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ather, emergency support cre-
ates the conditions for survival
and security on which more

durable solutions may or may not be
built. This article considers the
longer-term options for war-uprooted
and war-affected populations and the
challenges of reintegration efforts
through which they can be restored to
productive citizenship. 

Attempts to bring developmental ele-
ments to populations still in need of
relief remain small-scale, time-limited
and experimental. Therefore, to some
extent, international agencies are still
‘learning on the job’ about the
requirements, contradictions and
commitments needed to address
persistent migration crises and war-
to-peace transitions generally. It is
troubling, however, that even when
the donors and international agencies
know what needs to be done, they so
often lack the political will to act in
accordance with their own oft-repeat-
ed recommendations.

Finding a place 

The majority of people who have been
displaced are all but invisible because
they are not found in camps and set-
tlements. In addition to the millions
of IDPs living in demarcated locations,
there are other millions – impossible
to count – who have found their way
to villages, towns, the homes of fami-
lies and friends and, especially, large
cities. Although they may receive spo-
radic outside assistance, their
numbers and conditions are little
known, much less monitored. These
are the people who really fall through
the cracks. 

Anyone who has been to a typical IDP
settlement or camp has probably seen

conditions far worse than what would
be observed in a typical refugee camp.
People need to be helped urgently to
leave such places as soon as it is safe
to do so. If ‘going home’ is not possi-
ble, either integration sur place or
alternative resettlement in a safe area
is needed. It appears, however, that
achieving durable solutions for IDPs is
not a high priority either for the
respective governments or for interna-
tional agencies. 

The lack of meaningful action derives,
in part, from the perception that con-
flict-induced displacements are
temporary phenomena that will be
solved by establishing conditions for
people to go home. It is due, in larger
part, to the fact that to seek stable
and productive integration or reloca-
tion elsewhere than ‘home’ is to
acknowledge an undesirable political
fait accompli. In other words, humani-
tarian relief for long-term IDPs is
more easily accepted than are durable
solutions, because actions in the latter
direction can carry an unwanted polit-
ical message – from governments,
donor agencies and the IDPs them-
selves – that significant and possibly
even permanent changes have
occurred in  areas of origin, making
return in the foreseeable future seem
highly unlikely. 

Re-establishing productive
lives

In the most gratifying situations,
crises and conflict are brought to a
close and people return to their for-
mer homes to take up their former
livelihoods. This marks the end of for-
mal displacement but only the
beginning of the solution. Depending
on what has happened in the interim

period, they may find homes and
communities destroyed or inhabited
by other residents; they may have lost
personal documentation necessary to
establish their identity, rights and
property ownership. Young people are
likely to have lost years of education;
families are likely to have suffered
losses and to have to cope with ill-
health, trauma or disabilities. The
direct effects of their displacement
persist until there are mechanisms in
place and resources to address such
issues. Ultimately, the viability of
returning home depends on rebuild-
ing the local economies in war-torn
regions. 

The less straightforward situations
are those in which the people who
have been displaced find it necessary
or desirable to remake their lives
elsewhere than their places of origin,
either because conflict continues or
for other reasons.1 IDPs of rural origin
who have lost their own land (or
access to land) do best if they are able
to settle in similar rural areas where
ethnic affinities facilitate local incor-
poration of displaced families. A
review of cases turns up few examples
in which large groups displaced from
one rural area have successfully reset-
tled in another. Despite resource-
fulness and sometimes astonishing
survival strategies, rural relocation
has rarely proved to be durable.
Reports indicate that even where
conflict does not disrupt local liveli-
hoods, the arrival of large numbers of
displaced combined with generalised
poverty in the receiving areas over-
whelm absorption possibilities and
eventually exacerbate tensions
between newcomers and local popula-
tion over land and resources (e.g.
Angola, Sri Lanka, Uganda,
Guatemala). 

Governments sometimes make public
lands available for IDP settlement,
proclaiming this to be a durable solu-
tion. However, in the examples that
come to mind (Sri Lanka, Colombia,
Indonesia, North India), the govern-
ment-owned land comes without the
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resources needed to make settlements
economically viable, i.e. agricultural
inputs, credits and markets. Thus,
more often, the rural displaced are
obliged to live in camp-like settle-
ments with few opportunities for
income generation and are partially or
wholly dependent on external assis-
tance. 

