
38 Researching Internal Displacement: State of the Art

ow are decisions currently
made and with what conse-
quences? Are common criteria

needed? As we work to develop
greater clarity on the criteria used to
determine the end of displacement,
what is the role of the IDP research
community?

There is now a keen interest among
IDP actors to address the issue of
when, in any particular situation, the
phenomenon of internal displacement
can be considered to have ended.
Recognising the need for a coherent
response, the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) has asked Dr Francis Deng,
the Representative of the Secretary-
General on Internally Displaced
Persons, for advice and guidance on
this issue. Many of the papers pre-
sented at this conference have
touched on this theme. The question
of when internal displacement ends is
an issue that strikes a chord with vir-
tually all of the stated research
themes addressed at this conference. 

The Brookings-SAIS Project is current-
ly exploring this issue in collaboration
with Georgetown University’s Institute
for the Study of International
Migration. A publicly available discus-
sion paper, legal commentary and
options paper have been circulated
for discussion. There are many com-
pelling reasons why researchers,
practitioners and policy makers need
to reach consensus on how to decide
that internal displacement has indeed
ended, including:

■ Operational agencies, NGOs and
governments require data on the
number of internally displaced
people in order to formulate pro-
grammes and policies addressing
their needs.

■ We need to know when national –
as well as international – respon-
sibility, attention and resources
should shift from a specific focus
on the needs and vulnerabilities
of IDPs to a more holistic com-
munity-based rehabilitation and
development agenda.

■ Arbitrary decisions that displace-
ment has ‘ended’ mean that some
displaced populations effectively
disappear as a specific group of
concern.

■ Perhaps most importantly of all,
IDPs themselves are entitled to
know where they stand.

The fact that varying interpretations
currently exist as to when displace-
ment ends leads to dramatic variat-
ions in statistics which impede a co-
ordinated approach. Currently,
decisions on when internal displace-
ment ends are made, if at all, on an
ad hoc basis. The methodologies used
and the conclusions reached differ
among actors. To give just one exam-
ple: the Global IDP Database reports
that estimates of the number of IDPs
in Guatemala range from zero to a
quarter of a million. 

Three lenses

We have been looking at this issue
through three different lenses: the
Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement which shape all our
work, analogies with refugee law and
practice and the realities of actual sit-
uations of internal displacement.

1. The Guiding Principles stipulate
that "displacement shall last no longer
than required by the circumstances"
(Principle 6.3). Understanding what
these circumstances are, and when
displacement can and should be con-
sidered to end, is therefore vital for
the application of the Principles them-
selves. The fact that the Principles do
not contain a cessation clause was not
an oversight on the part of the draft-
ing team but a deliberate decision. It
was recognised that the definition of
‘internally displaced person’ is not
declaratory but is descriptive in
nature, denoting the factual situation
of being displaced within one’s coun-
try rather than conferring a legal
status to be granted, much less
revoked. This does not preclude
states or other actors from introduc-
ing administrative measures, such as
registration for the purposes of prov-

ing entitlement to special assistance
targeting IDPs. However, from the
standpoint of international law, such
registration processes have no bearing
on the descriptive reality of being
internally displaced. 

An end to internal displacement
would therefore be contingent on a
change in the factual situation that
the term denotes. For those displaced
persons who remain in their country
of origin, the Guiding Principles envis-
age three possible solutions to their
situation of internal displacement:
return to their home areas or place of
habitual residence; integration in the
localities where they go to once dis-
placed; or resettlement in another
part of the country. The Guiding
Principles specify the responsibilities
of national authorities to facilitate
these three solutions and in particular
to:  

■ enable return or resettlement to
occur voluntarily and in "safety
and dignity"

■ ensure that those returning or
resettling do not suffer discrimi-
nation as a result of having been
displaced and are able to partici-
pate in public affairs and enjoy
equal access to public services

■ assist IDPs to recover or receive
compensation for property and
possessions destroyed or of
which they were dispossessed as
a result of their displacement

