of the 

need to integrate it into more traditional aid work. A 

recent publication by the Swiss Agency for Develop-

ment and Cooperation describes the various levels on 

which trauma infl uences a person’s physical and men-

tal well-being.73

In most countries, some sort of psycho-social aid for 

IDPs is currently provided, although it almost never 

covers the entire displaced population. The southeast-

ern European countries affected by internal displace-

ment come closest to providing such support to the 

majority of their IDPs. 

The Rehabilitation and Research Centre for Torture 

Victims, has partnerships in several displacement-

affected countries, including Bangladesh, Sri Lanka 

and the Philippines. In Iraq’s Kurdish areas, the Ger-

man-Iraqi NGO WADI supports displaced and local 

women in distress.74 In Sri Lanka and Nepal, there are 

NGOs that are assisting IDP women and children with 

mental problems. In Uganda, a psychosocial resource 

book for teachers was developed and distributed in 

the north. In Russia, Médecins sans Frontières’ mental 

health counsellors visit collective centres and conduct 

educational sessions on how to recognise and cope 

with various psychological problems. One obstacle to 

the success of this and other psycho-social assistance 

programmes is that there is a fi erce stigma attached 

to seeking psychological help, especially for men. Gen-

erally, the support provided by local or international 

organisations remains limited and, at times, not well 

coordinated. 

An inter-agency Task Force on Mental Health and Psy-

chosocial Support was formed in June 2005 with the 

dual goal of integrating mental health issues into all 

relevant aspects of humanitarian work and of devel-

oping guidelines on mental health for organisations 

working in the fi eld. 

HIV/AIDS and displaced people

It has been widely recognized that HIV/AIDS has a 

disruptive effect on families and entire communities. 

Malnutrition is typically higher among populations 

with a high prevalence of HIV/AIDS, because the body 

of HIV-positive people cannot absorb nutrients as effi -

ciently, and because there are fewer adults earning an 

income, which increases food insecurity. Stigmatisa-

tion further contributes to the precarious situation of 

people affected by HIV/AIDS.75 

Other studies also point out that IDPs and popu-

lations living in confl ict areas are at greater risk of 

contracting the virus than others, because of their 

unstable living conditions and vulnerabilities. But 

while it is often presumed that IDPs have higher HIV 

infection rates than the general population, this was 

not borne out in a January 2006 study of eight IDP-

hosting countries. The study found that insuffi cient 

data exists to confi rm a consistent higher prevalence 

of HIV/AIDS among displaced people and calls for 

more research into this issue.76 

Even in situations where confl icts have ended, the 

nutrition and health status of IDPs can remain at 

emergency levels for a long time, due to poor access 

to water and sanitation, and because appropriate pre-

ventive and curative health services remain scarce. In 

post-confl ict situations, the degree to which IDPs’ nutri-

tional and health conditions can improve is dependent 

on their capacity to recover from trauma and loss of 

assets. But in addition, governments and international 

donors must be willing to invest in the recovery and 

compensation programmes necessary to set a country 

on the path toward equitable development.
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URBAN    
DISPLACEMENT

The phenomenon of displacement from rural areas to 
urban centres exists in at least half the more than 50 
countries affected by confl ict-induced displacement 
and involves millions of people. Large numbers of IDPs 
in countries where no information exists are also likely 
to have left their rural homes for cities.

In Africa, countries including Sudan, Angola, Algeria, 
Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Kenya, Zimbabwe and 
several others have experienced an accelerated urban 
growth rate as people have been forced away from 
rural areas for dual reasons – their search for both 
protection and livelihood opportunities leads them to 
capitals and provincial urban centres. The same is true 
in most countries that have experienced massive inter-
nal displacement in Asia, Europe and Latin America. In 
situations such as in Afghanistan, where people fl ed 
violence-ravaged cities during war and returned in 
the post-confl ict phase, their numbers, combined with 
people from impoverished rural areas seeking a better 
life, create enormous challenges. 

Many IDPs start their exile in the city by staying with 
host families, or in basements, schools and other 
public buildings, but millions end up in fast-growing 
slum areas and, as a result, face acute poverty. This 
has been the case in Sudan, where more than 2 mil-
lion IDPs are estimated to have settled in Khartoum in 
various squatter areas. In Colombia, more than a mil-
lion of the country’s internally displaced are estimated 
to have fl ed to urban areas for protection, which has 
led to the uncontrolled growth of slums in Bogotà and 
elsewhere. In Algeria, at the peak of the confl ict there, 
1 million people were estimated to have fl ed, primar-
ily to urban centres, leading to a massive growth of 
shantytowns around major cities. The same is true for 
Turkey, where the majority of the estimated 1 million 
displaced people fl ed to the larger cities. 

The arrival of fl eeing populations may shape a city’s 
development in a positive way: new arrivals bring new 
resources that can contribute to the local economy and 
cultural life. But there are also multiple problems in 
urban areas that have received thousands and some-
times millions of people in a relatively short period of 
time. Large population increases have caused over-
crowding and congestion in areas where resources 
were often already limited. Land in urban areas is 
scarce and expensive, and this can force newly arrived 

IDPs to settle far from people from their original com-

munities. This ruptures existing social support networks 

and increases the vulnerability of the IDP population. 

Cities and towns may be safer than rural areas, but 

livelihoods are sometimes harder to come by. To cope 

with their new situation, IDPs have to change the way 

they earn a living. The majority of urban IDPs depend 

on informal employment, so income is low and there 

is little chance to bring in enough money to improve 

their economic status. 

The massive migration into urban areas is most often 
not followed by investment in infrastructure to pro-
vide basic sanitation, water, health care and schools. 
Urban slums where young people have no hope for 
the future can become a fertile recruitment ground 
for violence and crime. In Colombia, thousands of peo-
ple have been forced to fl ee within and between cities 
because of the lack of protection in slum areas. Pro-
tection concerns are even more serious for displaced 
women and girls, who are vulnerable to rape and 
other gender-based violence. Some have even been 

A neighbourhood in the Turkish city of Izmir, where 
large numbers of Kurds have taken refuge after being 
displaced. (Photo: Ali Riza Kutlu)
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forced into prostitution and domestic slavery. Ten-
sions between IDPs and resident populations can be 
acute, particularly if the presence of displaced people 
is viewed as a burden on local infrastructure and scarce 
resources.

Urban IDPs generally live beyond the reach of tradi-
tional humanitarian assessment and programming. 
In the majority of cases, these IDPs are not registered 
with government assistance agencies, and little is 
known about their precise numbers, demographics or 
basic needs. 

One main reason for the lack of initiatives aimed at 
reaching urban IDPs may be the diffi culty in assessing 
their numbers and socioeconomic conditions. IDPs in 
urban areas are often invisible, as they settle among 
the local population. They can be geographically dis-
persed throughout a city, and many move around 
among cities, camps and even their place of origin. 

In some countries, protection concerns are so serious 
for urban IDPs that they do not identify themselves 
as such, preferring to keep a low profi le rather than 
approach the authorities for help. Another issue is 
how to distinguish internally displaced people from 
other migrants. Many countries where confl ict has 
created internal displacement also face a failing rural 
economy and rapid population growth. In this context, 
people may have mixed reasons for migrating towards 
urban areas. 

In some protracted situations, such as in Turkey, Leba-

non, Sudan and Colombia, the identifi cation of IDPs 

and evaluation of their needs can be even more prob-

lematic. Many IDPs gain access to income-generating 

activities and local services over time. Many come to 

consider their new location to be “home” after hav-

ing resided there for a long period. In these instances, 

it can be diffi cult to ascertain the degree to which 

IDPs have integrated, and to assess their intentions for 

the future. In post-confl ict situations, many IDPs who 

return to their former homes in rural areas may later 

come back to the cities because of lack of livelihood 

opportunities and basic services in areas of return.