Sri Lanka illustrates the problems of
finding durable solutions for a dis-
placed rural population. A study on
displacement in that country under-
taken in late 2000 and mid-2001
concluded: "After almost twenty years
of conflict and internal displacement,
there is a lack of integrated, system-
atic and systemic analysis, planning
and policy on the long-term implica-
tions of internal displacement and
humanitarian intervention in the con-
flict zones."2 Many of the IDPs
interviewed had been living in rural
welfare and relocation centres for a
decade or more. At best, they had
managed to replace flimsy shelters
with more solid ones, to find casual
employment in urban centres or to
have temporary access to small plots
of land. In Sri Lanka, fortunately, the
promising direction of the peace
process now seems likely to bring
positive change. It will be extremely
important to support post-conflict IDP
reintegration if peace is to be main-
tained.

Sooner or later, most war-induced
displaced, along with other forced
migrants, flock to cities where they
hope to find work or receive help
from family members. Urban growth
throughout the developing world has
far outstripped the ability of poor
governments to provide adequate ser-
vices or to control crime. Cities
expand at accelerated rates during
periods of conflict. 

The predominantly rural IDPs are like-
ly to be among the most vulnerable
and least protected of urban dwellers.
They are often considered as tempo-
rary residents who will leave when
peace is restored – or their arrival is
barely noticed because it seems sim-
ply to be an acceleration of normal
rural-urban migration patterns. Newly-
arrived IDPs are likely to receive
attention – often hostile – only when
they are seen to negatively affect ser-
vices and safety for other city

dwellers. Urban improvements
that may be put in place rarely
take into account the particular-
ly dire situations faced by those
whose presence is the result of
forced migration and flight
rather than choice. Programmes
on behalf of displaced persons
in urban areas, it appears, are
uniformly weak. 
In Colombia at least 50% of its
IDPs end up in major cities, usu-
ally after a progression of moves
further from their places of
origin. They may register for
government-provided emergency
assistance soon after displace-
ment. Assistance is made
available for a three-month
period but only once – no matter
how many times they are, in
fact, obliged to move. Following
the three months, IDPs are con-
sidered to have moved to a
‘stabilisation phase’. The state,
which has proved unable to pro-
vide the protection needed to
prevent displacement in the first
place, has proved equally unable
to provide security for urban and
semi-urban IDP settlements, even
those outside of conflict areas. The
state bureaucracy has largely failed to
provide the education and health care
to which IDPs are entitled. A minority
of IDPs presently benefits from inter-
national programmes of various kinds
and these too receive only short-term
funding. In the new UN Humanitarian
Action Plan for Colombia 2003,3 inter-
national agencies in Colombia have
prioritised longer-term reintegration
and institutional strengthening.

The goal of reintegration

The twin assumptions that IDPs can
and will return to their places of ori-
gin and that advocacy should be
focused solely on this solution not
only are misleading but also have
reinforced the tendency to bypass
opportunities for supporting integra-
tion. This observation is not meant to
underestimate the importance of
advocating the right to return and the
need to support return movements.
Rather, it is intended to advocate sup-
port for multiple solutions, in both
rural and urban settings, designed to
absorb and integrate IDPs in the
places where they are and/or to help
them to find alternative places to live
and work. Even if they may eventually

return to their places of origin, their
lives in the interim should not remain
in limbo, in an unhappy holding pat-
tern with few if any options. 

It is possible to reach the long-term
displaced through programmes and
projects that seek to improve condi-
tions and foster integration in places
where war-affected populations
abound. Supporting local integration
includes measures to provide war-
uprooted people with access to
schools and to national health care
mechanisms, jobs and titles to their
property, including the temporary
makeshift homes and the bits of land
they have acquired where they are
living. International assistance is
essential and could be far more effec-
tively channelled than is now the case. 

How international assistance is chan-
nelled will strongly influence whether
or not there are durable solutions for
IDPs and other war-affected popula-
tions. The state has the primary
responsibility for resolving displace-
ment and for re-integrating the
displaced but it does not necessarily
have the wherewithal, capacity or will
to do so. So long as assistance to IDPs
and other vulnerable groups is limited
to direct emergency relief and
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administered by international agen-
cies, local governments will continue
to look to international humanitarian
action and funding for this purpose.
National governments are more likely
to make reintegration a national prior-
ity if the international community
supports the process materially and
through capacity building and institu-
tion strengthening in areas producing
and receiving displaced persons. 

