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Introduction  
 

Refugees and IDPs are hardly a new phenomenon for Iraq. Under 
Saddam Hussein’s long and brutal rule forced displacement was a deliberate 
state policy.1 The government used expulsions as a tool to subdue 
recalcitrant populations and punish political opponents, mainly the Kurds 
and the Shi’as. Expulsions were also used to take over fertile and oil-rich 
land. From the Kirkuk region, Saddam Hussein uprooted more than 100,000 
Kurds and also members of the smaller Turkmen and Assyrian (Christian) 
minorities in an effort to ‘Arabize’ the area. In all, when the United States 
invaded in 2003 close to one million people were internally displaced in Iraq. 
Another one to two million Iraqis lived abroad.     

The U.S. invasion and the toppling of Saddam Hussein, far from 
resolving the problem made it worse. It catapulted the country into a near 
civil war between Shi’a, who had largely been excluded by Saddam Hussein’s 
regime, and Sunnis who until then had dominated the government. The 
combination of intense and bloody sectarian violence, coalition military 
action, fighting among Shi’a militias and between the government and the 
Mahdi army, and generalized violence and criminality caused massive 
uprooting. In 2007, some 60,000 Iraqis were reported to be fleeing their 
homes each month.2 New displacement diminished sharply in 2008 as 
overall security improved in Iraq. But together with those who had been 
displaced earlier, some fifteen to twenty percent of the Iraqi population—or 
4.7 million people out of a total population of 27 million—remained 
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displaced. Of this total, 2.7 million (ten percent of Iraq’s population) are 
inside the country while some 2 million more are abroad, mostly in 
neighboring countries.3 

Today’s displaced Iraqis are not viewed as sympathetically around 
the world as those persecuted and uprooted by Saddam Hussein. One 
reason is that they are seen as a problem largely of the United States’ making 
and one that the United States should therefore “fix.” America’s failure to 
establish security in the country after its invasion or to prepare effectively 
for the country’s reconstruction is considered a major reason for the chaos 
and violence that caused the mass displacement. As a result, many donor 
governments have been reluctant to fully share the burden of Iraq’s 
displaced, believing the United States should foot most of the bill together 
with the government of Iraq.4  

The Iraqi government’s attitude toward its displaced population has 
contributed to this international unwillingness to extend needed support. 
Even though Iraq’s budget surplus from oil revenues is projected to be $79 
billion by the end of 2008, the Shi’a-dominated government of Nuri Kamal 
al-Maliki has delivered only minimal amounts of funding to neighboring 
states for the refugees.5 Some believe it is because many of the refugees are 
Sunni and Christian or because the refugees humiliated the government by 
departing. Nor has the government been forthcoming with support for its 
internally displaced population, again dampening other countries’ willingness 
to contribute.  

The U.S. government’s fear of terrorism after September 11 has 
also cast a shadow of suspicion over Iraq’s displaced. Alarm bells are 
constantly raised that some Iraqi refugees could be associated with terror 
cells and others could become potential terrorists if they remain displaced 
for long periods without assistance.6 Although UNHCR has identified up to 
100,000 vulnerable Iraqis for resettlement, they are subjected to such intense 
screening in the U.S. that resettlement has been excruciatingly slow and the 
number admitted small—some 12,000 who fled since 2003, with most 
admitted in 2008.7 By contrast, the victims of Saddam Hussein fared much 
better in gaining admission; roughly 37,000 Iraqi refugees fleeing that regime 
resettled in the United States.8 

Neighboring states, which to their credit have taken in up to two 
million Iraqis, also share fears that the refugees could bring their 
homegrown ethnic and religious struggles to their countries of asylum. In 
November 2005, three Iraqi nationals recruited by al-Qaeda entered Jordan 
and blew themselves up at Amman hotels killing sixty people.9 Although this 
violent incident did not involve the “refugees” per se, Jordan subsequently 
began barring entry of Iraqi men from the ages of eighteen to thirty-five.10  

The Palestinian refugee problem has further affected how Iraqi 
refugees are viewed and at times has undermined a willingness to help them. 
For sixty years, Arab countries have borne the brunt of the Palestinian 
refugee crisis and are therefore mindful of the consequences of accepting 
large numbers of refugees for long periods. Although both Jordan and Syria 
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have been widely commended for admitting large numbers of Iraqis, both 
countries in 2006-7 began restricting their entry.11  

Particularly unacceptable to them has been the entry of Iraqi 
Palestinians. Jordan, already seventy percent Palestinian because of the 
Palestinian influxes of 1948 and 1967, has refused entry to Iraqi Palestinians, 
while Syria since 2006 has sought to bar their entry as well.12  

Taking into account the unique situation in which Iraq’s refugees 
and IDPs find themselves, this article examines the problems facing the 
displaced, the different solutions being proposed and possible ways forward.  
 
The Refugee Crisis  

 
The flight across borders of some two million Iraqis, especially in 

2006-07 is the largest in the Middle East since the Palestinian exodus. It is 
estimated that there are about 1 million Iraqi refugees in Syria, 500,000 to 
700,000 in Jordan and more than 400,000 in other neighboring countries.13 

Yet neither Syria nor Jordan is party to the 1951 Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees. While both initially welcomed the 
refugees, their non-recognition of the Refugee Convention is now putting 
many of these same people in jeopardy. In Syria, the refugees are considered 
tourists or guests and are not officially allowed to work. Although some 
specialized professionals, such as teachers and doctors, have been issued 
work permits, many work illegally or are unemployed as a result of Syrian 
policies.14 In Jordan, the refugees are treated as guests or sometimes as illegal 
immigrants and most have been denied the right to work. 15 Only one-fifth 
of school-age refugee children were in public schools and their access to 
health care was also limited.16   

While Iraqi refugees have provided some benefits to their host 
countries, rising inflation and deteriorating economic conditions have 
provided fertile ground for economic resentments. It is unlikely therefore 
that Jordan or Syria will accommodate a long-term presence of Iraqis. 
Neither country has developed a plan to integrate the refugees. This makes 
return to Iraq the only serious option, even though most do not want to 
return17 and the likelihood of their finding resettlement in the industrialized 
countries is small.18 Of the tens of thousands who have returned since mid-
2007, many cannot reclaim their homes for security reasons or because they 
find them damaged beyond repair. Nor can they easily find jobs or basic 
services. Iraqi government authorities have acknowledged that they do not 
have sufficient capacity for handling returning refugees and UNHCR has 
not revised its request to Jordan and Syria not to forcibly deport refugees 
back to Iraq.19 Among the groups unlikely to return are religious minorities, 
in particular Christians (representing some 15-20 percent of the registered 
refugees) who have been persecuted.  
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Terrorists or Victims?  

 
Frequently, fears are expressed that without adequate assistance the 

refugees in Syria and Jordan could become a source of terrorism and 
violence, destabilizing an already volatile Middle East.20 Humanitarian 
advocates regularly bolster their arguments for providing aid to the refugees 
by pointing out the security consequences of not providing aid.  

However, it bears emphasizing that most refugees in Syria and 
Jordan have been the victims of violence and threats, not the perpetrators.21 
Further, it is not clear that those who had radical ties in Iraq will remain part 
of those organizations once out of the country. What might have been 
essential for survival in Iraq need not be continued in Jordan or Syria, so the 
argument that the refugees are potential security risks to their host countries 
must be carefully weighed against other factors:  

• The refugees are not in camps, but dispersed in urban areas, 
mixed in with the general population where it would be far 
more difficult to militarize and manipulate their members. 