Although there are few studies comparing the living 
conditions of the displaced in urban areas with those 
of local populations, some reports and anecdotal evi-
dence indicate that urban IDPs are an especially vulner-
able group in many countries. In Sudan, where there 
is a high concentration of displaced people on the 
periphery of the major towns, urban IDPs are exposed 
to forced relocations that limit livelihood opportuni-

ties. They receive limited or no assistance from the 

humanitarian aid community.77 In Nepal, a March 

2005 study found that more than 70 per cent of IDPs in 

Kathmandu and Birendranagar could not earn enough 

money to support their families; some IDPs reported 

earning nothing at all.78 In Colombia, urban IDPs gen-

erally have less access to health care, education, nutri-

tion, water and sanitation facilities than the rest of the 

population, including the poor resident population in 

the shantytowns.79 
 

Apart from the methodological diffi culties faced by 

humanitarian and development organisations when 

Colombia: 
“The colonial city of Cartagena has become a 

magnet for displaced people escaping the vio-

lence. Roughly half of the displaced families who 

arrive here were once small land owners and sub-

sistence farmers. Many fl ock to Cartagena driven 

by the misguided belief that a city built around 

tourism will mean a better chance of getting a 

job. But most end up peddling snacks and souve-

nirs to tourists or washing car windscreens at traf-

fi c lights, competing with thousands of other dis-

placed families doing the same thankless task.” 

–Anastasia Moloney, World Politics Watch, 

2 November 2006

 

Somalia:  
“Around 250,000 IDPs live in Mogadishu. These 

have fl ed their area of origin due to confl ict, but 

very little humanitarian relief reaches them in the 

city due to lack of access. IDPs have few employ-

ment opportunities and most survive on casual 

work. The worst-off resort to begging. IDPs typi-

cally live in shelters made from branches, plastic 

sheets or bits of scrap metal with no toilets. Dur-

ing the rainy season, diseases like malaria, TB, 

diarrhoea and dysentery spread quickly. Most 

IDPs (and other urban poor) cannot afford to visit 

health facilities and die of diseases that could 

easily be prevented or cured.” 

–UNOCHA, Overview of Humanitarian Environ-

ment in Mogadishu, 26 August 2006

Urban Problems
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assessing IDP situations in larger cities, the political will 

to address the protection and assistance requirements 

of displaced people is often lacking. In countries with 

large numbers of urban IDPs, the issue of displacement 

can be so overwhelming that governments may pre-

fer not to implement assistance programmes that may 

only serve to reinforce urbanisation. Donors may also 

be reluctant to support IDP programmes in urban areas 

for the same reason. Often in post-confl ict situations, 

national authorities prefer to facilitate IDPs’ return to 

original communities that are deemed suffi ciently safe 

to allow for return. 

Assistance to IDPs residing in urban areas must often 

take into account different concerns than in rural 

areas, and may require more long-term engagement. 

One example is shelter assistance. While shelter in 

rural areas can be planned and delivered relatively 

easily, construction of urban shelter requires long-

range planning, is more expensive and takes longer 

to complete. Also, as land is a more valuable asset in 

densely populated areas, shelter interventions in cit-

ies frequently raise political and economic issues that 

require close cooperation and planning with local 

authorities. Interventions in many cases should include 

assistance to local communities in order not to create 

resentment between IDPs and the local population. 

Both national and international actors should in the 

future work toward meeting the requirements of the 

urban displaced in a more consistent way. There is an 

evident need to improve assistance to and protec-

tion of IDPs in urban areas during emergencies. And 

in post-confl ict situations, a balance must be struck 

between, on the one hand, supporting national devel-

opment policies that often favor return to rural areas 

and, on the other, creating programmes in support of 

IDPs who decide to remain in new homes in the cities. 

The needs of IDPs in urban areas are often 
overlooked.  (Photo: S. Schulman, UNHCR)
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GROUP AFFILIATION

One factor contributing to displacement may be affil-
iation with a certain group, either real or perceived. 
In such instances, those persons who are (or appear to 
be) associated with a specific group may be targeted 
in the conflict and, as a result, forced to flee their 
homes. 

In some cases there is a strong link between displace-

ment and affiliation with a certain group. In Rwanda, 

Nepal and Iraq, for example, many IDPs belong to the 

political or ethnic group that had previously held pow-

er. Sunni Muslims privileged by the previous regime in 

Iraq now face mistreatment and are being displaced, 

although Shiites and other groups have also been dis-

placed. Similarly, in Uganda many Acholi, who are of 

an ethnic background different than that of the ruling 

party, have also been forced into displacement. Spe-

cific groups fled their homes during conflict in Azer-

baijan, Russia and Turkey on the basis of their ethnic-

ity. For example, Ingush living in North Ossetia, Russia, 

fled to neighbouring Ingushetia after inter-ethnic vio-

lence broke out between them and Ossetians. People 

were also forced to flee in countries such as Burma due 

to their perceived or actual political affiliation. It is 

important to note that the animosity between groups 

of different affiliations may have arisen from external 

causes, such as preferential treatment of one group 

over another during colonisation. 

In other cases, the factors contributing to displace-

ment are complex and, as a result, a clear connection 

between displacement and affiliation with a specific 

group cannot be made. Although members of certain 

religious communities have been displaced in Bangla-

desh, India and Indonesia, their displacement is not 

always entirely due to their religious affiliation. In 

Bangladesh, for example, displacement is also a result 

of tension on the Bangladesh-India border, as well as 

land acquisition by the government for nation-build-

ing and forest preservation.

Similarly, migrants in India, Indonesia and the Phil-

ippines have been forced to flee their new place of 

residence, but not solely on the basis of being newly 

arrived in the region. Rather, migration has given rise 

to tensions over access to resources and highlighted 

the lack of available land in these areas and therefore 

displacement has more to do with resources than being 

a migrant. In another example, while members of par-

ticular ethnic groups have been displaced in Somalia, 

Ethiopia and Kenya, the type and location of the land 

on which they were living was a primary factor in their 

displacement, not their affiliation with a given ethnic 

group. In Ethiopia, for instance, IDPs were displaced by 

rival ethnic groups in competition for land and water, 

but the displacement had more to do with the strug-

gle over resources, than it did with ethnicity. 

One consequence of the displacement of certain 

groups has been the homogenisation of the demo-

graphic makeup of the places of origin. This has been 

particularly the case in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croa-

tia, Serbia (Kosovo), Russia, Indonesia and Iraq, where 

once mixed neighbourhoods are becoming more 

uniform. For example, in Iraq Sunni Arabs are flee-

ing from Shiia and Kurdish areas to Sunni areas and 

the Shiias are fleeing Sunni areas to Shiia areas. These 

demographic changes have an impact on the return 

prospects of IDPs. In Russia, most Chechen IDPs have 

returned to Chechnya, while many Ingush IDPs have 

opted to remain at their new location in Ingushetia. 

In Central Sulawesi and North Maluku, Indonesia, few 

Christians and Muslims envisage a return to mixed 

communities; Serb IDPs from Kosovo are also still not 

confident that they will return and live in safety in 

areas where they are a minority. 

 

In some cases, displaced people belonging to specific 

groups face additional constraints compared to the 

general IDP population. In 2006, Arab Israelis faced 

more obstacles in escaping from the conflict zone than 

did others, since they often did not have relatives or 

a support system in southern Israel. In the Philippines 

and Russia, young male IDPs are sometimes suspected 

of belonging to rebel groups and as such are harassed 

by military or paramilitary groups. While most IDPs in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia do not suffer dis-

crimination at their place of displacement, Roma IDPs 

in the Balkans are especially vulnerable since they face 

discrimination throughout displacement, and their 

general situation of poverty and social marginalisation 

is aggravated by displacement. In Somalia, local assis-

tance to IDPs is given almost exclusively through clan 

structures, and those IDPs that reside outside their clan 

structure are therefore more vulnerable.

While affiliation with a certain community may be a 

prominent factor of displacement in some instances, 

more often such affiliation is just one among a com-

plex mix of factors. 
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HOUSING, LAND 
AND PROPERTY 

Control of and access to land has been a source of 
confl ict and displacement in numerous countries such 
as Colombia, Guatemala, the DRC, Kenya, the Philip-
pines, Rwanda and Zimbabwe. Restitution of land and 
property upon return is therefore a central element of 
post-confl ict reconciliation. But it is particularly chal-
lenging in countries with less formalised legal systems, 
where it can be hard for displaced people to prove 
their ownership rights.