When does displacement end? by Erin Mooney

Is it too early to be asking this question? Do we need to decide when the entitle-
ments and benefits as well as possible restrictions of IDP ‘status’ should end?
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2. Refugee law contains cessation
clauses – in Article 1C of the 1951
Convention on the Status of Refugees.
Of the six circumstances mentioned
under which an individual would no
longer be eligible for refugee status
and the international protection it
affords, only one (paragraph 5, allow-
ing for cessation if "the circumstances
in connection with which [s/]he has
been recognised as a refugee have
ceased to exist")  could be applied to
internally displaced persons by analo-
gy. However, this provision concerns
the cessation of a legal status which,
as noted earlier, is a concept alien to
the Guiding Principles as well as to
international human rights law from
which they are largely derived. 

Analogies with refugee law may there-
fore not be very helpful to the
discussion of when internal displace-
ment ends. 

However, the experience of cessation
of refugee status does highlight dan-
gers that:

■ application of the cessation claus-
es for refugees can lead to (and
often has) an automatic and
unwarranted assumption that
internal displacement has ended
as well – this was the case when
UNHCR ended refugee status for
all Mozambican refugees at the
end of 1996

■ cessation of refugee status may
actually lead to an increase in the
number of IDPs – this was the
result both in Bosnia after the
Dayton Agreement and more
recently in Afghanistan as
refugees were compelled to repa-
triate but unable to return home. 

Clearly, we need an integrated and
comprehensive approach to the issue
of when displacement ends that takes
into account the effects of such deter-
minations on both groups of forced
migrants.

3. Looking at experiences of internal
displacement reveals that many dif-
ferent criteria are used for
determining when internal displace-
ment ends. To give just two examples
of different approaches by govern-
ments:

■ Colombia’s decision to acknowl-
edge IDPs as such for only three

months (with a possible once-off
extension) and only if they are
able to register with the state  is
a case where the duration of
internal displacement is deter-
mined by the capacity or
readiness of the state to provide
emergency humanitarian assis-
tance.

■ Croatian regulations allowing for
revocation of IDP ‘status’  and
benefits for those who refuse to
complete household chores in
state-run centres reflect a puni-
tive approach to the issue of
when displacement ends.

Clearly, less arbitrary approaches are
required. 

Three sets of criteria 

One way to look at the issue would be
to focus on the causes of internal
displacement and consider whether
the existence of ‘changed circum-
stances’ from those that had
compelled flight in the first place
might signal an end to displacement.
Experience in post-conflict Bosnia and
Afghanistan suggests, however, that
even when the immediate causal fac-
tors of displacement cease to exist a
durable solution to the plight of dis-
placed persons does not necessarily
follow. Georgian and Azerbaijani IDPs
are deliberately kept in a state of
limbo, unable to go home in the
absence of a peace settlement but in
the meantime denied equal rights as
citizens. Basing decisions on simply
cause-based criteria can end displace-
ment prematurely or, where the
original causes persist, perpetuate a
state of displacement indefinitely and
to the detriment of the displaced.

A solutions-based criteria approach
focusing strictly on when IDPs can
physically return home or resettle can
lead to controversy. Examples include
the US Committee for Refugees deem-
ing displacement to have ended in
Guatemala in 1998 and the decision
by the Sierra Leonean government and
international agencies that there were
no longer any IDPs as of mid 2002. In
both cases, critics have pointed to
lack of safety in areas of return, inad-
equate reintegration assistance, lack
of property compensation and inabili-
ty of ‘ex’ IDPs to vote, access public
services or obtain identification docu-
ments. We must question the

argument that a mere change of
address is an adequate basis on which
to deem displacement to have ended.

An approach based on needs-based
criteria determines if needs and 
vulnerabilities specific to IDP popula-
tions no longer exist. The displaced
need not necessarily have permanent-
ly resettled or returned, and may still
be in need, but they would no longer
have specific needs different from the
rest of the population which are
attributable to their displacement.
The Guiding Principles are useful in
pointing to needs that would be rele-
vant in this regard.