• The police apparatus in Syria is tremendously controlling and in 
Jordan, King Abdullah II has publicly warned that, “we will 
never allow Jordan to become a staging ground for initiating 
problems within Iraq.”22  

• The profile of the refugees is markedly different from that of 
refugee populations where violence and jihad became a serious 
issue. The mujahadeen from Afghanistan and the Hutu genocidaires 
from Rwanda, often cited as precedents, were imbued with the 
desire to overthrow or undermine the governments left behind 
(e.g., the Soviet dominated regime in Kabul and the Tutsi 
dominated government in Kigali).23 The Iraqi refugees, by 
contrast, are mostly middle class and urban professionals who 
fled sectarian and generalized violence.24 They do not fit the 
profile of people seeking to overthrow their government. In 
fact the profile of the refugees points more to a serious brain 
drain than an insurgent threat. Since 2003, 40 percent of Iraq’s 
professional class, including 50 percent of its 34,000 medical 
doctors, left the country.25  

 
The U.S. Role  
 

Many have looked to the United States to play the principal role in 
resolving the Iraq refugee problem. However, the Bush Administration 
refused to acknowledge any special responsibility in this case or any urgency 
about expediting refugee resettlement. In the view of former U.S. 
Ambassador to the U.N. John Bolton, sectarian violence, not American 
actions, created the refugee problem so it was therefore not the United 
States’ responsibility: “I don’t think we have an obligation to compensate for 
the hardships of war.”26 
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However, pressure from members of Congress, NGOs and the 
public produced pledges by the Administration to speed up resettlement. 
Although in fiscal year (FY) 2006 (October 1, 2005 to September 30, 2006), 
202 Iraqis were admitted, and in FY 2007 (October 1, 2006 to September 
30, 2007), 1,608, in FY 2008 (October 1, 2007 to September 30, 2008) the 
United States admitted 12,000 Iraqis, largely in response to the adoption by 
Congress of the “Refugee Crisis in Iraq Act,” which seeks to expedite the 
entry into the U.S. of Iraqi refugees. 27 

The resources made available have also been limited. In FY 2006, 
the U.S. contributed $43 million for Iraqi refugees and IDPs, increasing this 
to $171 million in FY 2007, while the needs in Jordan and Syria were 
estimated at more than $2.6 billion.28 After pressure from Congress and 
NGOs, the U.S. increased its share of UNHCR’s January 2008 appeal (for 
$261 million) to $95.4 million and added to its contributions to other 
international organizations, making for an overall total of $208 million by 
April 2008.29 But this starkly contrasted with the $70 billion the U.S. 
appropriated for the military effort in Iraq in FY2008 and led members of 
Congress to call for more than $1 billion for Iraq’s refugees and IDPs in 
FY2009.30 

At present, the United States can best help promote a solution to 
Iraq’s displacement crisis by taking the following steps:  

• Insist that the government of Iraq devote the resources and 
develop the plans for the safe and sustainable returns of the 
bulk of the refugees, and provide the training and guidance for 
it to do so. Although the government of Iraq has set aside 
funds to give free transportation and start-up money to 
returning families, there appears to be no long-term planning or 
capacity to support those returning. Yet some face threats and 
violence upon return, encounter problems in gaining access to 
basic services, and have to struggle to revive their livelihoods.31  

• Press the government of Iraq to adequately compensate 
neighboring states for sheltering Iraqi refugees beyond the $25 
million given in 2008.  

• Mobilize U.S. and international resources to ensure that Jordan, 
Syria, and other neighboring states receive adequate assistance.  

• Press Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the other Gulf States to admit 
refugees and to provide financial aid to Jordan and Syria.  

• Work with Syria and Jordan to develop plans for the integration 
of those who cannot, or choose not to, return home.  

• Take in greater numbers of refugees to the U.S., ensure their 
resettlement support is adequate32 and urge other states to 
increase the numbers they admit.  
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The IDP Problem  

 
The 2.7 million people internally displaced in Iraq serve as a 

constant reminder that the country, in some respects, is a dysfunctional 
state. The Iraqi government proved unable to prevent forced displacement 
in Baghdad, its own capital, as well as in other urban centers. In fact, radical 
Sunni and Shi’a militias who drove the 2006-07 sectarian violence were tied 
to political parties, police and army units. The Ministry of the Interior is still 
widely reported to have been infiltrated by Shi’a militias, who expelled 
people from their homes, sometimes in police uniforms.33 In such a political 
environment, it is not surprising that the government has failed to exhibit 
the will, resources or skills to deal with the needs of IDPs. In the Ministry of 
Displacement and Migration, it is not unusual to find staff that sees the 
displaced only from the perspective of their own ethnic or religious group. 

More than 1.5 million of Iraq’s IDPs were uprooted as a result of 
sectarian violence, mostly following the February 2006 bombing of the al-
Aksari Shi’a shrine in Samarra.34 Shi’a and Sunni militias systematically and 
purposefully began to intimidate, harass, kill and expel people of the 
opposite ethnicity from their neighborhoods in order to gain control over 
those areas and expand their power base. The result has been an Iraq 
increasingly fragmented along religious and ethnic lines, with segregated 
areas in Baghdad and other urban centers. Sunnis and Shi’a pushed from 
their homes have mostly gone to areas where their group is in the majority 
while Christians have fled to parts of Ninewah province and Kurds to the 
northern Kurdish areas.35 

At least 40 percent of those who fled do not expect to return36 since 
their displacement reflects deep-seated political divisions within the country. 
Indeed, the brutality used in uprooting them was intended to ensure that 
they would not return to their home areas. Many, in fact, sold their homes 
or abandoned their property when they fled, indicating that they do not plan 
to return. The more prolonged the displacement becomes, the less likely 
substantial returns will occur.  

Sizeable numbers of minority groups—Kurds, Christians, Sabeans, 
Turkmen, and Roma—as well as foreign nationals—Palestinians and 
Sudanese—are among those displaced. From Kirkuk and its surrounding 
areas, which contain 10-20 percent of Iraq’s oil reserves) some 100,000 
Kurds as well as Turkmen and Assyrians had been expelled by Saddam 
Hussein. Since 2003, displaced Kurds have returned to the region while 
some 100,000 Arabs have fled or were pushed out by the Pesh Merga. 
Meanwhile, Kirkuk’s Turkmen look to Turkey to protect their interests 
there. Because of the intensity of competing claims, Kirkuk has become a 
tinderbox of potential conflict and displacement.37 

Most of Iraq’s internally displaced persons, whether in the north, 
center or south, face extreme hardship with urgent needs for shelter, food, 
medicine, clean water, employment and basic security. The decrease in 
sectarian violence since the summer of 2007 has reduced displacement but 
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has not significantly improved conditions for the displaced.38 In fact, in 
August 2008, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) reported a 
“worsening” in the situation, estimating that more than 70 percent of IDPs 
do not have regular access to food rations from the Public Distribution 
System; 14 percent have no access to health care; 33 percent cannot obtain 
the medications they need; and 31 percent have found their property 
occupied by others.39 While the vast majority of IDPs stay with families and 
friends or rent homes, their situation has become precarious as rents 
increase, jobs grow scarce, and their hosts begin to run out of resources. At 
least 20 percent of the displaced can now be found in abandoned buildings, 
military bases, schools, parks, cemeteries, and soccer fields. One to two 
percent are in tented camps, which tend to be in remote areas.40 Although 
most of Iraq’s eighteen governorates set up camp areas for IDPs, by the 
beginning of 2008 they began to restrict the number coming into their areas. 
According to an UNHCR official, the displaced have been “left largely to 
fend for themselves.”41 
 
National and International Response  

 
Thus far, the national government has not demonstrated that it has 

the skills, resources, or political will to take care of its displaced population 
or provide the security, access to basic services, and livelihoods needed for 
the return of large numbers to their homes.  

Local authorities, neighborhoods and mosques have sometimes 
proven more effective in aid distribution although they can also be ‘partisan’ 
and do not usually provide housing and jobs. Assisting these efforts at the 
community level have been local NGOs, like the Iraqi Red Crescent, which 
have provided assistance to large numbers of IDPs, but most have limited 
capacity.  

Filling the void left by the government have been radical sectarian 
Sunni and Shi’a groups (the largest being the movement affiliated with 
Moqtada al-Sadr). Indeed, a study found that, increasingly, “Iraqis are 
looking to militias and ad hoc neighborhood organizations as their option of 
first resort when seeking protection and assistance.”42  

In July 2008, the government introduced, in collaboration with the 
UN, a National Policy to Address Displacement.43 It commits the 
government to assist and protect IDPs, as well as refugees who return, 
without discrimination and promises to mobilize the resources to improve 
the national response. It promises to improve the access of the displaced to 
basic services, help them find employment, protect them from evictions and 
violence, assist them reclaim their property and encourage reconciliation. 
Much of the policy, however, is in the form of recommendations that will 
need to be carried out. While it marks an important first step toward 
addressing displacement, the capacity and will of the government to 
implement its provisions, needs to be demonstrated. 
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The international community has also been slow to recognize the 
humanitarian and security crisis inside Iraq. For years, the U.S. assumed that 
the domestic situation would stabilize and that IDPs would return home. As 
a result, billions of dollars in international aid focused on recovery and 
development programs that couldn’t be implemented because of the 
violence. More recently, a reassessment of donor priorities and U.N. 
programs has begun to take place.  