Access to housing and land is a concern lasting from 
the beginning to the end of the displacement cycle. 
Once displaced people are forced from their place of 
origin, they can face diffi culties in fi nding adequate 
shelter and land to ensure minimum food security and 
self-reliance. If they are not provided with alternative 
solutions, IDPs tend to encroach on the land of popula-
tions living in the areas to which they have fl ed, which 
can then create further tensions (as has been the case 
in Kenya). When the security situation improves or a 
peace treaty is signed, property disputes associated 
with the return phase are another potential source 
of tension. Returning IDPs often fi nd their houses 
and land destroyed or occupied by other people, as 

in Peru, Guatemala, the Balkans and in Sudan’s Darfur 
region. For this reason, it is crucial that peace agree-
ments include provisions for the resolution of property 
and land problems. Such provisions currently exist in 
17 countries affected by internal displacement, includ-
ing in Nepal where a peace agreement was signed in 
November 2006. This accord stated the commitment of 
both the government and the Maoist rebels to return 
land and other property seized. At the regional level in 
Africa, a protocol on the property rights of returnees 
was adopted in December 2006 in the framework of 
the Great Lakes Conference process, and model legisla-
tion was drawn up in September 2006 with the objec-
tive of protecting the property rights of IDPs in coun-
tries such as Burundi, the DRC, Rwanda and Uganda. 

In many post-confl ict situations, institutions have been 
set up to process property claims and resolve disputes. 
In 2006, new restitution or compensation mechanisms 
were created in Iraq, Georgia, Lebanon and in north-
ern Cyprus. Obstacles in the way of these mechanisms 
range from the authorities’ lack of will to the weak 
role of the international community to the fragility of 
the rule of law and state authority inherent in post-
confl ict situations. 

The tension between customary and statutory law 
that exists in most countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, as well as the very low level of formal land 
registration, is another factor complicating the resti-
tution/compensation process. It is estimated that in 
Africa only 1 per cent of land and property are reg-
istered under the cadastral system, mostly in urban 
South Africa80. In the absence of reliable property reg-
istration and cadastre, displaced persons do not have 
the possibility of presenting ownership titles to prove 
their possession of land or property. In addition, infor-
mal ownership is usually based on customary law and 
linked to the right of use, and this right becomes lim-
ited in case of displacement and may favour those who 
have been using the land.

Land titling has been presented by many states and 
some international organisations as a way to increase 
security of tenure and better protect property rights. 
However, there have been several cases where land 
titling had adverse consequences. 

In countries such as Indonesia, Sudan and the Philip-
pines, natural resources and unoccupied land, includ-
ing some land held under customary law, have been 
declared state-owned and later sold into private own-
ership. In Sudan and Colombia, the state used this 
process to grant concessions to oil and mining com-

Destroyed houses in northern Central African 
Republic. (Photo: Mpako Foaleng, IDMC)
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panies, which resulted in the forced displacement of 
the resident population. In countries such as Uganda 
and the DRC, political and economic elites, with the 
collaboration of certain traditional chiefs, have taken 
advantage of land titling programmes to obtain pri-
vate ownership over customarily owned land. In Ugan-
da, land held under customary ownership was priva-
tised during displacement, leaving IDPs without land 
to which to return. 

A similar process is occurring in Asia. In the Philip-

pines, Christians, benefi ting from better access to 

information about land titling programmes, obtained 

titles over land owned under customary law by indig-

enous Lumads and Muslims. This led to widespread dis-

placement of the latter groups. Now that the major-

ity of lands in confl ict-affected areas are titled, it is 

diffi cult for ancestral land claims to be adjudicated. 

Despite government attempts to recognise the right of 

indigenous people to hold lands under their ancestral 

claims or ownership through the adoption of an Indig-

enous People’s Rights Act (IPRA), there has been little 

result. The Muslim population in particular refuses to 

be considered as indigenous people, and the IPRA is 

not, in practice, applied in the Autonomous Region in 

Muslim Mindanao. In India, property rights violations 

are a constant source of displacement in tribal areas, 

where customary law has been the rule until the gov-

ernment decided to use the land. Large development 

projects led by the state have provoked several waves 

of displacement. In the absence of alternative solu-

tions, people displaced by those projects have often 

occupied others’ land, thereby creating a new source 

of tension and displacement; this has been the case in 

numerous instances in northeast India.

In the context of a poorly functioning formal state 
system for land transfers and purchase, and with the 
breakdown of the customary system as the result of 
displacement, land titling initiatives can thus have a 
negative effect, in particular on vulnerable individuals, 
such as displaced people, women (particularly widows) 
and children. Members of these groups are usually 
considered to have tenancy rights only, not ownership 
rights. Land titling usually benefi ts those in power and 
men. Given inequitable laws and practices denying 
wives joint ownership of family land, women often 
lose out in this process. In cases where land titling 
contributed to violations of rights and was one of the 
causes of displacement, a return to the status quo ante 
will not necessarily lead to a fair outcome. Restitution 
in such situations should be replaced by some form of 
land redistribution.

In Africa, access to land has remained a pressing con-

cern for IDPs in Sudan, Somalia, Chad, Burundi or 

Kenya. Evictions in Zimbabwe and Kenya continued 

during 2006. In Kenya, ethnic tensions have been 

exacerbated by government-initiated evictions based 

on recommendations from a government commission 

investigating illegal allocation of public land. The rec-

ommendations included the creation of a land title 

tribunal to review irregular titles and suggested that 

where environmental and water catchment areas were 

at stake, the landless should be resettled on alterna-

tive land. As of December 2006, the land tribunal had 

not yet been appointed. The only tangible govern-

ment reaction has been to carry out violent evictions 

of displaced persons who had previously taken refuge 

in forest land. 

In Sudan, the government has actively fuelled local 
grievances between pastoralists and farmers over access 
to land and water. Land disputes, particularly in urban 
or semi-urban areas in the south are also likely to rise 
as IDPs from Khartoum return within the framework of 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement of January 2005. 

In Somalia, UN-Habitat developed a pilot resettlement 
project for urban IDPs to facilitate their access to land. 
The project will adopt a phased approach according 
to which IDPs will receive successively: a plot of land, a 
tent, assistance in construction of housing, and fi nal-

New houses have been built for resettled IDPs 
in Azerbaijan. (Photo: Nadine Walicki, IDMC)
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ly connection to utilities such as electricity, sewage 
and water. The project combines the interest of the 
land owners currently renting to IDPs with the over-
all urban development plan of the town where IDPs 
are living. Landowners give some of their land to IDPs 
in exchange for the connection of the development 
area to town services and infrastructure, which in turn 
increases the value of the landowners’  property. 

In Asia, Burma remains the country most affected by 
confl ict-related forced evictions and confi scation of 
property: 323 villages have been destroyed, forcibly 
relocated or otherwise abandoned between October 
2005 and October 2006. Altogether more than 3,000 
villages have been emptied since 1996, displacing more 
than 1 million people81. Weak private property rights 
and poor land ownership records facilitate involuntary 
relocations by the government. In this context, access 
to land and food security is a major issue for IDPs in 
Burma. Similarly, in Indonesia, poor offi cial land regis-
tration policy contributes to communal confl icts, and 
land rights disputes are addressed only reluctantly by 
authorities. In Nepal, the restitution process has been 
affected by political considerations: According to some 
NGOs, Maoists have reportedly given fair land restitu-
tion only to those returnees who were not considered 
to be “feudal/exploiters”. One returnee member of a 
political party disliked by the Maoists was placed into 
the feudal category and received only one-third of his 
land upon return82. 

In Latin America, extremely unequal land and wealth 

distribution, which fueled many of the uprisings and 

the civil wars in the 1970s and 1980s, have not been 

rectifi ed in the post-war period. Peace agreements 

in Guatemala, Mexico and Peru contained provisions 

aimed at resolving land issues for IDPs and other war-

affected people, but these agreements remain largely 

unfulfi lled. In Guatemala, key commitments, such as 

the resettlement of the displaced, redistribution of 

land and compensation for uprooted people and oth-

er victims of the confl ict, have only been implement-

ed to a very limited degree. In response to the slow 

implementation, landless people invaded and occu-

pied large landholdings, which were met with violent 

evictions by the state in 2006. 