The way forward

We are continuing work on refining
and further elaborating guidance and
criteria on when internal displace-
ment ends to be presented to the
Inter-Agency Standing Committee
which brings together UN and other
international humanitarian, develop-
ment and human rights actors. We
will also convene a meeting with
donors and international financial
institutions, together with selected
countries affected by internal dis-
placement, to get their perspective on
the issue and refine the criteria as
necessary. In discussing with donors
the issue of when displacement ends
we must safeguard against approach-
es that are simply resource-driven
and seeking expedient exit strategies
without due regard to the needs of
the displaced.

The challenge will then be to apply
the criteria as a benchmark as well as
a basis for advocacy in support of
truly durable solutions for IDPs.
Supporting effective application of
the criteria will open up whole new
areas of empirical research for a
broad range of specialists from such
various disciplines as law, political
science, anthropology, sociology,
demography, architecture and statis-
tics.

I have identified at least eight follow-
up questions relevant to the subject
of when internal displacement ends.
How can researchers and practitioners
work together to:

1. bolster the criteria now being
developed with monitoring
mechanisms?

2. additionally include criteria for
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situations of displacement due to
natural disasters and development?

3. more systematically analyse
national legislation on the issue of
when displacement ends?

4. collect and disseminate more infor-
mation on what actually happens
to people once they return or
resettle?

5. chronicle and disseminate best
practices for supporting the dura-
bility of return or resettlement as
well as effective reintegration?

6. better understand and resolve the
root causes of displacement?

7. consider the influence of urbanisa-
tion, whether as a mixed cause
(together with conflict, for
instance) for the original displace-
ment or as a reason why IDPs
decide not to return?

8. develop a more nuanced notion of
‘home’ which embraces perspec-
tives of the displaced and
recognises that ‘home’ may be
more a metaphysical concept than
a geographical one?

Erin Mooney is the Deputy
Director of the Brookings-SAIS

Project on Internal Displacement
and of the Center for
Displacement Studies at the
School of Advanced International
Studies (SAIS) of Johns Hopkins
University. 
Email: emooney3@jhu.edu

Documents prepared by the Project in connection
with its research project on the end of IDP status
are online at www.brook.edu/fp/projects/idp/
idp.htm. 

Forced Migration Review 17, co-edited by the
Project, focuses on questions around the end of
internal displacement. See www.fmreview.org

he papers presented at the
conference highlighted the
thematic and disciplinary het-

erogeneity of research on the  global
phenomenon of internal displace-
ment. Participants noted that
although relevant and high quality
analysis of IDP situations is being
produced, current research tends to
be fragmented and does not lend
itself to cross-country studies and
causal analysis. 

It was recognised that researchers
need to be more self-critical, accurate
and open to the possibility of chang-
ing and improving methodologies and
theoretical constructs. Research chal-
lenges and issues relevant for a
research agenda brought out in the
course of the conference were sum-
marised. 

Among the key research challenges is
the definition of internally displaced
people: should the research communi-
ty agree on a global definition for
analytical purposes and, if so, what
should it be and how should we move
towards agreement on doing so?
Questions of definition are also

related to what would be a durable
solution for internally displaced peo-
ple and, in particular, how to
determine when displacement ends.

While some participants argued that a
global definition is problematic
because it tends to pre-empt and cir-
cumscribe research, others stated that
we need a definition to be able to
compare different IDP situations and
to quantify regional and global num-
bers of IDPs. However, definitions
may not need to be fixed: it was sug-
gested that they should be open and
flexible in order to deal with specific
situations of displacement. Statistics
are required by policy makers, donors
and humanitarian practitioners. A
range of participants called for
improved coordination in counting
displaced populations and develop-
ment of methods that enable
context-specific and relevantly disag-
gregated information about displaced
populations. 

Dilemmas around definitions and
enumeration are closely related to the
challenge of making academic
research more relevant for policy

makers and advocacy organisations.
While it may not be clear exactly how
to do so, it is essential that research-
ers do not underestimate the present
impact of their research on policy
decisions and operational planning.

Concluding discussion: whither the IDP 
research agenda?

chaired by Karen Jacobsen and Andreas Danevad 

The concluding discussion centred on the overarching
issue faced by all researchers from different disci-
plines and traditions: what should be the purposes 
of our research and how should we improve our
research practices on internal displacement?
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