Greater international humanitarian presence is one of the priorities. 
Unlike in most other crises, international humanitarian organizations do not 
operate directly on the ground in Iraq except in parts of the north. Since the 
2003 bombing of U.N. headquarters, most organizations moved their 
international staff out of Baghdad to Amman where they have operated by 
“remote management.”44 In August 2007, the U.N. Security Council voted 
to expand the U.N.’s mandate and presence in the country, and the U.N. 
Assistance Mission for Iraq is expected to work with the government in 
support of the delivery of humanitarian aid and to promote the safe and 
voluntary return of IDPs and refugees. 45   

The extent, however, to which the U.N. will be able to increase its 
humanitarian presence throughout Iraq is not yet known. The decrease in 
violence since the summer of 2007 has not ended security threats against 
humanitarian staff, especially U.N. staff, often perceived as being allied with 
coalition forces. Iraq remains “one of the most dangerous places in the 
world for humanitarian agencies to work.”46 Between March 2003 and late 
2006, some 81 local and international humanitarian and human rights 
workers were killed there.47 At the same time, international agencies have 
begun to expand their staff on the ground.48  
 
Proposed Solutions  

 
Several solutions have been proposed to help Iraq deal with the IDP 
problem.   

Camps or Safe Havens. A solution put forward during the height 
of the sectarian violence was the creation of IDP camps or safe havens to 
enhance access to the displaced, take the strain off host families and contain 
refugee flows.49 But many compelling reasons dictated against setting up 
camps. In today’s Iraq, they could easily be taken over by one ethnic group 
or another and become targets of sectarian attack. They could be an easy 
source of recruitment for militias. And they also could become detention 
centers surrounded by troops or police that are hard to trust given their 
association with opposing militias. Iraqis, moreover, strongly prefer to stay 
with extended families and friends. The Representative of the U.N. 
Secretary-General on the Human Rights of IDPs, Walter Kälin, has 
therefore called for camps to be used in Iraq as “a last resort.”50 He has 
recommended alternative measures such as providing resources to families 
to allow them to construct additional rooms in their homes for the displaced 
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or supporting communities to enable them to build housing for the 
displaced and expand public services for them. 

Special safe areas for Iraqi Christians have also been proposed. 
However, many of the attacks against them have taken place within the area 
where Christians predominantly live (Ninveh province) and to where they 
fled to escape attacks in other parts of the country.51 Clearly needed instead 
is responsible governmental protection of minorities.  

Population Transfers. Another solution put forward at the height 
of the violence was organized population transfers so that Sunni, Shi’a and 
Kurds, with the help of the international community, could relocate, albeit 
voluntarily, to areas of the country where their ethnic group was in the 
majority.52  Not surprisingly, this solution proved distasteful to many 
because it was intended to accompany “a soft partition” of the country into 
Kurdish, Shi’a and Sunni areas and would put the international community 
into the position of facilitating ethnic cleansing and promoting mass 
displacement.  

Although historically, population transfers were viewed positively, 
they came with “tremendous costs.”53 Millions of people in Europe after the 
two world wars and on the Indian subcontinent were uprooted and became 
“dispossessed, and sent penniless and homeless on what, for many, were 
death marches.”54 Although billed as voluntary, they were not in fact 
because “[t]here was no individual buy-in, or consent, to the exchanges, and 
little in the way of compensation or restitution of property.”55 

Advocates of the idea have nonetheless argued that population 
transfers might be the only way to protect Iraqis from sectarian violence; if 
they asked to be relocated for protection, they should be helped.56 Others 
have countered that population transfers overlook the right of IDPs to 
return to their homes.57 

In deciding the future status of Kirkuk, however, it is reported that 
population transfers could become a part of the solution.58 The liabilities of 
the approach should therefore be carefully studied so that steps will be taken 
to mitigate the effects.   

Property and Compensation Mechanisms. To encourage the 
return of IDPs and refugees to their homes as well as enhance their ability to 
resettle elsewhere, it is crucial that effective property restitution or 
compensation mechanisms be established for those forced from their homes 
since 2003.  

For Iraqis who lost their land and property as a result of the policies 
of Saddam Hussein, mechanisms were created.59 These procedures need to 
be extended to those more recently displaced and improvements made in 
how they work. The processing of claims for the victims of Saddam Hussein 
has taken far too long. By the end of 2007, the Commission for the 
Resolution of Real Property Disputes was able to decide only one-fourth of 
the claims submitted (some 37,000 out of 135,000).60 There was also a low 
rate of enforcement. Other problems arose as well—people with informal or 
collective land claims (such as the Marsh Arabs) found little or no help in 
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retrieving property; there was little legal clarity over whether damages to 
property were covered; and the requirement of formal documentation to 
prove ownership excluded too many claims, pointing to the need for more 
flexible interpretations and applications of the law.61  

Property specialists recommend that the Iraqi authorities announce 
that the appropriation and destruction of property since 2003 will be 
reversed through the use of legal remedies. Iraq, they say, should stand 
behind the provisions in its Civil Code, which specify that “true title does 
not pass with property acquired unlawfully; that transfers of property made 
under duress are invalid; and that those wrongfully dispossessed are entitled 
to the return of their property as well as compensation.”62 Some warn that 
the absence of a meaningful process of restitution in which hundreds of 
thousands are dispossessed could threaten long-term national and regional 
stability. 

International organizations should be tapped to help set up such 
mechanisms in Iraq, as called for in the National Policy on Displacement. 
The international community’s long experience with property claims in the 
Balkans and other areas, and the lack of capacity and frequent politicizing of 
state institutions in Iraq, make this essential.  

A Viable Political System. The way Iraq evolves politically will 
heavily affect how displacement is addressed. The U.S. has by and large 
supported a unitary state as the best way of preventing Iraq from falling into 
chaos. The development of a “loose federalism,” it is argued, would be an 
effective means of preserving a unified Iraq.63 Others, however, have argued 
in favor of partition. The existence of an autonomous Kurdish north, a Shi’a 
region in the south, a Sunni enclave in the center and west, with a weak 
national government in Baghdad would be “a better outcome than a Sunni-
Shiite civil war.”64 The different groups would work out the borders of the 
three areas, the sharing of oil revenues, and the division of Baghdad. 
Opponents of partition, however, consider the reality on the ground more 
complex. Local militia leaders and sheiks have begun to control areas with 
shifting boundaries in which “Shi’a are often at odds with other Shi’a and 
Sunni at odds with other Sunni.”65 Any move to partition the country, these 
experts contend, will not only have little bearing on what now exists but will 
meet with substantial resistance.  

As of this writing, the Shi’a dominated al-Maliki government has 
been consolidating its strength over the center and south of the country. But 
whatever political system emerges, it should be in the interest of both the 
central and local authorities to initiate and carry forward programs to 
address the needs of internally displaced populations. Reintegrating IDPs is 
not only a humanitarian imperative but a strategic one. Large masses of 
people without the basic necessities of life are a threat to national as well as 
local security.   

Implementation of the National Policy to Address 
Displacement. As noted above, the policy sets forth the rights of the 
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displaced and the government’s obligations toward these populations. To 
promote its implementation, it should be reinforced by:  

• A comprehensive database to provide information about the 
needs of the displaced in all governorates, updated by regular 
countrywide assessments.  

• The setting up of consultation mechanisms to achieve a close 
working relationship with IDPs, local communities and NGOs.  

• The active involvement and coordination of all relevant central 
and local government offices (e.g., displacement and migration, 
housing, health, education, finance, human rights and the 
judicial system) in implementing the policy.  

• The assignment to government offices of sufficient trained staff 
to carry out the policy.  

• The training of police and military to protect displaced persons 
and humanitarian staff and to hold accountable those involved 
in sectarian violence, forced displacement, the destruction of 
houses, the expropriation of land, and attacks on aid workers 
and their supplies.  

• The allocation of adequate resources, in particular a fixed 
percentage of oil revenues, to address the needs of the 
displaced. A substantial portion should be given directly to 
displaced families, with resources also assigned to governorates, 
local communities and families hosting the displaced. Local 
NGOs should be apportioned funds as well to build up their 
capacity in helping IDPs.  

• The setting up, in collaboration with the U.N., of property 
restitution and compensation mechanisms for those uprooted 
since 2003, with special attention paid to Kirkuk where 
property claims are becoming explosive and where mechanisms 
instituted now could prevent violence and more displacement 
later on. In addition, there should be more rigorous application 
of existing compensation laws applicable to claims prior to 
2003.  

• Evaluations of conditions for return throughout the country, 
and the setting up of special programs to help with return or 
resettlement once conditions are deemed safe and sustainable.  

