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Definition: Displacement involves the obligatory ar farced movement or remova! af
individuals or populations from their usual resirJence ta artltht';r place within fheir
itatianal territory. lnternally Displaced persons (lDps) are such persons as recag-
nized lsy the uniied lvations and internationat organizations (both governmental and
nln-glvernmental) even though lDPs do not have internatiana! status as such"

-,e number of internally displaced persons arouncl the rvorlcl has br-r.1 rìsi;g
.t, As of 20ì 1, 26.4 million people around the rl,orlcl !\,ere intenlally clisplacecl
.:r exceeding rhe 15.2 million refugees_); the numL,er: ,.1 trculy displacecl people
that ),ear r,r,as 2{) per cent higher than ir-r 20i0 [{JN}lcR z0l tl" colonibia hacl
: highest number of displaced persons in the w.orld, r,vith at least 3.g millioir

:rsons, [ol1oi,r,ed b,v lraq. sudan, congo ancl Somalia.'fhe recent r-rprisings and
,'olrrtior"rs in the lVIiddle East and North Alrica have aiso ri:sulted in massive
,plact-'ment in those corint-ries (particulariy in Syrirr).'I'he ongoing rvars arrcl
-'ìitical conflicts there are the rrrost obvioi"rs cause of displacern.:nt and, convel-
-.113111,, r,vars and conllict har,e beerr considered the only or most inrporrarit

-,uses o{t clispiacement. Recent thinking, hr:r.r.ever, has hegun to rr:.--ognize a
'--,ch broacler array r:f causes for dispiacement, incltiding environmenlal <jisaster
'.1 change [natural and human-macle], clei,elopment [sucir as the harnessi,g of
.,tural resources hy states and cclrporations), urbanization, and economic vul-
.r'lhilit1, and threat.
,\lthough the concept of internal displacernent has come to be rvicleiv r,rnder-

.-,od anc{ tised in international cliscourse about migrants, relugees ancl asyllrn

.--kers, it has also become increasir.rgl,v ciear that the cor.rditious of IDlrs are
:hil' gornpl6x and that there are brr:ad grey :rre:rs betrveen thern and other
:res of migrants lr,ho have crossed international borders. Inilial attempts to
.tingtrish betr,r,e.:n relugees [lr,ho are protected by a United Nations iegal man-

.,':c in the 1951 Refugee Convtntic.rnJ and internall,v displaced persons wer..
: 
jent in the IINLICR's I992 definitior o{'displacement, u,hich ref'èrrecl to

:rc1'si)us ol groLtPS rr{ro havc been forceci to llee rheir horne srrddi:nll or ur:cxpcctcdlt
:ir let-q^c nunttrct's, as a resuit of at'mec'l corrllict, interntri strife. sr.stcmatic violations of
:-.rtman t ights or lll1ttltà.I ot- tlan-nradc disristcrl and u-ho are u,ithiu thc lcrritorl. of
:ircir owu countr\'. (.\kroner. 200.;: l0)



The 1992 definition, howeve4 was perceived as being too narrow in not capturing
displacements t}rat were protracted rather than spontaneous and among persons
who were obliged to leave their homes as well as those ,"vho may have fled quickly.
Thus, in 1998 the GuidingPrirciples on Internal Displacement established the cate-
gory ofinternally displaced persons as

Persons or glouPs of persons who have been forced or obliged to {lee or to leave their
home or places of habirual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the
effects of ar-rned conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or
natural or human-made disasters, and who harre not ùss.d an internationally recognized
State border. (Mooney 2005; 1i)

This deffnition expanded the time frame in which persons may become displaced,
and accounted for sudden border changes common tci situations of war and con-
flict. These amendments also captured some of the complex realities of the inter-
nally displaced. Internally dlsplaced persons may flee or be obliged to leave their
homes not only because of sudden war and conflict in the area where they usually
livE but also because of protracted conflicts in which threats to their lives or live-
lihoods may change over the course of conflict. The new Guiàing principbs also
stress that IDPs may be fleeing or have been forced to flee their usual place of
residencg which acknowledges that many may no longer have their own homes or
a permanent piace to which they can return. This condition might be most com-
mon {or urban residents who have been forcibly evicted from their usual place of
residence.

coiombia has well-knolr..n and long-standing examples of such evictions. For
some thirty years of 'deveiopment' in the area, residents of Chapinero Alto in
Bogotà have been undergoing forced eviction, usually without warning, compensa-
tion or adequate relocation (Everett 1999). The expansion ofthe city ofBogotà as

well as rehabilitation of neglected neighbourhoods has required additional infra-
structure and housing, making areas like chapinero Alto fwith its prime location)
a victim of 'development' needs. Forced evictions have occurred equally in rural
areas like Huila to make room for projects such as the El Quimbo hydroelectric
dam. Protest and demonstrations have accompanied these evictions, though to
litde effect. One interesting and unfortunate consequence of these contentious
politics is that the discourse on dislocation and development has connected to the
notion of sustainability, with many local governments claiming that poor people
stand in the way of environmental preservation and sustainable development when
tiey protest eviction.