In Colombia, the only country in the region with an 

ongoing armed confl ict of signifi cant scale, mecha-

nisms have been put in place for IDPs and uprooted 

people to repossess land and assets illegally seized 

by members of paramilitary groups. However, these 

mechanisms have proved cumbersome and generally 

ineffi cient. In Peru, more than three years after the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission recommended 

compensation for IDPs who lost their land, competi-

tion for control over land still lies at the heart of fi erce 

animosity between white settlers and indigenous pop-

ulations. Most of the land belonging to indigenous 

A displaced Liberian woman 
builds a new house. (Photo: 
Jacob Silberberg, Panos)
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people held under customary tenure was privatised by 

settlers through land titling. As a result, many indig-

enous IDPs have been unable to return or regain their 

ancestral property.  

Internal displacement in Europe is characterised by 

protracted situations with no massive conflict-related 

evictions currently taking place; long-term solutions 

are being envisaged through allocation of land, reset-

tlement, or restitution and compensation schemes. 

To date, the government of Azerbaijan has allocated 

some 60,000 hectares of land from state and municipal 

land funds to IDPs and created 760 farms providing 

livelihoods for about 47,000 IDPs83. The government 

also continued its project of resettling IDPs close to 

their original place of residence. IDPs do not own the 

houses built for them and are expected to hand them 

over to the government when they return to their 

original places of residence. This solution improves 

IDPs’ living conditions while maintaining an incentive 

for them to return. 

In Russia, the government is allocating land for return-

ees but has not resumed its compensation programme, 

as it waits for additional federal funds. Restitution/

compensation legislation and mechanisms also exist in 

the Balkans, Cyprus, Turkey and Georgia with varying 

rates of success. While only residual problems remain 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia still does not allow 

for restitution or compensation for pre-war holders 

of occupancy rights. In April 2006, the a new property 

agency was created in Kosovo. This institution succeed-

ed the Housing and Property Directorate and will deal 

with remaining caseloads of residential property. The 

new agency will also consider claims for repossession 

of agricultural land and business premises which, until 

recently, had to go through a lengthy court process. 

In northern Cyprus, a property commission was set up 

in March 2006 as it had been requested by the Europe-

an Court of Human Rights (ECHR). In Turkey, an ECHR 

decision issued in January 2006 ruled that the country’s 

2004 compensation law provides an effective legal 

remedy, which applicants must exhaust before filing 

a case with the European Court. Consequently, 1,500 

property-related cases that were pending before the 

Court will now be referred to the various compensa-

tion commissions, with the risk of overburdening them. 

While the compensation law is a significant step, IDPs 

have not yet benefited widely from it because of the 

lack of uniformity in its implementation due to wide 

discretionary powers of compensation commissions, 

lack of awareness of procedures on the part of officials 

and claimants, and the absence of a clear government 

directive on implementation. 

In Georgia, the Parliament passed in 2006 a law on 

property restitution in areas of origin including Abkha-

zia and South Ossetia, but this law has been rejected 

by South Ossetian authorities, and it seems difficult to 

see how it can be applied without first finding a politi-

cal solution to the conflict. 

In the Middle East  several compensation and recon-

struction schemes have been designed in response 

to the massive destruction and forced displacement 

caused by the conflicts in the region in 2006. In Leba-

non, two compensation mechanisms have been estab-

lished to address damage to private property, one 

dealing with southern Beirut alone while the other 

covers the rest of the country. The multiplicity of actors 

involved in reconstruction resulted in competing com-

pensation schemes and confusion among potential 

beneficiaries. The absence of coordination between 

the government, Jihad Al Bina (Hizbollah’s reconstruc-

tion arm) and international donors resulted in either 

duplication of effort or gaps in assistance. For instance, 

the “adopt a village” approach, whereby donors, for 

the most part Arab countries, assist specific villages 

by distributing reconstruction assistance payments to 

owners of damaged property, has created situations 

where assistance is not distributed evenly throughout 

the country. In the south, reconstruction efforts as well 

as access to land is seriously limited by the presence of 

an estimated 1 million cluster bombs. 

In December 2006, the UN General Assembly approved 

a plan for a UN registry to handle Palestinian claims 

for compensation for property damage resulting from 

the construction of the West Bank Wall. However, the 

exclusion of non-material damage (including forced 

displacement), the lack of clarity concerning the eli-

gibility criteria for compensation, and the means of 

assessment and validation of damage claims raise con-

cerns as to its effectiveness. In Iraq, a new law came 

into force in March 2006, replacing the previous prop-

erty commission with a new one and improving condi-

tions for compensation. 
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DOCUMENTATION

Internally displaced people often fi nd themselves 
without documentation – their documents may have 
been lost during confl ict or they may never have pos-
sessed them in the fi rst place84. When a country expe-
riences regime change or division, existing documents 
can become invalid. In the chaotic aftermath of dis-
placement, IDPs often face great diffi culty in renew-
ing their documentation. They are often unaware of 
which institutions to approach or the procedures to 
follow. When IDPs do try to obtain documentation, it 
can require travelling long distances and may involve 
costs that not all IDPs can bear, as well as security con-
cerns. Because of these barriers, there is a signifi cant 
chance that many displaced people will remain with-
out documentation. 

The consequence of this varies greatly depending on 
the country. In societies with a developed formal legal 
system, the possession of documents such as identifi -
cation cards, passports, birth certifi cates and marriage 
certifi cates, as well as documents relating to educa-
tion, health and welfare rights, and housing, land 
and other possessions are necessary for the effective 
realisation of rights and entitlements. In such cases, 
the lack of adequate procedures for renewing IDPs’ 
missing or invalid documents can lead to violations of 
political, social and economic rights. In societies with 
less formalised legal systems, a signifi cant proportion 
of the population does not possess documentation, 
especially in rural areas. Identity, fi liations and posses-
sion are based on customary or religious law. Howev-
er, even informal societies are faced with the need to 

issue some type of documentation to IDPs during the 
various phases of displacement to better assist them 
or to protect their rights. When displacement occurs, 
a registration exercise sometimes takes place and an 
IDP card is issued. The card can be a temporary sub-
stitute for permanent documents, which should be 
issued upon return – or once displacement turns out 
to be long-term. In the context of durable solutions, 
documentation is essential for the establishment of 
various rights, such as ownership of occupied property 
and land or pension rights. For IDPs, the possession of 
documentation is a precondition for the full exercise 
of citizenship rights. 

The issue of documentation is addressed by Principle 

20 of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 

which recalls a widely accepted standard in interna-

tional human rights law: the right to recognition as 

a person before the law. To put this right into effect, 

state authorities, have a duty to issue identity docu-

ments, as both a tool for recognition of the individual 

and as a means for the individual to gain access to gov-

ernment institutions and service. The lack of adequate 

documentation can compromise access to other rights 

mentioned by the Guiding Principles, including those 

relating to liberty and security, freedom of movement, 

family life, education, health care, political participa-

tion, an adequate standard of living and property. 

The main challenge to the implementation of Prin-
ciple 20 is the diffi culty for states in issuing new per-
sonal documentation in the absence of supporting 
documents. Many IDPs do not have any documents at 
all. According to regular procedures, new documents 
are usually issued on the basis of previously-existing 
documents or evidence proving the identity or status 
of a person. 

Personal documents are necessary for IDPs 
to gain access to a number of rights and 
benefi ts. (Photo: Christophe Beau, IDMC)
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Adapting procedures to the circumstances created by 
displacement is of paramount importance. This can be 
done by considering alternative identity-determina-
tion procedures, including the use of a broad range 
of records such as electricity or telephone bills, rental 
and bank receipts. A balance has to be found among 
the need for legal certainty, concern over the risk of 
fraud, and IDPs’ need to obtain the necessary docu-
ments to benefi t from humanitarian assistance and 
basic services.

Customary law and traditional methods of identifi ca-
tion, such as the use of witnesses, should be consid-
ered for use in informal societies and in formal legal 
systems when such system is incomplete (a frequent 
occurrence in situations where records have been 
destroyed or taken away as in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
or Kosovo). In Afghanistan, Sudan, Burundi, north-
ern Uganda and the DRC, offi cial registers of births, 
deaths and marriages are frequently incomplete and 
signifi cant sections of the population have never been 
issued offi cial documents. This is particularly the case 
in certain rural areas, where indigenous people and 
some ethnic minorities are proportionally less likely to 
be registered. 

