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URBAN DISPLACEMENT

believe that vocational training
providers have few skills.
■■
There is no coordination
mechanism between the
government, UNHCR, recognised
IPs and those INGOs with an
interest in refugee affairs.
■■
Refugees also call on UNHCR to
contest corruption, intimidation
of refugees by officials, and
movement restrictions.
UNHCR has recently made great
efforts to improve relations with
urban refugees. Somalis are
impressed by the willingness of
recently appointed UN Volunteers
to get to know the realities of the
Somalis’ lives. UNHCR has facilitated
the election of committees to
represent the Somali communities

in Sana’a and in Aden and to
present their needs to the Yemeni
authorities; this has given great hope
to the refugees. A building has been
rented in Sana’a by UNHCR to act
as a community centre although it
lacks any furniture or equipment,
and committee members receive
no stipends. They report that the
community now has unrealistic
expectations of them. No matter how
committed they are to helping their
fellow refugees, they lack the means
to do so and are forced to prioritise
their own immediate survival.

as a result of conflict in northern
Yemen – opportunities for Somali
refugees in Yemen’s cities are
likely to deteriorate further.

In Yemen, UNHCR lacks the funds
and the political clout to fully
exercise its mandated role to assist
and protect urban refugees. In
the worsening economic climate
– and with the scale of internal
displacement increasing significantly

A version of this article is at http://
tinyurl.com/MorrisGuardianYemen
For more information about UNHCR’s
operations in Yemen see http://
tinyurl.com/UNHCRYemen
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anthropologist and development
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global study on displacement to
urban areas for UNHCR and the Cities
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of available literature (http://www.
unhcr.org/4b0ba1209.html).

1. http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=27007

Displacement within the city: Colombia
Luz Amparo Sánchez Medina
Since the late 1990s, Colombia’s major cities have
been places where people become displaced between
communes and quarters of the cities. The city continues to
receive people displaced from the countryside but cannot
be considered a safe refuge for them. As illegal armed
actors see that valuable resources – both human and
other – are to be found in the city, so the war is brought
into the city, causing further violence and displacement.
Some of those targetted have moved to neighbouring
areas while others have returned to their original homes.
It is more difficult for those who had to move from
further afield or have been displaced again. With each
displacement, “It’s from one fire to another”, as one
woman says. Those who have nowhere else to go occupy
schools and other collective centres where, overcrowded
and in poor living conditions, they are not even protected
from the armed groups which caused the displacement.
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While such people may not have had to move far, their losses
and the breaches of their rights are no less. In one case, the
people took refuge in a local school which was hardly suitable
to live in. They asked the authorities for help but were refused,
on the grounds that they did not meet the criterion of being
displaced from the countryside to the city. In response, the

people achieved a legal victory by winning recognition of
intra-urban displacement and the obligation of the state to
provide assistance to those affected in this way. Despite
this, there remain many cases where legal recognition is not
accorded to such people and they do not receive assistance.
This failure on the part of the state to provide protection
means that its citizens are more easily displaced. While
some displaced have taken their case to court and obtained
some assistance, others are too afraid to come out into the
open. They prefer to remain invisible, with the result that the
authorities and society at large underestimate the deleterious
effects on their lives. Those who have won court cases did
so by facing up to the fear and taking collective action.
Between 2000 and 2004, more than 4,000 people felt
they had to flee from their homes in Medellín. Although
intra-urban displacement has now reduced, there are
still recurring peaks in displacement, there and in other
big cities, and a feeling that the forces that displace
people within the city could return at any time.
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