Sudden border changes also create complex reaiities for IDPs or those about to
be internally displaced. Borders are meant, in part, to signal belonging and protec-
tion as long as one is located within them; here lies one of the distinguishing
characteristics of a displaced person as opposed to refugees and asylum seekers
(often grouped with displaced persons). sudden border changes can literally and
quickly define whether one might become a refugee or asylum seeker or remain
an IDP [whether recognized as such or not). In cases iike this, such distinctions are



rlot meiìiìjnÉllirl, a poirtt that is not iost on msrly hr-rmanìtarian rvorkers. For
it:istattce, tlie head ola delegation of the [ntc.rnrtiopal Corrmirtee r:f tlre Iìecj Cross
ij|-RC;J in Khartor,u-n, suclan, facr:tiousll,askec-r: 'Excusc rnrì. are \,ou an ll)t), r
refirgee, or a migrantTAre yorr a victin"l of corrilict or another ,;tuotion oi'r,iolc,.ncr.:?
oh, 1'ori are a nonracl. Arc you nrigr:iting bec:lusr: ol,conflir:t or hecause it is your
\r'ay 6f lifei' [icRC 2{}09J. i ris qr"iestio:iirrg, tvpical o1] the kircls of distirr*jons
humanitarian r,r,orkers mrrst Lrakt- on r ci.iril basis, unclersr:ores thc linritirtions ancl
lr'rzzittcss of many migration corlcepts conrp,rrr:ci .,r.ith the or,,-.6r,he]rni'gl\. co,r*
Ple-r ri:aiities tirat make rrp people's iives. {Jl courseJ fl-or-n ii hurnan rights perspec_
trvr-, it is erceedìngl}' apparerrt that such distìiictit-ìns are qriite irreler,*nt. O, the
othe-r" haild, the conceptrLal clistinirtions, particirlarlr' 1':etu,een JDps anci relìge.s,
sìp;rrai r'r'ltat iìrartcis l)eng [rvho, along rvith Rùbeita Cohen, lias prr.rirably r]o1e tlle
nìost at tl-re Llnited Nations to c-\pose the pìight oiinl.rnalll,displlcccl peoplc ancl
ti' i{evelop tlormative practices r'l,irhin the interniltiorral community {àr clr.rìipg
ir'ilir thein; sr:e Cohen ariil Deng 1 998.) reie rs to as rhe 'pargciox of n ationel prote c-
f ioll' errd tlie CifÌìculries irrherent iir thc pr"iirciplt-. of sovereigntv in th3 ilti.r.nr-
liorr al s,.ate s,!stem.

"l'hr-rs, although the coricept- ol internal clispìacenient has man,,, sjrnihrìties r.r,it}r
.urd js mu,:h broader tiran the corc(:pt ùf rellrggq, the 1-L,1y1,.1ior ìs orrr. thet
'-iepr';lcls entirely ou the notion of stete sovereigntr, ancl the political constructiou r::f
iiìe stntc svstem. J'ire term internallr, displa.eci persLrlr o. i»t, cloes not.ilrry a,v
.pr-cìa1 legal statrrs as does the terrn'refugr:e'. l-lere."r.e are coirfronted r,r,ith the tcn-
:ioil lletlt'er:lt state sovcreìgtt.v and the international hurnan rìghts regir.n.:. ln pri,-
'ìpk:, iDPs have not lost the prot€rctiofl of tireir o\vr coluìtrv ancl miglir pot be of
':ltt-rriltionaÌ collcern as long as their neecls can he met by, ti-ieir o\viì lioverl11](jirts.
Horvcr''er, in most instances, this is rn:rnifèst-ly not tl-ie case, anc.i rvr r,r,o1ld struqg;,
:o believe that governnrents of countries in l,virich incliricL-rals and poprrlatiols have
--'eetl internallr' ilisplacecl r't,i11 treat the displacrd u,irh ti-Lr: 1',-rli ralge o{,citizelship
:'ighi:; th:rt tht'y sl'roirkl be effurdecl. Nlrrny govenrrnents are ;n fhr:tihe prrpeirarors
'rt violcuce th;rt restrlts in displecerneirt in tl.ie lìrst p;lacr:. On tire other siije of tl.r.
-oin: if lllPs arr: di:niec1 protectiori irnd aid b,v their owll goyer.nmelts, u,hich is
.llore coffìnlon13, 1Ls case, then the5, p3, indeecl become otrj-^cts of concerl to lhe
: utt:rn ationa] r-ont ntunity.