 

Conclusion  

 
Absent a political accommodation among Shi’a, Sunnis and Kurds, 

the return and reintegration of most of Iraq’s displaced will be difficult to 
achieve. Although some steps have been taken on the political front, 
progress has been limited on the major issues—the sharing of oil revenues; 
the development of an effective national police able to deal with sectarian 
and tribal violence (there appears to be progress with respect to the army); 
the disbanding of local militias; the implementation of a more decentralized 
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form of government; and a decision on the future status of Kirkuk. Without 
movement on these issues, large scale violence could potentially resume in 
different parts of the country with substantial deaths and the increased 
displacement of people.  

One clear test of whether Iraq will emerge as a functioning state is, 
how it addresses the needs of the more than four million persons displaced 
inside the country and throughout the region. Government action too often 
has been marred by sectarian preferences, a lack of urgency, and 
incompetence. The International Medical Corps has called for a “civilian 
surge” to develop the technical capacity and efficiency of the Iraqi 
government to deal with the humanitarian emergency.66 The government’s 
new National Policy to Address Displacement constitutes an important 
framework for addressing the needs of the displaced but it will require a 
great deal of national and international effort to implement its provisions, 
reinforced by greater portions of Iraq’s growing oil revenues. To date, the 
government has set aside only meager amounts of its $70 billion budget for 
2008 for refugees and IDPs. Unless it is willing to tackle the humanitarian 
crisis inside the country and the refugee crisis and brain drain that it has 
caused, Iraq will not be able to work out effective responses to the larger 
issues of its internal stability and political future. 

The United States must fully acknowledge the special obligation it 
has toward Iraq’s displaced, since its actions have spawned the overall crisis 
in Iraq. Assuming this responsibility will mean working with the government 
of Iraq to support its development of programs for the safe and sustainable 
returns of most refugees and IDPs. It will also mean sharp increases in its 
own financial support for refugees and IDPs as well as a willingness to bring 
into the United States larger numbers of Iraqis and to mobilize a more 
generous international response. America will also have to pay greater 
attention to how security will be provided for civilians once the United 
States draws down its troop levels. It remains unclear how effectively Iraqi 
national police and army will be able to provide security for IDPs and 
returning refugees and contain radical militias should they resume 
propagating sectarian violence. This makes the option of an international or 
regional police force worth considering.   

U.N. envoy Sergio Vieira de Mello, while dying in the rubble of the 
Canal Hotel bombing in 2003, urged that the United Nations not leave Iraq. 
It is time for the world community to heed his appeal and play a more 
engaged role in the reconstruction and development of Iraq, the return and 
reintegration of its displaced populations and its movement toward a more 
politically sound future. 
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Discussion Paper-I 
 

Internally Displaced People in Sri Lanka. 
 

 For those who are wondering what ever happened to the people 
who lived in side the Vanni here is some information on where they are and 
how they live. This is not a status update but a presentation of the facts 
compiled from various sources. The names, places and sources of the 
information have been concealed in order to protect the identity of the 
people. The information contained in the article are factual. However, the 
data is as per the beginning of June and may have undergone changes 
without notice.  
 
Introduction 
 
 The Rajapakse government was determined to fight it out with the 
LTTE as soon as it came to power in November 2005. The Cease Fire 
Agreements that was signed in February 2002 was falling apart. Both parties 
to the agreement; the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL) and the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) could not see eye to eye on the issues of 
peace after the third round of peace talks. The agreements reached in the 
peace talks  mostly remained on paper. With the cease fire was in place there 
was a proxy war that was steadily progressing. It could be called as a shadow 
war as paramilitary groups on both the sides carried out random killings.  
 The onslaught of the Sri Lankan army started whole heartedly in 
January 2008 with the abrogation of the cease fire agreement. By now both 
the SLA and the LTTE had built their arsenals and were ready for war.  
 Starting from the Eastern parts of Sri Lanka the LTTE was slowly 
being flushed from the area. Once the Eastern part was cleared of the LTTE 
the GOSL set its eyes on the north, the LTTE stronghold. For over a year 
there has been intense fighting in the northern parts of Sri Lanka pushing 
the LTTE to the brink of defeat. 
 
Background 
 
 Kilinochchi, the capital of the LTTE, which was considered 
unwinnable fell to the army in early January 2009. With this hundreds of 
thousands of people retreated to the jungles. Reports from the media claim 
that the people moved alongside the LTTE in search of protection. There 
are other reports that claim that the LTTE held the people as hostages and 
used them as a protection cover against the army’s attack.  
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 The progressing army pushed the LTTE and the civilians to a small 
strip of land in the north eastern part of the country. At this point the army 
claimed that there were about 70,000 people in the LTTE controlled areas. 
Other unverifiable, but reliable sources said that there were about 300,000 
people trapped. 
 There seemed to be a severe shortage of food, water and medicines. 
People had now walked for many days without food and were taking cover 
under the trees. The rains and the aerial bombs continue to pour down. 
There is still no exact account of how many were killed.  
 The army in the meantime announced a no fire zone. It was a safety 
passage that was given to the civilians to get out of the fighting. As soon as 
this was announced, contrary to the expectation of Government very few 
came out. Previously when the GOSL had provided a safe passage some 
people came out. They were kept in camps and were interrogated 
continuously and were denied freedom of movement. This was because 
almost all the civilians left in the Vanni were trained by the LTTE. The 
government wanted to arrest/interrogate those who were trained. Secondly, 
they had members of their family in the LTTE. They had been conscripted. 
So the army wanted to get the people who had any connection with the 
LTTE.  
 One side of the story is that people inside the Vanni heard about 
the news of the treatment of those who fled the war zone and refused to 
seek safety. They feared that the same treatment would be meted out to 
them. While the other side of the story is that the LTTE was holding the 
hostage by not letting them go. They were being used as human shields. 
Some people claimed that those who decided to leave were shot below the 
knee.  
 The fighting peaked with unthinkable amounts of destruction and 
death. Yet the people kept taking shelter under the LTTE. While the LTTE 
was campaigning for mass support all over the world, the Army was 
justifying is war on terror. Both the parties refused to give up the fight.  
 Some people who came from the area had reported that the LTTE 
would launch a rocket from behind the civilian lines and the Army would 
pound that area with aerial bombs. Then the appeals for peace continued.  
 While the army called for an unconditional laying down of arms, the 
LTTE called for a cease fire. But it seemed that they were determined to 
fight till the finish.  
 By now the army had breached the LTTE lines in a place called 
Puthukudirippu (translated as new colony or new settlement). This opened 
the human barrage. About 150000 people crossed over to the government 
controlled areas seeking safety.  They were screened for membership of the 
LTTE. If found so they would be sent to prison. If the person is not found 
guilty they were left in the camps.  
 The number of people who had come out of the war zone proved 
the government wrong. The government was consistently saying that there 
were not more than 70,000 people left in the area. Double the number had 
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come out.  At that point there were about 200,000 people who come out 
including those were in the hospital seeking treatment.  
 

The Current Situation 
 
 At the moment the people who fled the war zone are kept in three 
districts; Kalimoddai camp in Mannar district, Pulmoddai in Trincomalee 
District and the majority of them are in Vavuniya District. Though relief is 
distributed in all the camps Vavuniya is the scene of most of the action. 
 There are 22 camps in Vavuniya. 16 schools and 6 open areas with a 
total population of 2,57,760  people.  The camps are divided into four 
zones;  Anandakumaraswamy housing a total of 45758 people, plus a model 
village in the same zone called Kadirgramam housing 18,948 people, This 
was set up to look like a model village. Zone 2 is called Ramanathan with a 
population of 73,306. Zone 4 called Arunachalam consisting of 42,944 
people and Zone 4 (yet to be named) has 40721 people. The total camp 
population 221717 this does not include people in the hospitals, detention 
centers and some of those who have left the camps to live with their 
relatives.  