Informal mechanisms have been used in numerous 

countries to fi ll these gaps and establish identity, age 

or ownership. In Nigeria, the confi rmation of a vil-

lage chief or a relative is an informal and accepted 

method of identifi cation. In Eritrea, three witnesses 

are needed for confi rmation of identity. To ensure 

accuracy of testimony, witnesses can be held respon-

sible for their declaration. In other countries, having 

a relative buried at a certain location is considered a 

proof of ownership. In Sudan, age certifi cates, which 

are required to allow people to work, are established 

by a doctor. Community mapping processes involving 

groups of displaced persons or returnees can be par-

ticularly useful in addressing the gaps of civil registries 

or land records. 

Certain groups, such as indigenous people, women 

or Roma, are disproportionately affected by exclusion 

from offi cial records. In Colombia, many indigenous 

people and Afro-Colombians, who have also been 

disproportionately affected by internal displacement, 

have never possessed documents. In Serbia, Roma 

displaced from Kosovo face additional problems in 

obtaining identity cards since many of them never reg-

istered their permanent residence in Kosovo and con-

sequently never possessed ID cards or birth certifi cates. 

The absence of identity documents prevents their reg-

istration as IDPs and impedes access to related benefi ts 

such as subsidised health care and accommodation in 

collective centres. This is one of the reasons for the 

high number of Roma living in informal settlements in 

squalid conditions. 

In the case of women, documents can be essential to 

claim inheritance rights. Marriages contracted under 

customary law (which represents the majority of unions 

in countries with less formalised legal systems such as 

Burundi, the DRC and Sudan) are often not recognised 

by statutory law; when questions of land inheritance 

arise, these women are left without legal standing. In 

these cases, recognition of customary marriages could 

protect women, although customary law regulating 

inheritance rights is often patriarchal and tends to dis-

possess widows, to the advantage of male relatives. 

Confronted with the diffi culty of fi nding suffi cient 

evidence to issue permanent documents, some govern-

ments have issued temporary documentation or grant-

ed rights and humanitarian assistance through IDP reg-

istration. While this is a seemingly expedient solution, 

it may in the end turn out to be logistically and morally 

diffi cult to differentiate displaced persons from other 

vulnerable people in need of assistance. Furthermore, 

the creation of an IDP status implies both a defi nition 

of criteria and some form of determination process. 

Caution should be exercised to ensure that the criteria 

used are in line with the Guiding Principles. 

In addition, in cases where displaced persons do not 

wish to be identifi ed as such, linking assistance to IDP 

status forces displaced people to choose between phys-

ical security and humanitarian assistance. In countries 

such as Colombia, registration is perceived as a threat 

because there is suspicion that the data provided may 

be passed on to armed forces, police or military groups 

who may suspect IDPs of affi liation with opposition 

groups. This emphasises the need for any registration 

exercise to take protection concerns into account. 

Cooperation between authorities and the internation-

al community has led to innovative outreach initiatives 

to access areas where displaced persons are located. 

In Colombia, UNHCR, the Colombian Registrar and a 

number of NGOs have established mobile documenta-

tion units to visit areas inhabited by IDPs and to help 

them complete applications for personal identity doc-

uments85. In Sri Lanka, legal clinics of the Norwegian 

Refugee Council were often accompanied by local, 

district and national offi cials to facilitate the intake 

of claims. Such initiatives not only facilitate access to 

documentation but can also play an important role in 

reinforcing IDPs’ confi dence in the authorities. 
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CIVIL SOCIETY 

Civil society played a vital role around the world in 

2006 in raising awareness of IDP-related concerns and 

advocating for their rights. IDP organisations and inter-

nally displaced people themselves brought attention 

to IDP situations by issuing reports and press releases, 

advocating with stakeholders, convening forums on 

issues related to conflict and displacement, and utilis-

ing official mechanisms. Civil society groups also pro-

vided direct humanitarian assistance to IDPs, especially 

in contexts where security hindered the work of inter-

national agencies. 

As in 2005, a lack of financial and human resources con-

tinued to impede the work of local organisations. NGOs 

on all continents also endured political harassment and 

threats from their governments, substantially limiting 

the scope of action and silencing critical perspectives on 

IDP situations. While local organisations are often relied 

upon by larger international organisations to imple-

ment humanitarian programmes and provide informa-

tion on specific issues, they rarely have the opportunity 

to set their own agendas and priorities. 

Humanitarian assistance

In a number of situations, local groups proactively 
participated in addressing the needs of IDP communi-
ties. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, IDP associations were 
involved in deciding on the location of relevant recon-
struction projects. In Serbia, similar associations gath-
ered useful information on areas of origin and lobbied 
local authorities and the international community for 
reconstruction. In Bossaso, Somalia, IDP communities 
took an active role in the allocation of plots of land 
to the displaced. In Georgia, national NGOs ran IDP-
oriented projects ranging from medical assistance and 
psychosocial rehabilitation to extra-curricular educa-
tion for displaced children to human rights awareness 
and vocational training. 

The direct assistance provided by NGOs in emergen-
cies is invaluable. For example, local NGOs in Lebanon 
were central to the response to the IDP crisis caused 
by the recent conflict, providing food, water, supplies 
and advocacy work. In Iraq, the ongoing violence has 
meant that the UN and international NGOs have a 
minimal presence, and as a result local NGOs play a 
vital role in addressing humanitarian needs. 

In all contexts, coordination of local NGOs is difficult. 
Kosovo Serb associations, for example, participate in 
local mechanisms that help determine the location 
and scope of reconstruction projects, yet coordination 
remains problematic because of the multiplicity of IDP 
associations and their often-competing interests. 

Ensuring that the work of local groups is taken into 
account by international agencies as they plan their 
response to IDP situations is a key challenge. In 2006, 
this was especially evident in countries where the 
humanitarian community utilised the cluster approach. 
Various sectors, or “clusters”, such as the one deal-
ing with protection, did not adequately include local 
organisations’ activities in their overall planning. If 
collective humanitarian response is to be maximised, 
this challenge must be overcome with inclusive pro-
grammes reflecting the work of all actors, including 
local groups. 

Enhanced awareness 

In 2006, local NGOs continued to provide crucial infor-

mation to stakeholders on internal displacement situa-

tions. In Burundi, Ligue ITEKA, a prominent local NGO, 

has influenced humanitarian response by issuing press 

releases on a number of specific issues, such as food 

distribution and protection.86 In the DRC, local NGOs 

provide informal briefings to the broader humanitar-

ian community on situations in remote locations. In 

Uganda, the Refugee Law Project (RLP), hosts a semi-

nar series, bringing together refugees, UN officials and 

diplomats; in 2006, RLP hosted a seminar on the rela-

tionship between the country’s current peace talks and 

IDP return.87 

In Azerbaijan, the National Network of IDP Women 

held public hearings in three regions of the country 

on the issue of violence against women and early mar-

riages. The hearings drew large audiences, including 

the chairwoman of the State Committee for Family, 

Women and Children’s Issues and senior-level local 

government representatives. In Chechnya, a round-

table discussion was held with IDPs, local authorities 

and public organisations, organised by the Committee 

to Protect the Rights of Forced Migrants. In Kenya, the 

Kenya National IDP Network, made up of IDPs them-

selves, compiled lists of displaced families in need of 

resettlement. 

Local groups have also used non-traditional methods 
to highlight situations of internal displacement. In 
Somalia, one local NGO in Hargeisa used street the-
atre and circus performances as a means of sensitis-



ing the local population to the plight of displaced 
persons and to raise awareness of other community 
development issues. 

Video has also been used as a medium to illustrate 

internal displacement to international audiences. WIT-

NESS, a nonprofi t organisation in the United States, 

has partnered with local organisations in Burma and 

the DRC to produce fi lms that draw attention to these 

situations. In Turkey and Lebanon, artists have used 

fi lm and photography to expose IDP situations. 