Altliough tlir:re is i.ro interriatiorral legal sponsor liir lD}rs [the LIÌl has rio legal
-:landatr: concerniirg IDPsI and no internationai legalfranre'"r,ork t6r-the,m (see Weiss
10(]l31, some intcrirational organizations anil non-governnrentai organizati6ns [t\J(ìOùllle incorporated assistance to lI)Ps irrlo their rnissiori ancl manclate. Brrert so, lor
:nost r.lrganizations, such as the TJNHCIì and ICRe their rnairda&. {,ocuses lhnost
'11-i11'riv"lir oll clisplacernent tl-rat results lronl r'\,ar or protracted conilict. ever if thr:1,,
-,Ìso acknoivierclge the irroadcr dt:finitior as arriculated in the Guitling f\"rnt:i1les.

-lobel statistics on l1lPs or displacecl pcrsons also t,:iid to count onl,,-.thosc lr,ho havc
'ren clisplacecl as a result of violr':nce or protractecl conilict. Displar-erirt nt or,r.i1g Lri
-'nYi|cnrnental clisaster- (u,hethr-r retural and mln-maderJ or cJeyel<lpn.ìent is firorc
'iìitlicult to accoltllt fbr l",,hen so rnàn-v organiz:rtions rlo no1 Ìotrrs thcir .rttention arrrl
ii'r'\'i(es on those :rifectecl persons.



Women, chiidren and the elderly coostitute the populations most affected by
displacement, and many of the pressing issues reiated to displacement are spe-
cific to these populations fMooney 2005). Forced from their homes and lacking
in the most basic protections and resources, displacement endangers their ability
to survive and to help their famiiies survive. The losses of the displaced include
not only material goods but also social networks composed of family, friends and

community, not to mention cultural heritage and a sense of belonging. Under
these circumstances, social relationships break down and the displaced are often
forced to fend for themselves. When this happens, they also become vulnerable
to violence and abuse by an array of others, mcÈdin! other civilians, even, sadly,

humanitarian workers whose role is to help them. The constant need for shelter
and food often creates such exploitative conditions for women and children that
they sometimes resort to previousiy unimaginable acts to survive. High rates of
prostitution and sexuai exploitation are common and lead to severe problems

with health, especially sexuai health. Women and children are also vulnerable to
trafficking for sex and forced labour. Children have been forcibly recruited from
IDP camps to become soldiers in internal wars and conflicts [Achvarina and

Reich 2006]. Suicide rates in IDP camps are also higher than national averages,

as are death rates in general from malnutrition, disease and despair.

Although IDPs in many ways are not (or should not be) distinguishable from
refugees and asylum seekers, one nagging question more specific to IDPs than to
others who are forcibly displaced is: When do IDPs stop being IDPs? Because the
status of an IDP is not a legal one, there is no clear way to determine when and

under what conditions that category no longer applies. Are they no longer displaced

when they are able to return 'home' or to the place they lived before being dis-
placed? Safe return is often not possible for most IDPs, not only because of pro-
tracted conflicts that may span generations but also because their'hornes' might no
ionger physically exist or might have become occupied by others. Do they stop

being IDPs when they are relocated into sufficient, permanent housingT How
should we consider the loss of their former homes, communities and cultural envi-
ronmentsT Furthermore, who decides when IDPs stop being IDPs - governments/

international agencies? Governments may hasten to declare that IDPs are no longer
displaced in order to demonstrate that internal conflicts have ended. Or they may
maintain IDPs in displacement camps and other difffcuit conditions for longer than
necessary, out of continuing discrimination or oppression of certain populations.

The plight of IDPs remains extraordinarily complex and diffrcult, most unfortu-
nately for the internaily displaced themselves.

See also: Borders; Forced migration; lnternal/d1mestic migration; Refugees and asylun seekers
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