Age Wise Population1 
 
 No Age Group Male Female Total 

1 0 to 6 1587 1651 3238 

2 6 to 1 2984 3106 6900 

3 1 to 3 5880 6119 11999 

4 3 to 5 5187 5399 10586 

5 5 to 10 14129 14703 28832 

6 10- 18 22927 23863 46790 

7 18-60 65533 68208 133741 

8 60-65 3003 3215 6218 

9 Above 65 4633 4823 9456 

   Total  125863 131087 257760 

 
The Organization of the Camps 
 
 When the fighting gained momentum Vavuniya expected about 
100,000 people. The available schools and a large forest area was cleared to 
prepare for the people. As people started to trickle in they were filling up the 
schools. All the class rooms were first occupied. Tents were later set up on 
the open grounds. The schools may have been chosen due to their facilities 
and existent fencing. There could be ten families living in a class room. The 
space for each family is not demarcated. They keep the little that they have 
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as their boundary and imagine it to be their place of safety.  Since it gets too 
crowded in the night the men take shelter under the open sky. When it rains 
they have to find a spot to stand on the corridor of the school buildings. 
Some people are also given tents to stay in the school grounds.  
 In the camps that are located in the open space, people have been 
given tents to live. There are a variety of tents ranging from the Bedouin 
tents to the Round tents. The average size tents could be about 10x 10 sq ft. 
These camps are heavily guarded.  
 When the camps were set up, they had only a fence. But over the 
days and months two layers have been added to the fence. It is claimed that, 
people moved out of the camp using the thin fencing and hence a layered 
fencing was adopted.  
 There only one entry to the camp. At the entrance there is an army 
post. People who want to meet relatives have to give in a petition and wait. 
The relatives are located and called for to a meeting place. There is a 
barricade that separates people when they meet. Items that are given to the 
camp inmates are screened. Electronic gadgets such as radios, cd players and 
other communication equipment are strictly forbidden. Food items, clothes 
and a few other items are allowed.  
 For the past two months there were no sourced to communicate 
with the outside world. Currently public phones have been placed in some 
camps to enable the people to stay in touch with the relatives. 
 
Enumeration 
 
 After the initial mayhem in the camps, the enumeration process 
started. As people came into the camps they were housed randomly. Many 
were separated from their families during the journey. It was almost 
impossible to locate their family members, relatives or friends. Many had 
lost family members. In order to keep track of the members and locate their 
families an enumeration process was started. Though it is only in its nascent 
stages, it was found that in a camp, 85 families had aleast one person killed 
in the conflict. The enumeration is currently underway in the camps. 
 

Health 
 
 People came to the camps devastated by the war. They barely 
managed to stay alive during their long walk. Many had not eaten for days. 
Exhausted as they were, there was a need for immediate medical attention. 
The injured were taken to the Vavuniya hospitals and were given treatment. 
The situation of the elderly and children was dire. Due to walking the elderly 
became vulnerable to diseases and were hospitalized. Those who remain in 
the camps are fragile. The situation of the pregnant women was pathetic. In 
some cases women who were full term pregnant reached the camps just in 
time for delivery. Once they had delivered they did not even have rags to 
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wipe their new born. In the worst case those who delivered did not have and 
extra set of clothes to change into.  
 Some who had sustained internal injuries were afraid even to report 
them. They feared that they would be branded along with the militants and 
kept the wounds to themselves. It was reported that a young woman who 
had injured in her private parts was unable to move. Unable to ask for help 
she was left to suffer. By chance some volunteers located her and nursed 
her. Several such cases have been reported on a regular basis.  
 In the camps diseases such as malaria, viral fever, flu, chicken pox 
and headaches are common. With a highly compromised immune system 
the people often fall prey to the communicable diseases. The elderly are 
especially vulnerable. Some reports claim that people have died out of 
exhaustion.  
 

Sanitation 
 
 The sanitation needs of the camps are far from adequate. But 
people feel much better off than when they were on the run. Water tanks are 
being filled in by the tankers on a daily basis. In the schools the existing 
toilets are being used. In the camps the temporary toilets have been built. 
People claim that they are being cleaned regularly as well.  
 Despite the many toilets, they are far from enough. The inadequacy 
has led people to defecate in the open air. This has caused a series of 
sanitation problems. 
 The mosquitoes and other pests are a continuous cause for concern. 
Many organizations have distributed nets. Despite the fact, the mosquitoes 
find their way. In some camps people have to remain inside the mosquito 
nets when they eat to prevent the attack of the mosquitos.  
 Some steps are being taken to contain them but the sheer number 
of people concentrated in areas makes it impossible to contain the vectors.   
 
Food 
 
 In the initial days, many paramilitary groups were permitted to 
operate in the camps. It was impossible to deal with the overwhelming 
needs of the people. Cooked food was taken to the camps but could not be 
distributed due to the chaotic conditions. There were times when people 
brought a plastic bag to collect food.  Rice, two side dishes and a curry were 
all put into one bag and were shared by the family. This changed with some 
organizations being permitted to work in the camps. They gave he non food 
relief items and the basic amenities such as plates and mats. 
 The organizations working in with the IDPS found it impossible to 
provide cooked food for prolonged periods of time. Hence community 
canteens were promoted. A number of households are grouped together and 
are given food items. They have to take responsibility to cook.  
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 This seems to have restored minimal dignity among the people. 
Now they don’t have to rush to a spot at a given time to collect food. But 
the misery is far from over, they continue to live ever dependent.  
 Baby food, nutritious food for pregnant women, and food for those 
with special needs is a serious concern. Some welfare agencies have 
distributed milk powder. Since it is not available on a regular basis and the 
people cannot afford to buy it, they give it up. They continue to beg for 
additional rations. 
 
Education  
 
 Many camps are located in schools. This has affected the education 
of the local children. The classes are conducted under the trees. The newly 
arrived children have lost almost a year of education. Some of them are 
taken into the regular schools while others stay in the camps. The teachers 
who were displaced along with them organize some classes for them in a 
few camps. Recently UNICEF has donated books to the children and is also 
creating child friendly spaces in some camps.   
 Vocational education is being planned for the youth. In some places 
the training has started. Youth from the camps are trained in language and 
job skills. They are given two identity cards. One is kept at home and the 
other is kept with them. While they are away the card is used to prove that 
they live in the camp and the second identity card is given to them as a 
proof of undergoing vocational education. They use the card when they get 
by check points. 
 

 Movement 
 
 The movement of the refugees is strictly restricted. They can’t leave 
the camp. The senior citizens, that is people above 60 years were allowed to 
leave the camps. They try and find some relatives and leave the camp at the 
earliest.  In some camps where the people moved out trusting their relatives 
to take care of them find themselves wanting for food. They approach the 
NGOs privately express their plight and get some food.  
 Having covered most of the basic areas it is time to look at the 
popular questions and the justifications. The questions are asked by the 
media, human rights groups and others concerned with the welfare of the 
people being kept in the camps. 

1. What about people who are kept in the internment camps? They 
have multi-layer barbed wire fencing. 

2. Why are the international agencies not allowed to work inside the 
camps? 

3. What the agencies working in the camps. What are they involved in? 
4. All the camp inmates are looked upon with suspicion as if the 

belong to the LTTE? 
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5. How long are these camps going to last? Is there a possibility of 
resettlement? 

6. Now who will bargain for the rights of the tamils? LTTE was the 
face of the struggle! 

7. Government will exploit the Tamils further and give them nothing! 
 
Justifications 
 

1. The people have to be guarded and kept in safety. In order to 
prevent them from escaping and others from entering illegally there 
is a fence. During the early part of April a few people escaped from 
the camps and hence there is a high security. People are much 
better of here than in the forests running to save their lives. There is 
safety and security. They have food to eat, a roof to live under and 
some basic needs are met. 

2. When the camps were being prepared in Vavuniya in November 
2008 there was an invitation given to the International 
Humanitarian agencies to help in preparing the camps. They 
showed a cold shoulder. The plan was to prepare for about 100,000 
people. The first group of people nearly 30000 arrived by the end of 
November – beginning of December. But the INGOs continued 
their stand. So there is little choice, they had to do good with what 
they had.  

3. There are many local NGOs working in the camps. The UNHCR 
has provided the tents, the World good program provides food, the 
UNICEF provides water tanks and takes care of Children’s needs. 
Many local NGOs (about 20) and some INGOs are allowed to 
work with their local staff.  

4. Screening needs to be done. All the inmates have been involved 
with the LTTE in some way. Some out of choice, some without a 
choice. So there is a need to take care of the situation. Not let the 
people suffer any more. Therefore there is a lot of screening and 
checking that goes on. But not all are looked upon with suspicion.   

5. 180 days is the minimum time period that has been given. 
Resettlement will start. But it will be a long process. It may go on 
for about two years. Actually, if the people are segregated according 
to their places of origin it is manageable. Once those from Mannar 
and Vavuniya are separated there will very few who are from the 
Vanni. It becomes easy to handle them. Additionally as soon as the 
infrastructure is ready people will be able to move freely. The same 
happened in the East.  