In a number of countries, such as the Philippines, 

Uganda and Russia, IDP groups have conducted direct 

advocacy with important decision-makers. One nota-

ble example was the work of the Darfur Consortium, 

a group of civil society organisations, whose particular 

concern is effective protection of civilians in Darfur. In 

December 2006, the consortium brought together key 

Sudanese experts on the sidelines of the Human Rights 

Council in Geneva to discuss the impact of internation-

al intervention in Darfur. In addition, in the run-up to 

the Beijing Africa Summit in November 2006, consor-

tium members lobbied Chinese embassies in Africa on 

the need for the Chinese government to play a posi-

tive role in pushing for a solution to the Darfur crisis. 

Utilising official mechanisms

IDP organisations used national, regional or interna-
tional legal mechanisms last year to advance the rights 
of displaced people. At the national level, in Israel 
NGOs such as ADALAH have taken to the country’s 

Supreme Court such cases as one involving Bedouin 

villagers threatened with eviction or another in which 

Arab business owners were discriminated against in 

the compensation process after the mid-2006 Israel-

Hizbollah confl ict. In Georgia, NGOs representing the 

displaced held forums on the development of an IDP 

strategy. The Georgian government has made special 

efforts to include local NGOs, and the draft strategy 

specifi cally notes the role of both local and interna-

tional NGOs in monitoring its implementation. Fol-

lowing public-interest litigation fi led by IDPs, the 

Supreme Court of Nepal in February 2006 ordered the 

government to promulgate a law to provide relief to 

displaced people.

In Colombia in September 2006, the Constitutional 
Court received a number of reports from IDP organi-
sations that criticised the lack of implementation of 
the government’s IDP policies, particularly in regard 
to education, health services and access to justice. In 
response, the Constitutional Court ordered the gov-
ernment to implement IDP policies within a clear time 
frame and to harmonise indicators to measure imple-
mentation of relevant policies.

At the regional level, in Africa a number of local NGOs, 
such as Africa IDP Voice and the Refugee Consortium 
of Kenya, participated in consultations with govern-
ments on the development of a regional IDP proto-
col, which was included in the December 2006 Pact on 
Security, Stability and Development in the Great Lakes 
Region. In Europe, local NGOs have assisted IDPs in 
taking cases to the European Court of Human Rights, 
on issues relating to property and other concerns. In 

The Red Cross and local NGOs provide free 
telephone service to Lebanese IDPs so they 

can contact family and relatives. (Photo: 
Dina Abou Samra, IDMC)
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April 2006, two displaced women from North Ossetia-
Alania, in the Russian Federation, provided testimony 
to the refugee subcommittee of the Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe. In response, some 
members of the Council issued a Declaration on Rights 
and Resources for Ingush Families.88 While the state-
ment is not binding, it has raised awareness of Ingush 
IDPs and their needs. 

Internationally, many IDP-focused NGOs utilised treaty 
body mechanisms to promote IDP rights. In the case of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Praxis, a local NGO, submit-
ted a shadow report to the Human Rights Committee, 
which monitors implementation of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Several NGOs in 
Russia regularly send submissions to treaty bodies with 
a focus on the situation in Chechnya. 

Shared challenges

Raising awareness of IDPs can be politically sensitive, 
and consequently in a number of countries civil soci-
ety organisations were constrained and harassed by 
governments. In Algeria, the government has cracked 
down on opposition activity, and civil society is tightly 
controlled. Local NGOs working on IDP issues in the 
CAR, Sri Lanka and the Russian Federation all experi-
enced threats by their governments, making any work 
related to IDPs extremely diffi cult and dangerous. 

In Turkey, some NGOs working with IDPs have stated 
that they face government restrictions or harassment 

because of suspected links with Kurdish political move-

ments. In both Russia and Uganda in 2006, stringent 

NGO regulatory laws were passed, allowing for inten-

sifi ed scrutiny of all NGOs operating in the country. On 

occasion, IDPs and their representatives engaged in 

direct protests against governments, mainly related to 

a lack of assistance to IDPs. 

In Russia, however, the interaction between governmen-

tal authorities and civil society organisations improved 

considerably due to the establishment of a new Human 

Rights Commissioner post and the Children and Wom-

en’s Protection Department within the Ombudsman’s 

offi ce. The dialogue was also strengthened by the 

establishment of new consultative mechanisms, such as 

the Protection Working Group in Chechnya. 

Virtually all IDP-related groups are limited in their 

activities due to lack of funds, which results in a lack 

of capacity, especially in countries with continuing 

confl icts, such as Somalia and Iraq. Despite these dif-

fi culties, civil society groups play an important role in 

advancing the rights of the displaced. This is often not 

suffi ciently recognised by the international commu-

nity, resulting in limited opportunities for IDP groups 

to develop professionally or to increase opportunities 

for engagement. Moreover, mechanisms to ensure the 

sustainability of local NGOs in politically hostile envi-

ronments require further deliberation and additional 

resources. 

A local IDP leadership committee in western Kenya. 
(Photo: Jesse Bernstein, IDMC) 
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POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION

During 2006, elections were held in several countries 
affected by internal displacement, including Colombia, 
Uganda, and the DRC. On the whole, the participation 
of confl ict-displaced people in elections was extremely 
limited. The inability to exercise their right to vote 
severely restricted opportunities for IDPs to participate 
in public life as active citizens during displacement. 

Challenges and difficulties 

A key obstacle to IDPs’ participation in electoral pro-
cesses is lack of access to identity-certifying documents 
(see Documentation chapter). Lack of documentation 
or diffi culties with obtaining new documents often 
prevents IDPs from registering as voters and thus con-
tributes to their disenfranchisement. Legal, procedural 
and practical diffi culties during the registration and 
voting process were encountered in a number of coun-
tries during 2006. 

In the DRC, in an IDP camp in Katanga province, dis-
placed people could not vote because they did not 
have electoral cards. There were also cases of IDPs hav-
ing their electoral cards stolen by the military, which 
they later had to buy back in order not to lose the 
right to vote. There were also situations in the DRC 
when the returnees were not able to cast their ballots, 
having been registered only in the area of displace-
ment. Some IDPs were denied the right to register to 

vote as a result of misinterpretation of the relevant 
law and were told to return to their place of origin 
to register. In Uganda, displaced people were intimi-
dated during the pre-election period by the national 
army and the Lord’s Resistance Army, both trying to 
infl uence the outcome of the election.  

Security and access to polling stations were a major 

issue of concern for IDPs in relation to voting, espe-

cially in countries in confl ict or with post-confl ict situ-

ations. According to Human Rights Watch, voting in 

parts of northern Uganda was dangerous if not impos-

sible, with access to polling stations hindered due to 

security concerns. Access was made even more diffi cult 

by the government’s “decongestion” and resettlement 

programs, which aimed at reducing the number of IDPs 

in camps, but which resulted in greater distances to 

polling stations. It is hard to assess how many people 

were affected in this way. 

Similarly in the DRC, IDPs had to both confront insecu-
rity and walk long distances, especially in the south of 
the Ituri district and parts of South Kivu Province. Elec-
toral offi cials were warned about the lack of public 
transport for voters, but nothing was done to resolve 
the problem. 

IDPs often do not participate in public life and in elec-

tions – even when, in theory, they could. A 2006 report 

by the UN Development Fund for Women showed that 

displaced women need support and encouragement 

to run for and hold public offi ce and that they are less 

likely to vote after displacement. This decline in political 

participation was attributed to their mistrust of the elec-

toral process and doubts about the value of elections.

Voter education took place before the 2006 
elections in Uganda. (Photo: Greg Starosky)
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Positive developments

In addition to the above-mentioned barriers, 2006 also 
saw examples of initiatives and practices promoting 
and facilitating IDPs’ voter participation. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina special measures were taken to ensure 
that voters who had lost their IDP status just before 
the closure of the voters’ register would still benefi t 
from provisions allowing IDPs to vote either in their 
place of origin or place of displacement.

Nepal’s National Policy on Internal Displacement of 
March 2006 confi rmed IDPs’ right to participate in elec-
tions and provided for the casting of absentee ballots in 
the current place of residence. This provision, however, 
turned out to confl ict with Nepal’s 1990 constitution 
and while the IDP policy was tabled, pending approval 
by the newly formed government at the end of the 
year, the Voter Registration Act adopted in December 
excluded the displaced since it did not provide for IDPs’ 
voting rights in their areas of temporary residence.  

