Managing the refurn of

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), a
difficult debate took place between
~ the European governments, UNHCR,
ICRC and other organisations regard-
ing the fate of those displaced by the
war. Finally, the European nations re-
luctantly agreed to provide refuge but
they warned that the refugees would
have to return to Bosnia as soon as the
~ war ended.!

In the early stage of the war in

During 1996, the international com-
munity implemented numerous hous-
ing programmes in an attempt to fa-
cilitate the return of both refugee and
internally displaced populations. In
the 22 municipalities identified by
UNHCR as priority return areas, about
23,800 housing units were repaired.
After this commendable effort, how-
. ever, there were still 66,000 units to
 be repaired in these 22 target areas
alone. It cost about $270 million to
achieve this result while the cost of
rehabilitating the housing stock to its
pre-war level would reach between $3
and $4 billion. At the level of today's

commitment by all contributing coun-

tries, only one fifth of the damaged
housing stock would be rehabilitated
by the end of the
three-year plan
(1996-98) adopted
. by the donor com-
munity.? Yet it is in
the context of this
housing shortage
. that several Euro-
pean countries are
planning to en-
courage their Bosnian and
Herzegovinan refugees to return
home. A rapid and massive return of
refugees in the immediate future
would create social and political con-
ditions likely to weaken the peace
process.

. The return of refugees planned for
coming years will be difficult for sev-
eral reasons:

The first obvious reason will be
logistical. The planned return will at-
tempt, in a relatively short period of
time, to reverse the population exodus
that took four years of war to com-
plete. The administration of such a
large movement of population - which
includes provision of support and
projection of needs for schools,
health services, jobs, property rights,
identification papers and so on -
would be daunting for any society and
will be particularly challenging for
one coming out of a devastating four-
year war.

A second reason will be psychologi-
cal. When repatriated, refugees will
leave their relatively comfortable asy-
lum environments to return to a war-
torn country with a fragile civil soci-
ety and economy. Although enormous
progress has been made, the BiH state
is not yet able to provide all the serv-
ices its citizens expect, such as educa-
tion, health and public utilities.

The third problem will result from the
sheer number of internally displaced
and refugee individuals in compari-
son with the number of dwellings

The issuing of grants fo refurning
refugee families exacerbates economic
inequalities and is socially and

politically risky.

which are physically and politically
available. Of the one million inter-
nally displaced Bosnians who fled
their destroyed or captured homes,
some occupied the dwellings aban-
doned by other similarly displaced
families and by over a million refu-
gees, others moved in with families
and friends, while the rest found ac-
commodation in public buildings
transformed into IDP centres. For tens
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of thousands of ‘minority” families,
going back is not an option, either
now or in the near future, regardless
of the fact that their houses are habit-
able. Nearly half the total population
of BiH cannot return home because
their dwellings are occupied, dam-
aged, destroyed or not accessible for
political reasons.

The fourth reason for complexity in
returning the refugees relates to the
process that must be followed in
order to return the displaced popula-
tions in an orderly manner in the
complex environment of BiH. To rev-
erse the population transfer caused by
the war, the housing effort would
need to concentrate on the rehabili-
tation of the vacant and damaged hou-
ses of the displaced families. As the
displaced families returned to their
rehabilitated homes, they would

vacate housing spaces. These housing
spaces would then be reoccupied by
the original inhabitants or by families
who cannot return to their homes for
political reasons. This housing effort
will have to contend with ownership
and minority rights, freedom of
movement and expression, and other
complex issues.

The fifth problem will be to facilitate
returns while accounting for the dif-
ferences in war experience and in the
level of assistance provided to the
refugee, internally displaced and
remaining populations. Those who
remained or who were internally dis-
placed have experienced four years of
atrocities and privations caused by a
brutal war that specifically targeted
civilians. In many cases, they have
lost key family members and have
been left without the financial
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resources necessary to rebuild their
houses and lives. These people will
resent the fact that refugee families,
who were at least partially spared the
war experience, could make many of
them homeless yet again. They will
also resent the fact that, while many
refugee families will be returning
from overseas with assets, savings,
and grants from their host countries,
they themselves have received little
or no assistance. It is quite clear that a
return policy which ignores the
internally displaced and remaining
populations’ experience would create
or exacerbate animosities among the
beneficiaries. This in turn would have
a direct bearing on BiH’s future social
and political stability.