6. LTTE claimed to be the sole representative of the Tamil cause. 
Now that it is dissipated. The image of a sole representative was self 
made and did not have the blessing of all the Tamil Speaking people 
of the Island. Though it was the nominal face that brought the issue 
to the front  it also did a lot of damage in the bargain by not 
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allowing other democratic forces to grow alongside. They were 
often considered traitors. That successfully dealt with the emergent 
leaders. Despite the fact,  now there are groups that are coming 
together to look at a more positive future.  

7. The Tamil Politicians have always had trouble in seeing eye to eye 
even on crucial issues. After the Vaddukottai declaration in 1977, 
there have been few times that the Tamil Politicians have acted 
together. This is an opportunity for them to come together and 
bargain for a common minimum program. The point is that there 
are leaders. They need to show some sincerity to the cause. Now 
there is a common ground to fight for the rights.  

 
Notes 

 

                                                 

1 This represents only the population in Vavuniya and not Mannar and Trincomalee 



Discussion Paper-II 
 

Anti-Christian Riots in Orissa – Large 
Scale Destruction and Displacement. 

 
Background 
 
    The anti-Christian violence in the eastern Indian province of Orissa 
for the last couple of years has left hundreds of Christians dead and 
thousands displaced. For more than two decades the Hindu fundamentalist 
groups have been targeting the Christian population of the tribal district of 
Kandhamal in Orissa. The Viswa Hindu Parishad (VHP) a militant Hindu 
revivalist organization and Bajarang Dal, its more militant youth wing and 
the Rastriya Swayam Seva Sangh (RSS) are in the forefront of a virulent 
campaign against the evangelical activity in the district. The missionaries 
since a long time as elsewhere embarked upon the twin tasks of serving the 
dispossessed and proselytizing resulting in the bourgeoning of the Christian 
population in the district. An overwhelming majority of the Christians are 
panas a Scheduled caste (untouchable caste placed in the lowest rung of the 
Hindu social order). The Church not only baptized them into new faith but 
also initiated them into a new world of empowerment. Their educational 
attainment and the consequent assertion could not be tolerated by the caste 
Hindus who for centuries denied them social, political and spiritual space 
within the rubric of Hinduism1. The orthodox elements among the Hindus 
saw the recalcitrant panas as a threat to their hegemony and hence directed 
their ire against the Church which made the panas conscious of their 
citizenship and rights. The entrepreneurial aspirations of the panas were also 
unpalatable to the business class among the caste Hindus. The Hindus in 
general are annoyed over the activities of some over enthusiastic 
missionaries, but it was the Hindutva groups that instigated the Hindus 
chauvinists.  

The assortment of militant Hindu groups led by Lakshamananda 
Saraswati set themselves on a reconversion mission. They found the tribes, 
the major social block in the district, to be acquiescing to their ideology and 
started indoctrinating them. Meanwhile some Christian pana leaders urged 
the government to make them eligible for the reservation facility (positive 
discrimination policy) enjoyed by the local Tribes as both the groups speak 
the same Kui language. This demand enraged the tribes as they found in it an 
evil design to usurp their privilege. Since then the animosity between the 
Tribes and the Christian panas grew. The Hindu groups fuelled the fire and 
ensured that the differences are transformed into strong anti-Christian 
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sentiments. Thus communalization of the peaceful and picturesque 
Khandamal district was complete. 
 

The Pogrom 
 

The murder of Lakshmananda, in August 2008, allegedly by the 
Maoists (a Communist guerilla group) sparked off unprecedented violence 
against the Christians- both tribes and panas. The VHP called it the 
handiwork of the Church. In the ensuing riots nearly two hundred people 
were killed and more than fifty thousand were rendered homeless. The 
Hindu mobs mostly comprising the tribes led the attacks against the 
unsuspecting Christians who were outnumbered and defenseless. Fearing for 
their lives hundreds of families hid in the dense forests for days together. 
According to conservative estimates at least 200 churches were razed to 
ground. Houses belonging to Christians were blasted by lighting off the 
cooking gas cylinders and the valuables were looted. Scores of fleeing people 
were killed and burnt or thrown into the ponds and rivulets. The district that 
was never known for organized violence witnessed new killing methods and 
hate campaign that reflected meticulous planning and supervision. Guns, 
crude bombs along with the conventional swords and bows and arrows were 
used in a big way and vehicles carrying liquor barrels followed the 
perpetrators. 

 The ill trained state police and the inept the local administration 
could do little to contain the violence as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) the 
political face of the Hindu revivalist movement was a partner in the coalition 
government ruling the state of Orissa. The Central Reserve Police Force 
(CRPF) had to be rushed in to salvage the situation. It thwarted an attempt 
by thousands of aggressive women cadres of the Hindu groups to attack a 
relief camp at Raikia. The rioters at several places publicly ordered the 
Christians either to accept Hindu faith or leave the place. Even those 
benefited by the church joined the killing hordes. The VHP and the Bajrang 
Dal activists succeeded in creating an ethnic divide which almost resulted in 
ethnic cleansing as well as a full-scale war against church.  
 

The Relief Camps in Andhra Pradesh 
 

The riot victims fled Orissa to far-flung places. A group of 132 
people comprising 44 women including girls, belonging to Balliguda, 
Tikabali and Raikia blocks of the district walked for three days and hundred 
miles through thick forests to reach a tribal hamlet ‘Savara Koligaon’ in 
Srikakulam district in the neighbouring state of Andhra Pradesh. The 
authors visited the camp to get first hand information about their travails. 
The local pastor who was an acquaintance of these people accommodated 
them in a small church hall. These IDPs who arrived at the village in 
October 2008 were apprehensive of fresh outbreak of violence and hence 
gave up the idea to return. Ranjit Nayak lamented that the coexistence of the 
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panas and the Khandas and Kuis (Tribes) was destroyed in no time by the 
obscurantist forces. Though the relief camp has given the victims some 
succor, the situation is unlikely to be encouraging as neither the local 
administration nor NGOS were extending their help.   

A few miles away in another camp at Kudumasingi tribal village 104 
people including 37 women took shelter in a church. The local pastor who 
was organizing the camp was skeptic about running it in view of resource 
crunch. Jisai Digal, a pastor form Barakhama village from where the trouble 
started, foresaw a grim future for the Christians in Kandhamal and a 
protracted displacement. 

The most horrifying tales were told by children accommodated in 
another local church at Palasa. The parents of some children at a relief camp 
in Kandhamal requested a humanitarian worker to take away their children 
to a safer place. He brought 45 children, all aged 8 to 13 years to the church 
at Chinabadam. Eleven year old Titus Digal who saw his uncle slain did not 
want to return. The uncle of Akshaya Nayak was also killed. Their family 
hiding in a hillock watched their house being burnt. Nine year old Roshlina 
Nayak too was unwilling to return to her native village. The young children 
bore the scars of worst kind of violence.     

A total of 278 people including women and children are living in 
three relief camps in Srikakulam district of Andhra Pradesh. The organizers 
of these camps were awaiting help from the local authorities. The well-
meaning pastors were not trained in relief work.  Since the camps are located 
in remote places the government agencies as well as civil society 
organizations were unable to know about them.    
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Discussion Paper-III 
 

Chair’s Summary: GP 10 Conference in 
Oslo, 16 - 17 October 2008. 

 
 
 The purpose of this high level conference was to assess the 
accomplishments and shortcomings of the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement over the last 10 years, and to chart a way forward for national 
and international decision makers, including relevant states, UN bodies, 
regional organizations and civil society actors. Specifically, the conference 
sought to generate increased political will to incorporate the GPs into 
national, regional and global frameworks and to encourage progress towards 
their practical implementation. 
 The conference reaffirmed the Guiding Principles as an important 
framework for upholding the rights of IDPs and was encouraged by reports 
from a number of states that the Principles had been incorporated into 
national laws and policies and that a variety of actors have found them useful 
in promoting IDP rights.  
 However, the conference emphasized that increased political and 
financial commitment is needed to ensure the full protection of IDPs.  States 
are encouraged to develop or strengthen their policies to include: (1) 
preventive measures to avert displacement, (2) crisis mitigation procedures, 
to be activated once displacement has occurred, and (3) durable solution 
frameworks. 
 There is an urgent need for humanitarian and development actors, 
governments and financial institutions need to work together to ensure 
durable solutions to displacement. Joint approaches are also required to 
address the challenges resulting from the increasing scale and complexity of 
forced displacement, and to ensure that the standards set by the Guiding 
Principles are met. 
 