International observation of elections remains an 
essential tool for raising concerns on the participa-
tion of displaced people. IDP voting was observed 

by the Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe’s Offi ce for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights during elections held in Macedonia in 
July and in Georgia in October. Election observation 
missions do not always pay suffi cient attention to 
the voting rights of displaced people and the obsta-
cles they encounter during the electoral process. 
For example, reporting by European Union election 
observation missions in Mexico made no reference to 
IDPs, while those in Uganda, the DRC and Aceh con-
tained only scant references to IDPs, limited to the 
fact of their presence in the country or to their prob-
lems with registration. It is therefore clear that the 
European Union needs to incorporate observation 
of IDPs’ participation in elections into its standard 
observation methodology and practice. 

International and national organizations can help 
IDPs realise their right to vote. In the DRC, for exam-
ple, the Norwegian Refugee Council assisted IDPs with 
overcoming obstacles in the registration process by 
intervening with electoral commissions. In northern 
Uganda during the run-up to the 2006 elections, the 
National Democratic Institute for International Affairs 
facilitated a voter education campaign directed at the 
region’s IDPs as well as the general population. 

Moving forward

The year featured a number of initiatives oriented 
toward the future of IDPs’ electoral rights, such as 
the Political Rights and Enfranchisement System 
Strengthening (PRESS) project organised by the Inter-
national Organisation for Migration (IOM). PRESS 
works to improve the participation of confl ict-induced 
migrants, among them IDPs, in political processes. In 
June IOM convened in Geneva a Colloquium on the 
Political Rights of Persons Displaced by Confl ict, gath-
ering experts from the democracy, migration, humani-
tarian and human rights communities. 

The year 2007 will again feature electoral processes 
in a number of countries affected by internal displace-
ment, including Kenya and Nigeria, where it is feared 
that political tensions will cause further displacement, 
and Colombia, where the participation of IDP voters in 
municipal elections, or its lack, can have a signifi cant 
impact on their outcome. 

It is the responsibility of national authorities to guar-
antee the voting rights of displaced people, so that 
IDPs can fully enjoy their rights as citizens and become 
active members of society. 

“Why I Didn‘t Vote“

 “I have been displaced since April and am living 

here in Dele [3 km south of Bunia]. I am beginning 

to regret that I did not vote, simply because I lost 

my voter card in April during fi ghting between 

the army and militiamen in Songolo [50 km south 

of Bunia]. Government soldiers entered our home 

and looted everything, including where I kept my 

voter card. Being displaced here in Bunia, the 

authorities asked us to request duplicate voter 

cards from the Independent Electoral Commis-

sion but my friends and I went to the commission 

several times without receiving our cards. 

Each time they told us, ‘Come tomorrow‘. Even-

tually, we had an appointment to meet them on 

voting day. There was nobody in the commis-

sion offi ce that morning except police offi cers 

who chased us out like dogs. We could not do 

anything. I was registered to vote in Songolo.” 

– Mainaro Doute

Source:  DRC: Hear our voices - “Why we didn‘t 

vote“- displaced persons, IRIN, 3 August 2006.
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Elections in IDP Countries 

The following countries with large populations 

of displaced people have parliamentary and/or 

presidential elections scheduled for 2007

Algeria

Angola

Armenia

Bangladesh

Chad

Congo–Brazzaville

Côte d’Ivoire

Croatia

DRC

East Timor

Ethiopia

Georgia

Guatemala

Guinea

India

Kenya

Kosovo

Montenegro

Nepal

Nigeria

Pakistan

Philippines

Russia

Senegal

Serbia

Syria

Togo

Turkey

Turkmenistan

Uzbekistan 

Voter education projects promote the participation 
of IDP in elections. (Photo: Greg Starosky) 



92

Annex: IDP Country Figures

 
Countries Number of IDPs 

(rounded)
Govt. fi gures UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments

Afghanistan 132,000 132,246
(UNHCR, Sep. 2006)

Algeria Undetermined 1,000,000 
(EU, 2002)

No recent fi gure available

Angola 61,700 61,700 
(UNTCU, Dec. 2005)

Armenia 8,400 8,400 
(NRC, 2005)

Azerbaijan 579,000 - 687,000 686,586 
(Nov. 2006)

578,545
 (UNHCR, June 2006)

These fi gures include only 
those displaced from Nagorno 
Karabakh and the 7 occu-
pied territories; they do not 
include an estimated 30,000 
ethnic Armenians displaced to 
Nagorno Karabakh.

Bangladesh 500,000 500,000 
(2000)

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

180,000 180,251 
(Aug. 2006)

180,251
 (Aug. 2006)

Burundi 100,000 100,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Central African 
Republic

150,000 150,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Chad 113,000 112,686 
(OCHA, Dec. 2006)

Colombia 1,853,000 - 3,833,000 1,852,530 
(Aug. 2006)

3,832,527 
(CODHES,

June 2006)

CODHES fi gure is cumulative 
since 1985. The government 
fi gure is cumulative since 1994 
and does not include intra-
urban displacement and peo-
ple displaced by crop fumiga-
tions. IDPs have the right to 
register one year after their 
displacement, which is one 
reason why government fi g-
ures only refl ect the offi cial 
records up to August 2005.

Congo 7,800 7,800 7,800 
(OCHA, Nov. 2004)

Côte d’Ivoire 750,000 750,000
 (UN CAP, July 2006)

UNFPA-funded study pub-
lished in March 2006 puts 
total number of IDPs in 5 
government-held zones at 
700,000. Figure subsequently 
revised to 750,000 in the Mid-
Year Review of the UN Con-
solidated Appeal.

Croatia 4,200 - 7,000 4,200 
(Aug. 2006)

4,200 
(UNHCR, Aug. 2006)

7,000
(RSG on Human Rights of IDPs, 

Dec. 2005)

Cyprus 210,000 210,000
(UN FICYP, May 2003)

Democratic 
Republic of 
the Congo

1,100,000 1,100,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)
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Countries Number of IDPs 

(rounded)
Govt. fi gures UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments
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(UNHCR, Sep. 2006)

Algeria Undetermined 1,000,000 
(EU, 2002)

No recent fi gure available

Angola 61,700 61,700 
(UNTCU, Dec. 2005)

Armenia 8,400 8,400 
(NRC, 2005)

Azerbaijan 579,000 - 687,000 686,586 
(Nov. 2006)

578,545
 (UNHCR, June 2006)

These fi gures include only 
those displaced from Nagorno 
Karabakh and the 7 occu-
pied territories; they do not 
include an estimated 30,000 
ethnic Armenians displaced to 
Nagorno Karabakh.

Bangladesh 500,000 500,000 
(2000)

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

180,000 180,251 
(Aug. 2006)

180,251
 (Aug. 2006)

Burundi 100,000 100,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Central African 
Republic

150,000 150,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Chad 113,000 112,686 
(OCHA, Dec. 2006)

Colombia 1,853,000 - 3,833,000 1,852,530 
(Aug. 2006)

3,832,527 
(CODHES,

June 2006)

CODHES fi gure is cumulative 
since 1985. The government 
fi gure is cumulative since 1994 
and does not include intra-
urban displacement and peo-
ple displaced by crop fumiga-
tions. IDPs have the right to 
register one year after their 
displacement, which is one 
reason why government fi g-
ures only refl ect the offi cial 
records up to August 2005.

Congo 7,800 7,800 7,800 
(OCHA, Nov. 2004)

Côte d’Ivoire 750,000 750,000
 (UN CAP, July 2006)

UNFPA-funded study pub-
lished in March 2006 puts 
total number of IDPs in 5 
government-held zones at 
700,000. Figure subsequently 
revised to 750,000 in the Mid-
Year Review of the UN Con-
solidated Appeal.