With these problems in mind, it is
possible to outline a broad strategy
for the return of refugee families. As
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the housing space of refugee families
is occupied by internally displaced
families, the return effort should con-
centrate on helping those internally
displaced families to rehabilitate their
houses. Once they move into their re-
habilitated houses, they will vacate
housing space for returning refugee
families. This would be easier to ac-
complish than attempting to match
refugee families currently living in
countries of asylum with the housing
spaces in need of rehabilitation.

In addition to shifting the rehabilita-
tion focus from refugee to internally
displaced families, European nations
should link refugee returns to the
housing programme’s achievements.
If the first step of the return process
is to move internally displaced fami-
lies back to their original dwellings,
European countries should time the
return of refugee families to match
the return of the internally displaced
families. Ideally, this would be toward
the end of the Bosnian summer or in
early autumn, in order to make best
use of the spring and early summer to
repair and build housing spaces. In
addition, the construction period
should be used by the implementors,
the government and the municipali-
ties to organise and manage the popu-
lation influx.

The distribution of grants to refugee
families should be discontinued or
seriously reduced. The issuing of
grants to returning refugee families
exacerbates economic inequalities
and is socially and politically risky. It
is also an inefficient use of financial
resources. To rehabilitate an aban-
doned or damaged dwelling costs on
average an estimated 15,000 DM.*
Host country grants to returning refu-
gee families reach up to 15,000 DM
per family. As a result, the donor com-
munity has spent 30,000 DM to create
one housing space and return one in-
ternally displaced family and one
refugee family to their original or new
homes. If, instead of giving a grant,
the European country were to earmark
the same amount for housing recon-
struction, then, for that 30,000 DM,
two housing spaces would be created
and up to two internally displaced and
two refugee families would be re-
turned to their original or new homes.
Of course, each of these solutions of-
fers several possible combinations,
but the second solution which does

not include any grant is fairer and
more efficient.

This strategy does not address the nu-
merous issues related to ownership
and minority rights, freedom of
movement and expression, the level
of destruction, and other problems, all
of which will have a direct bearing on
the return process. Reconstruction
programmes in difficult environ-
ments such as BiH should start with
limited goals and incorporate the les-
sons learned in follow-up pro-
grammes as they become increas-
ingly complex and expensive. In BiH,
physical destruction, political insta-
bility, economic collapse and social
tension all contribute to the complex-
ity of the reconstruction programme.
Returning a Serb family to a Muslim
controlled area or a Muslim family to
a Croat controlled area is more com-
plex than building or repairing a
house. The programme would start
with ‘majority returns’ and move to
include more and more ‘minority re-
turns’, learning valuable lessons
along the way. As well as developing
in complexity, the follow-up pro-
grammes will also become increas-
ingly expensive - because the first
dwellings being repaired are the least
damaged. As reconstruction proceeds,
the dwellings being repaired in year
two will be more seriously damaged
than those of year one; eventually,
only totally destroyed dwellings will
be left to be replaced, and that will be
the most expensive part of the pro-
gramme.

Nevertheless, this strategy reflects
important realities that must be taken
into account to ensure the long-term
success of the return process. Ulti-
mately, cooperation and coordination
among government agencies, benefi-
ciaries, donor and implementing part-
ners are crucial to ensure the success
of the return of refugees. Such an ap-
proach has demonstrated its effec-
tiveness and efficiency during the
USAID/OFDA 1996 housing pro-
gramme. It should be continued and
perfected in the future.
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Relief andRehabilitation Network

The RRIN seeks fo improve policy and
practice in humanitaian action, offer
ing a'source of information, a forum for
the exchange of analysed experience,
and a resource for professional devel-
opment. The RRN currently reaches
over 600 members in over 80 counfries
andlis expanding: The'RRN produces
three types of publication: a Newslefter
three times a year, between four and
six Network Papers, and one or fwo
Good PracticelReviews per year: All
are available in English and'French,
and contributions in these languages
dre welcomed Annual membershipis
£25 but a limited number of free mem-
berships s available.

Several RRN publications are of direct
relevance to those working on forced
migration. Good Practice Reviews have
been produced'on waiter and sanifa-
Honiin enjergencies; emergency sup:
plementary: feeding| pregrammes; gen-
eral food distribution in'emergencies;
seed provision during and after emer-
gencies; counting and identification of
beneficiary populations in emergency
operations (including registration); and
temporary human seftlement: planning
for displaced populations in emergen-
cies.

For more details about publications
and membership, contact the RRN af:
Overseas Development Institute, Port-
land House, Stag Place, Londeon SWIE
5DP, UK. Fax: +44'171 393 1699.
Email: RRN@odli.org.uk, Websife :
hitpi/ /www.oneworld.org./odi/rn
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