Achievements of the Guiding Principles 
 

"The day I met Roberta Cohen, Dr. Francis Deng and Christophe Beau turned my life - 
we received the leverage that we could use to empower men and women and promote respect 
of IDP views and opinions."  
 Julia Kharashvili, Consent IDP Women Association, Georgia 

 Participants in the conference emphasized that the Guiding 
Principles have become a key point of reference for the development of 
normative frameworks for the protection of IDPs in domestic laws and 
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policies. For example, the government of Uganda’s IDP policy is based on 
the Guiding Principles, on International Humanitarian Law and on its 
national Constitution to serve as a guide for government institutions, 
humanitarian and development agencies while providing assistance and 
protection to internally displaced persons. In Georgia, the Ministry of 
Refugees and Accommodation has consulted international representatives to 
ensure that the actions of the Government are in compliance with the 
standards of the Guiding Principles, as outlined in the IDP State Strategy 
Plan of Action. In Turkey, the government has incorporated the Guiding 
Principles in its Strategy document and used them as a basis for its 
Compensation Law. With the help of the UN, the model used to develop 
the Van Province Plan of action for IDPs is now being expanded to cover 
other provinces. Examples from Mozambique and The Maldives were also 
given, confirming the relevance of incorporating the Guiding Principles into 
national legislation in situations of displacement resulting from natural 
disasters. 
 At the regional level, the Organization of American States and the 
Council of Europe have recommended the adoption of the Guiding 
Principles through national legislation to their Member States. In Africa, the 
Great Lakes Protocol on the Protection and Assistance to Internally 
Displaced Persons includes a legal obligation for signatories to incorporate 
the Guiding Principles into domestic law.  

"We didn't know where to start [in addressing issues related to forced displacement] but 
the Guiding Principles gave us a basis from which to commit states to come up with a 
legally binding instrument."   
Liberata Mulamula, International Conference on the Great Lakes Region, 
Burundi 

 The essential role of the judicial system and civil society 
organizations in promoting the Guiding Principles and monitoring 
commitments and obligations of national authorities was highlighted in the 
context of Colombia.  
 The conference provided an occasion for the UNRSG on the 
Human Rights of IDPs, Mr. Walter Kälin, to launch a new resource: Protecting 
Internally Displaced Persons:  A Manual for Law and Policymakers. This publication, 
developed by an international group of legal experts, provides practical 
guidance for bringing relevant domestic laws in line with the Guiding 
Principles. Furthermore, this accessible guide promotes ownership of the 
Principles by the governments of states affected by displacement. 
 During the discussion, it became apparent that the Guiding 
Principles are operationally valuable for actors engaged in providing 
protection and assistance to IDPs. From the point of view of humanitarian 
agencies, the Guiding Principles have shaped humanitarian and protection 
operations. They also provide the primary reference from which 
humanitarian and protection standards and practices are developed. 
UNHCR affirmed that the Guiding Principles have become an extremely 
relevant protection instrument, in the absence of binding instruments, and 
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that UNHCR's operational responsibilities in relation to displaced persons 
have been developed based on the Guiding Principles. The Emergency 
Relief Coordinator highlighted the role of the Guiding Principles in helping 
to develop partnerships, and therefore, better preparedness and responses. 
ICRC expressed its conviction of the relevance of the Guiding Principles, 
stating that the Guiding Principles are as pertinent during and after an armed 
conflict as they are in situations of internal strife, complex emergencies, or 
natural disasters; in certain instances they provide more specific guidance 
than International Humanitarian Law.  OHCHR noted that the Guiding 
Principles had proven to be useful in a variety of situations and that they had 
been shared with all its offices. 
 With respect to displacement resulting from natural disasters, the 
conference affirmed that the Guiding Principles provide a useful framework 
for disaster risk reduction, the mitigation of displacement, and ending 
displacement after disasters. In situations of disaster-induced displacement, 
protection risks are often under-estimated. In disaster prone countries, the 
Guiding Principles should be used to build closer partnerships between 
governments, aid providers and civil society, as part of the disaster 
prevention framework. At the onset of a disaster, IOM noted the role of the 
Guiding Principles in serving as a checklist to develop a response strategy 
which ensures that all proper planning and response are carried out.  
 

Challenges Ahead 
 
 Despite the considerable achievements outlined above, major 
challenges to the realization of rights of IDPs remain. The number of people 
who have been forcibly displaced from their homes is estimated at one 
percent of the world's population.  Moreover the number of IDPs continues 
to increase, primarily as a result of the growth in disasters-induced 
displacement related to climate change, but also because of protracted 
situations of displacement. Protracted displacement usually occurs as a result 
of unresolved conflicts, lack of political will amongst national governments, 
as well as insufficient support by international actors. In many countries, 
significant gaps between policies and practice are observed, especially in 
relation to durable solutions. 

 "[A failure to consult with IDPs led to the] supply of non-germinating seeds and brittle 
farm implements to the impoverished IDP community."  
James Otto, Human Rights Focus, Uganda 

 The conference noted that a majority of states affected by internal 
displacement remain unable or unwilling to take on their responsibilities for 
protecting IDPs. In the worse cases, the humanitarian space required to 
prevent displacement or to provide protection to IDPs is limited as a result 
of obstruction by governments or non-state actors. In reality, the 
Responsibility to Protect concept has been of limited value in the protection 
of human rights of IDPs, as a number of states remain more committed to 
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the doctrine of national sovereignty when it comes to dealing with internal 
displacement. 
 It was felt that the current legal and normative protection framework 
needed to be re-examined in the light of the new categories of forced 
migrants as a result of climate change-related disasters or long-term 
environment degradation. 
 With an increasing number of IDPs residing in urban areas, states 
and protection agencies must seek new, appropriate means of providing 
them with adequate protection and assistance, as their requirements are 
different from those of people in camp settings or in rural areas. The 
appropriate durable solutions also need to be considered, as urbanization 
affects choices and opportunities. For example, after IDPs have adapted to 
urban livelihoods, return to rural homes is often no longer an option.  
 With respect to international protection, humanitarian reform has 
contributed to better predictability in humanitarian responses. The fact that 
UNHCR now takes the lead for protecting IDPs in situations of armed 
conflict has significantly improved leadership of coordination of protection. 
Nevertheless, as stressed by the ERC, humanitarian actors risk having their 
credibility undermined if greater care is not given to ensure equality of 
attention to different IDP populations in protracted crises.  
 In situations of disaster-induced displacement, protection leadership 
remains inadequate at the institutional level, as the responsibility for 
international coordination is divided between UNHCR, UNICEF and 
OHCHR, all of which have concerns about their capacity to take on this 
additional responsibility.  
 

Recommendations 
 
 The Guiding Principles should be incorporated into national 
legislation so as to promote their implementation and accountability for the 
protection of IDPs. The publication of the Manual for Law and 
Policymakers on Protecting Internally Displaced Persons will be a useful 
resource to governments as it provides a guide for policy makers to bring 
relevant domestic laws in line with the Guiding Principles in a practical way.  
National authorities not only have a responsibility to develop legislative 
frameworks, but also to ensure that laws and policies are implemented. 
 Effective partnerships are required to meet the twin challenges of 
preventing displacement and of ending displacement. These partnerships 
should be developed amongst states; between states and civil society; 
between states and financial institutions; between states, civil society and 
international protection and assistance agencies; and between international 
humanitarian agencies and development agencies.  
 More efforts need to be made to prevent displacement, through 
effective disaster risk reduction and emergency preparedness, and through 
conflict prevention. In parallel, sustained efforts need to be made to end 
displacement. Both areas of action should be accompanied by coordinated 



Chair’s Summary 107 

political commitment of all influential actors, as well as adequate and 
predictable resourcing.  
 Planning for durable solutions must start soon after displacement 
occurs so as to facilitate the transition from humanitarian assistance to 
development through effective early recovery strategies. Following the 
ongoing field-testing of the framework for durable solutions, the focus 
should be on implementing the framework, from an early stage in the 
humanitarian response.  
 Political dialogue, including peace negotiations, needs to ensure that 
IDPs' voices are represented and heard on all issues that affect them. 
Experience shows that early and sustained dialogue on issues relating to 
access to land, housing and property is essential to the identification of 
durable solutions.   
 In disaster prone countries, the Guiding Principles should be used 
to build closer partnerships between governments, aid providers and civil 
society, as part of the disaster prevention framework. At the onset of a 
disaster, the Guiding Principles should be used as a checklist to develop a 
response strategy to ensure that all proper planning and response are carried 
out.  
 With an increasing number of IDPs residing in urban centers, states 
and protection agencies must seek new, appropriate means of providing 
them with adequate protection and assistance, as their requirements are 
different from those of people in camp settings or in rural areas. 
 Finally, it is important to develop mechanisms to ensure the 
participation of IDPs in political processes, in decisions affecting their lives 
during displacement, and in developing and implementing solutions to bring 
an end to their displacement. Their participation is a precondition to the 
implementation of the Guiding Principles. 