Croatia 4,200 - 7,000 4,200 
(Aug. 2006)

4,200 
(UNHCR, Aug. 2006)

7,000
(RSG on Human Rights of IDPs, 

Dec. 2005)

Cyprus 210,000 210,000
(UN FICYP, May 2003)

Democratic 
Republic of 
the Congo

1,100,000 1,100,000 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Countries Number of IDPs 
(rounded)

Govt. fi gures UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments

Eritrea 40,000 - 45,000 8,900 
IDP households in 

Gash Barka and 
Debub (March 

2006)

40,000 - 45,000 
(OCHA, May 2006)

Ethiopia 100,000 - 280,000 100,000 - 280,000 
(OCHA Ethiopia, April 2006)

Georgia 222,000 - 241,000 241,000 
(Nov. 2004)

221,597 
(UNHCR, 2006)

The 221,597 estimate is the 
result of a verifi cation exercise 
carried out by the govern-
ment and UNHCR, but has not 
been endorsed by the govern-
ment.

Guatemala 242,000 242,000 
(UNFPA, May 1997)

Guinea 19,000 19,000 
(Dec. 2005)

India at least 600,000 at least 600,000 
(IDMC, May 2006)

Compiled from various fi gures 
available.

Indonesia 150,000 - 250,000 150,000 - 250,000 
(IDMC, Dec. 2006)

Compiled from various 
sources.

Iraq 1,700’000 1,700,000 
(UNHCR, Jan. 2007)

The fi gure is cumulative and 
based on a UN Habitat survey 
published in 2001. Of this fi g-
ure, almost 700,000 were dis-
placed by recent rise in inter-
communal violence, according 
to the UN and government (as 
of February 2007).

Israel 150,000 - 420,000 150,000 
(Cohen, July 2001)

420,000 
(BADIL, May 

2006)

The higher fi gure includes 
displaced Bedouin, and was 
calculated on the basis of an 
estimated average annual 
growth rate of 4.2% in 1950-
2001, and 3% for the later 
years.

Kenya 431,000 431,153 
(UNOCHA, May 2006)

This fi gure is derived from a 
2002 UN IDP survey which has 
not been updated. However, 
due to a lack of security and 
protection, it is likely that 
those recorded as being dis-
placed in 2002 remain unable 
or unwilling to return and 
thus remain displaced. This 
fi gure also takes into account 
recent displacement which 
has taken place throughout 
Kenya.

Lebanon 216,000 - 800,000 200,000 
since July 2006; 
16,750 prior to 

July 2006 
(as of July 2006)

200,000
 since July 2006 

(UNHCR, Nov. 2006)

50,000 - 600,000 
prior to July 

2006 
(USCR, 2004; 

USDOS, 2006)

As of December 2006, 200,000 
people were still displaced by 
the July-August fi ghting. Prior 
to July 2006, it was estimated 
that some 68,000 to 600,000 
people were displaced as a 
result of the 1975-1990 civil 
war and Israeli invasions.
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Countries Number of IDPs 
(rounded)

Govt. fi gures UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments

Liberia 13,000 - 28,000 13,000 
(ICF, July 2006)

While 28,000 people remain 
in former IDP camps, only 
13,000 are recognised as IDPs 
by the UN and will still receive 
some return assistance

Macedonia 726 726 
(May 2006)

Mexico 10,000 - 12,000 10,000 
(ICRC, June 2003); 

12,000 
(Center for 

Human Rights 
Fray Bartolomé 

de la Casas, June 
2003)

Myanmar 

(Burma)

500,000 500,000 
(Thailand Burma 

Border Consor-
tium, Oct. 2006)

Estimate relates to the eastern 
border areas only and does 
not include signifi cant num-
bers of IDPs in the rest of the 
country.

Nepal 100,000 - 200,000 100,000 - 200,000 
(IDMC, June 2005)

Nigeria Undetermined No reliable IDP statistics exist. 
Govt. sources cite “500,000 
to millions” but not based on 
any data. Last UN estimate 
was 200,000 in Nov. 2004, 
but also based on guesswork. 
During periodic outbreaks of 
violence most IDPs stay with 
host families; no camps cur-
rently exist.

Pakistan Undetermined Confl ict-induced displacement 
has taken place in Balochistan 
and Waziristan, but no esti-
mates are available due to 
lack of access.

Palestinian 

Territories

24,500 - 57,000 24,547 
(OCHA, Oct. 2004)

57,000 
(BADIL, 

May 2006)

Lower estimate only includes 
IDPs evicted by house demoli-
tions in Gaza between Sep-
tember 2000 and October 
2004; higher fi gure cumula-
tive since 1967.

Peru Undetermined Government-led reregistra-
tion currently under way.

Philippines 120,000 120,000 
(WFP, March 2006)

Russian 

Federation

82,000 - 190,000 82,200 
(Federal Govt., 

Feb. 2006)

190,000 
(UN, 7 Dec. 2006)

25,268 
(DRC, 31 Oct. 

2006)

Government fi gure includes 
forced migrants registered in 
Ingushetia and Chechnya. UN 
fi gure includes IDPs in Ingush-
etia, Chechnya and Dagestan. 
DRC fi gure includes IDPs meet-
ing DRC benefi ciary criteria 
and living in Ingushetia or 
Dagestan.

Rwanda Undetermined No recent estimate available 
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Countries Number of IDPs 
(rounded)

Govt. fi gures UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments

Senegal 64,000 64,000 
(IOM, June 2003)

New displacements and 
returns have taken place, but 
no recent estimate is available.

Serbia 228,000 228,000 
(UNHCR, Aug. 2006)

Estimate does not include an 
unknown number of Roma 
not registered as IDPs

Somalia 400,000 400,000
(OCHA, Sep. 2006)

Sri Lanka 500,000 312,700 
(UNHCR/MNBD, 

May 2006) 
plus 200,000 

newly displaced 
between April 

and Oct. (UNHCR/
MNBD, Oct. 2006) 

and 450,000 
tsunami IDPs 

(UNHCR/MNBD, 
Dec. 2005)

312,700
(UNHCR/MNBD, May 2006) 

plus 200,000 newly displaced 
between April and Oct. 

(UNHCR/MNBD, Oct. 2006) and 
450,000 tsunami IDPs (UNHCR/

MNBD, Dec. 2005)

The number of confl ict-IDPs is a 
combination of long-term dis-
placed (May 2006 fi gure) and 
newly displaced (October 2006 
fi gure). The fi gure of 500,000 is 
a rough estimate: unregistered 
IDPs living in host communities 
may increase the fi gure, while 
an unknown overlap between 
the two groups of displaced 
may reduce it.

Sudan 5,355,000 5,355,000 
(IDMC, April 2006)

Compiled from various fi gures

Syria 305,000 305,000 
(Aug. 2005)

Timor-Leste 100,000 100,000 
(OCHA, Jan. 2007)

Togo 1,500 1,500 
(OCHA, Nov. 2006)

Turkey 954,000 - 1,200,000 953,680 - 1,201,200 
(Hacettepe 
University, 
Dec. 2006)

over 1 million 
(NGOs, Aug. 

2005)

Hacettepe University survey 
commissioned by the govern-
ment

Turkmenistan Undetermined No estimates available

Uganda 1,200,000 - 1,700,000 1,200,000 - 1,700,000 
(UN CAP, 2007 )

Figures included in the UN 
CAP 2007 are inconsistent 
and appear to cover only IDPs 
living in camps. The number 
of IDPs living outside camps 
remains unclear. The 2006 CAP 
estimated the total number of 
IDPs, including those outside 
camps, to be 2 million.

Uzbekistan 3,400 3,400 
(IOM, May 2005)

Zimbabwe 570,000 569,685 
(UN, July 2005)

Not including people previ-
ously displaced by land acquis-
tions or political violence. Also 
not including people recently 
displaced due to losing their 
businesses or other forms live-
lihood.

Global Total 24,500,000 IDMC, Dec. 2006 Estimate based on the analysis 
of available country fi gures and 
additional information on dis-
placement and return trends.

This table includes the most recent available fi gures on IDPs displaced by confl ict. Most of the fi gures are estimates. Where a range is indicated, the fi rst 
source/date refers to the lower fi gure and the second to the higher one, unless the range comes from a single source. More statistics and analyses of 
available fi gures can be found in the Internal Displacement Profi les included in the IDP database (www.internal-displacement.org). 
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