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and temporary shelter have been 
half-hearted. Only a small number 
of IDPs have received a promised 
daily allowance and then only for 
a limited period. IDPs who found 
their way to Kathmandu, the capital, 
have not been given any assistance. 
As is often the case in situations of 
internal displacement, many IDPs 
in Nepal have lost their documents 
during the course of their flight, a 
major obstacle to their integration 
in urban areas. UNICEF reports 
that some IDP children are being 
denied an education because they 
lack proper documentation or 
because they need to contribute 
financially to the survival of their 
family. IDPs displaced by the Maoist 
rebels have found it easier to access 
assistance than those displaced by 
the Nepalese army. IDMC notes that 
continued human rights abuses by 
the Maoists – killings, abductions 
and torture – prevent large-scale 
return movements. These are 
also hampered by the absence of 
government representatives at the 
village level, these having been 

displaced themselves, as well as by 
the lack of a government return plan. 

The way forward

South Asia needs a paradigm shift. 
Programmes for rehabilitation and 
care for IDPs must fall within the 
framework of rights and justice, 
not those of humanitarian needs 
and welfare. Governments have to 
recognise that they cannot give aid 
to one group of IDPs and deny it to 
others. They need to acknowledge 
the reality that the bulk of conflict- 
or development-induced IDPs 
are adivasi, lower caste, rural and 
urban poor and/or women.

Although national policies on IDPs 
are flawed, it must be acknowledged 
that governments are belatedly 
developing IDP policies as a result 
of popular activism, research and 
the work of national human rights 
commissions. These are moves in 
the right direction. In West Bengal, 
a self-avowed leftist state in India, 
recent activism by potential IDPs 

and civil society partners has forced 
the state government to rethink the 
process of acquiring agricultural 
land for industry and to engage 
in dialogue with the people who 
are to be displaced concerning 
compensation for lost land. 

Unless the situation of IDPs is 
addressed and justice achieved, there 
will be no lasting peace in South Asia. 
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Internal displacement is a major 
obstacle to development in Sri Lanka. 
At times up to two million have been 
displaced. The current number of 
IDPs – the long-term displaced and 
those recently displaced both by 
the tsunami and the resumption of 
conflict – hovers around 450,000.

In 2001 CHA, in collaboration 
with UNHCR and the Brookings 
Project on Internal Displacement, 
began an ambitious undertaking to 
operationalise the Guiding Principles 
of Internal Displacement via an 

awareness and training project. The 
project sought to synthesise the 
Guiding Principles, Modules on 
Internal Displacement developed 
by the Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) and the Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), Annotations to the Guiding 
Principles1 by Walter Kälin and a 
Handbook for Applying the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement2 
developed by the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) and Brookings.

The resultant Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement: a Toolkit for 
Dissemination Advocacy and Analysis3 
was practice-oriented. It recognised 
that the Guiding Principles can be 
an unwieldy tool of analysis. To 
add to the practical nature of the 
toolkit, discussion and analysis 
components were included with 
pages allocated for notes and 
questions. Activities to publicise the 
toolkit and train practitioners in its 
use sought to encourage participants 
to think, understand and reach 
their own conclusions – rather 
than conform to the rules and non-
participatory techniques of traditional 
workshops. The toolkit was user-
friendly, interactive, transparent, 
educational and reflective. It 
targeted politicians, military officers 
(both from the Sri Lankan armed 
forces and the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam – LTTE), donors, 

A road map to the end of 
displacement in Sri Lanka?

by Jeevan Thiagarajah

The Consortium of Humanitarian Agencies (CHA) is a 
non-profit agency representing those working  in the  
humanitarian sector in Sri Lanka. Our work on internal 
displacement, the knowledge we have gained and the 
capacity we have developed owe much to collaboration 
with Roberta Cohen and her Brookings colleagues.
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local and international NGOs, IDPs 
themselves and the general public.4