International support for ending
displacement should aim at strength-
ening the capabilities and the will of
local and national government struc-
tures to work with IDPs to find
solutions to their problems. It is
essential to develop working relations

between international assistance and
development agencies and national
and/or local structures and actors at
the earliest possible stage. There are
situations in which this is neither pos-
sible nor desirable when governments
have harmful, even murderous, inten-
tions towards IDPs and divert
humanitarian assistance for military
purposes. Nevertheless, early efforts
to overcome local distrust and hostili-
ty toward the displaced and, where
necessary, to start work in non-gov-
ernment areas can bring positive
results over time. Under the best
circumstances, rebuilding war-torn
societies and integrating war-affected
populations are long and complicated
processes. Despite the inevitable

tensions and diverging agendas
among the actors involved, however,
international support remains critical
to rebuilding the social and economic
fabric so that former IDPs will have a
place within national society.
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1.  The examples here do not include discussion of
forced displacement such as the government-
induced regroupment centres in Burundi. 
2.  ‘Sri Lanka Case Study Project’, Part 111, unpub-
lished manuscript, MacArthur sponsored project
on Forced Migration and the Humanitarian Regime.
2001. 
3.  UN Humanitarian Action Plan, 2002-2003, 27
November 2002. See www.reliefweb.in (go to
Colombia and download 14.2.03 doc).
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iolence erupted in Tajikistan
in 1993 when tens of thou-
sands of IDPs and refugees

began returning to their homes. In
many villages, newly returned people
found their homes occupied by others
or they became victim of physical
assaults incited by ethnic animosity.
Scores of murders and disappearances
were reported. The signing of a cease-
fire agreement in 1994 did not by
itself create an environment safe for
return. There was need for the inter-
national community and the local
authorities to step in to make the
returns secure and viable. 

Much to its credit, UNHCR developed
a human rights monitoring pro-
gramme designed to take account of
the fact that, in Tajikistan’s volatile
climate, simply transporting people
back to their homes and distributing
roofing materials to them would not
be enough to create a secure environ-
ment and prevent further displace-
ment. UNHCR deployed field staff in
return areas to monitor conditions
and intercede with the authorities
when there were human rights abuses
or risks to personal safety. UNHCR
field officers investigated complaints
of murder, disappearances, rape and
harassment since many of the returnees
distrusted the local authorities and
often first reported such crimes to the

UNHCR office. They then accompanied
the victims to local governmental
offices to ensure that a full and fair
hearing was provided. UNHCR staff
also interceded with the authorities to
help returnees reclaim their homes.
Local authorities proved receptive to
UNHCR’s role and there were no inci-
dents of retaliation against their staff.
According to an evaluation, UNHCR’s
"24-hour presence" in areas of return
and its "impartial" role exercised "a
stabilizing influence": new outbreaks
of communal violence were discour-
aged and the number of protection
cases declined.1 IDPs and refugees felt
more assured about returning home
and more confident to remain once
they had moved back. 

What happened in Tajikistan from
1993 to 1996 is instructive in consid-
ering the question of when
displacement ends. It demonstrates
that even in countries where conflicts
are formally over, continuing animosi-
ties among individuals or groups may
jeopardise return processes and
impede an end to displacement.
Indeed, societal tensions may height-
en in the post-conflict phase,
especially if the displaced return to
find their homes, land and personal
property taken by others and no func-
tioning judicial system in place to
resolve disputes. Moreover, in coun-

tries where severe abuses of human
rights and humanitarian law have
been perpetrated, there may be unset-
tled scores in villages and towns
throughout the country, and targeting
of persons who return. 

The Tajikistan experience also shows
that safe and successful returns are
more likely when specific protection
and human rights duties are assigned
to field staff deployed in the different
return areas who possess the requisite
skills. UNHCR officers were fluent in
Farsi or Russian and had extensive
experience in the former Soviet Union.
Some had a legal background, which
brought authority to their interactions
with local officials, law enforcement
officers and the courts. Others had
negotiating skills, which contributed
to relieving tensions and reducing the
threat of violence against returnees.
The UNHCR team also developed a
good working relationship with the
UN military observer mission in
Tajikistan (UNMOT). Finally, the team
did not just depart at the end of its
mission; it arranged for the
Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to
assume its human rights monitoring
role, thereby maintaining continuity
of protection for the population.  

The role of protection in
ending displacement

by Roberta Cohen 

V