Our partnership with Brookings 
contributed to our understanding 
of the end of displacement. CHA 
further collaborated with Brookings to 
produce a Practitioners Kit for Return, 
Resettlement and Development5 which 
focused on realisation of Guiding 
Principles 28, 29 and 30 relating to 
the three Rs of return, resettlement 
and reintegration. Drafting involved 
intensive consultation in order to 
ensure the document was practical 
and reflected a field perspective. At 
a stakeholders’ meeting, consensus 
was reached prior to the Practitioner’s 
Kit being released. Roberta Cohen 
noted that the kit adapted the 
Guiding Principles to the Sri Lankan 
experience. “Returns,” she wrote, 
“must be voluntary, based on 
informed decisions about conditions 
in return and resettlement areas. 
They must take place in safety and 
dignity with the displaced given 
the opportunity to participate in 
their planning and management. 
IDPs must enjoy full access to public 
services, equality before the law and 
not be considered ‘enemies’. They 
should have the right to recover 
their property and possessions or 
receive compensation, and should be 
assisted in transporting to their areas 

of origin assets required for their 
livelihood… Although light enough 
to carry around, the Practitioner’s 
Kit bears a heavy message. It should 
help not only the Government of 
Sri Lanka but all governments and 
major actors to find the right solutions 
to ending mass displacement.”6

With Brookings assistance we also 
launched an IDP newsletter – in 
English, Sinhala and Tamil.7

End of displacement 
in sight?

In early 2006 the Sri Lankan 
government appointed a committee 
to look into displacement and suggest 
solutions.8 The draft legislation 
before Parliament at present would, 
once ratified, create for the first 
time a unitary body in charge of 
IDP policy – the Jathika Saviya 
Authority. It would have powers to 
formulate national policy and plan, 
implement, monitor and coordinate 
the resettlement of IDPS and refugees. 
The presence of CHA in the committee 
that influenced the legislation owes 
much to the knowledge we gained 
as a result of our relationship 
with the Brookings project. 

Displacement has been the most 
visible impact of Sri Lanka’s 
protracted conflict. An end to 
displacement would the most 
visible progression to peace in the 
country and a lasting tribute to 
the value of our collaboration. 
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How far may Colombia’s 
Constitutional Court go to 
protect IDP rights?

by Manuel José Cepeda-Espinosa

Colombia’s internal armed conflict is 
the longest running in Latin America, 
a complex conflict which has been 
fought primarily between left-wing 
guerrillas and Colombian armed 
forces and right-wing paramilitaries 
but also involving drug traffickers, 

landowners and other legal and illegal 
interests. Displacement has been an 
endemic feature of the 40-year-long 
conflict. The vast majority of those 
forced to flee do not cross borders but 
become IDPs. Colombia has one of the 
highest IDP populations in the world. 

The Colombian government estimates 
that there are 1.8 million IDPs but 
the Consultoría para los Derechos 
Humanos y el Desplazamiento 
(CODHES) – the country’s leading 
NGO advocate for IDPs1 – argues 
that well over three million people 
– of a total population of some 44 
million – are internally displaced.

Since the adoption of the 1991 
Constitution, Colombia has developed 
a large body of jurisprudence with 
regard to human rights. Among the 

In 2004 Colombia’s highest court declared that the inhumane 
living conditions of the country’s IDPs were ‘unconstitutional’ 
and ordered the authorities to take action. Colombia has, 
arguably, the world’s most progressive IDP legislation but 
can the state guarantee IDPs their constitutional rights? 

http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org
mailto:execdir@cha.lk
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.brookings.edu/fp/projects/idp/resources/HEnglish.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/fp/projects/idp/resources/HEnglish.pdf
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org/eResources/PDFdocs/GPtoolkitfull.pdf
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org/eResources/PDFdocs/GPtoolkitfull.pdf
http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR20/FMR2019.pdf
http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR20/FMR2019.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/fp/projects/idp/syllabi/34-CHA-Danesh-d2-1.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/fp/projects/idp/syllabi/34-CHA-Danesh-d2-1.pdf
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org/Pages/Call fo action English.pdf
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org/Pages/Call fo action English.pdf
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/KKEE-6DDSGX/$FILE/Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR21
http://www.humanitarian-srilanka.org/Knowledge_Centre