Book Review 
 
 

The Wasted Vigil, Author: Nadeem Aslam, Publisher: Faber and 
Faber, 2008/ Penguin India pp 372 
 
 Nadeem Aslam’s ‘The Wasted Vigil’ is a book that is a literary 
dedication to the people of Afghanistan. No pretensions on that here. The 
smallest episode, the biggest incident, tragic statistics, cruel objectives, the 
minutest detail on Afghanistan and the Afghan people find a way into the 
book. And that is Aslam’s strength here – a passion to tell Afghanistan’s 
contemporary, war-riddled history backed by extensive research. The lives 
and experiences of his characters are just pretexts to talk about the country 
and its war history of daily brutality. A motley mix of men, women and 
children, it really is the critical dialogue from the female characters that 
makes this Afghan story at once poignant and disquieting, set as it is against a 
tapestry of savagery where love, compassion and humanity negotiate their 
space amidst violence and even more violence.  
 In this never-ending war the Soviets, the Americans, Pakistanis and 
the Afghan Mujahideen are all equal villains with the ordinary Afghan caught 
in the crossfire. But Aslam’s ordinary Afghan is as much Marcus Caldwell, an 
Islam convert married to an Afghan woman and living in the shadow of the 
Tora Bora mountains for half a decade as is Casa, a Talib who grew up across 
the eastern border of Afghanistan in womenless, sadistic Taliban-run refugee 
camps. Zameen’s narrative encompasses accounts of innumerable Afghan 
women – of repeated displacement and seemingly interminable mental, 
physical and sexual violence both in the public and personal spheres as each 
man carries forward his personal cycle of cruelty. 
 The lone survivor in that mansion of memories Marcus, opens his 
home — quite literally a metaphor for Afghanistan and a beautifully haunting 
monument to his own colossal losses - to the rest of the narrative threads. So 
there is the Russian woman Lara looking for her soldier brother who 
disappeared during the Soviet invasion after defecting; David, the American 
and a former spy whose ideals swing as wildly as the fortunes of Afghanistan 
during his twenty-five years in the country; Dunia, the primary school teacher 
and the martyr’s promised virgin; James, a Special Forces soldier, the 
disconcerting symbol of the war against terror and…to Casa. United in 
suffering – each personal though - yet still divided by ideology their fates and 
lives are entwined but never joined. Each searching for the elusive - Marcus 
for his grandson, Lara for her brother, Casa for the virgin promised on the 
eve of his martyrdom, Dunia for a life of dignity and respect and David for 
his son.  
 The brutality evident in the deaths of characters and the memory of 
it for the living whether it is Lara’s husband’s torture or her own beating at 
the hands of a boy not even half her age, Marcus’ amputation and Qatrina’s 
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insanity and subsequent stoning, of life and death in a single frame when 
Zameen gives birth even as butterfly mines kill the two boys she is 
protecting. The violence is evidenced in not just the characters but in the 
books nailed to the ceiling, the abandoned perfume factory in the garden, the 
partially excavated head of a Gandhara Buddha, the mud-masked paintings, 
all gathered together in one house and all buried away from the Taliban’s 
Vices and Virtues ministry. Marcus’ home, like Afghanistan, is the graveyard 
of a great, distinctive, violated, moth-eaten culture protected within the 
shambled remains of shell-shocked walls.  
 As the novel unfolds, Aslam meticulously peels off layers of 
documented savagery witnessed by the country over centuries from vicious 
rapes to the conniving and feuding warlords, ghastly methods of torture and 
its common employment, misguided Americans and their mulish meddling, 
friendly fire and civilian casualties, of local political tussles settled by missiles 
and international forces. The brutality of the violence is heightened by its 
absurdity as Qatrina is stoned for her ‘illegitimate’ relationship with Marcus. 
A marriage of several decades is annulled and termed adultery as the 
ceremony was performed by a woman.  
 The Wasted Vigil as a narrative nonfiction gives greater coherence to 
the widespread experience of terror and trauma, distrust and dread, cynicism 
and hatred and ultimately the human cost of the war.  Aslam’s own subtle 
rage at the callous complicity of men and nations in the devastation of 
Afghanistan is unmistakable throughout the book. The Wasted Vigil is an 
ode to not just one immigrant community or one war-wrecked village but the 
psyche of a people mutilated by war and oppression. So from the Afghan 
refugees in Pakistan, to the Sikh and Hindu community in the country, the 
orphaned Afghan boys-turned-Talibs programmed for revenge in the Taliban 
refugee camps all find themselves woven into the book.  
 Aslam’s political acumen is evident in the dispelling of the western 
discourse that converges on Taliban and Al-Qaeda sponsored terrorism as all 
that haunts Afghanistan today, replacing it with the more compelling 
argument that there actually is a multiplicity of factors at work. And in doing 
so there is an unmistakable analogous fanatical thread between a Muslim 
fundamentalist’s zeal and an American CIA operative’s righteous view of his 
job.  
 And even as Usha, the village is silenced into fear by the proximity 
of the continuing war it has its quiet broken by the falling thud of the books 
nailed to the mortared ceilings. And it is this stunning contiguity of brutality 
and love, moths and butterfly mines, precious stones and cluster mines, 
birdsong and booby-traps, love and desperation, madness and clarity that is 
at once beautiful and harrowing. 
 And yet there is an unquenchable vein of hope in this seemingly 
hopeless situation swathed in the closing images of Marcus’ unending 
optimism as he continues his search for his grandson against the backdrop 
of the Buddha head slung from a military helicopter swinging high above the 
Hindu Kush as it is transported to the Kabul Museum. Also the author of 
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the much-admired Maps for Lost Lovers, Nadeem Aslam’s third novel, The 
Wasted Vigil, is a literary recognition of, and tribute to, the anguish and 
tenacity of the Afghans both inside and out of Afghanistan.  
     
  

     By Deepali Gaur 
 

 
The Great Immigration: Russian Jews in Israel, Author: Dina 
Siegel, Publisher: Berghahn Books, 1998 
 
 More than 750,000 Russian Jews arrived in Israel between 1988 and 
1996. The major wave of Russian Jewish immigration began in 1987 and 
reached its peak in 1992 but even today there is a steady flow of immigrants 
from Russia to Israel. There are around 700,000 Russian Jews in Israel who 
constitute the second largest ethnic category after the Israeli Arabs who make 
up for around twenty-five percent of the population. Siegel is of the opinion 
that the scale and nature of the recent Russian Jewish immigration to Israeli 
society have been such as to contradict most of the known theories of 
immigration, integration and absorption. However, this Great Immigration, 
as it has been called, has gone largely unnoticed in Israeli public life. 
Information about this important event has been sketchy and largely 
characterized by stereotypes and simplistic generalizations. 
 The Great Immigration describes the impact of the immigration of 
the Russian Jews from the former Soviet Union to Israel. The sheer number 
of the immigrants, their diverse occupational qualifications and rich 
intellectual resources, their rapid integration into every sphere of social 
activity and their surprisingly successful political mobilization brought about 
a major transformation in Israeli society. The author refers to this 
immigration as having changed Israel, on the one hand, and the Russian Jews 
changed themselves, forging a new identity, on the other. . For instance, the 
Israeli society of the 1990s expected the new immigrants to be enthusiastic 
Zionists, similar to the previous waves of immigrants but the scenario had 
changed considerably as on the one hand, the new immigrants came from a 
different Russia while on the other, Israeli society was not the same as twenty 
or thirty years ago, when the earlier waves of immigration had taken place.  
As a result, for the first time Israel moved towards greater cultural and ethnic 
pluralism. Based on a number of case studies, this book offers the first in-
depth analysis of the life of the new Russian-Jewish immigrants and the 
interaction between them and other Israeli citizens. The author explores the 
peculiar set of problems facing the immigrants from the former Soviet Union 
and shows how the newcomers, by sheer number, were able to exploit their 
skills and capacity for political mobilization, to resist bureaucratic control and 
cultural assimilation. Adaptation did take place but resulted in new 
institutions and formations of class, hierarchy and leadership. The integration 
of such vast numbers of immigrants over a relatively short period is a 
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significant challenge for a society by any standards, but must certainly be 
considered an exceptional experience for a relatively small country such as 
Israel. 
 The focus of Dina Siegel’s work is to analyze the process of 
adaptation of the immigrants in terms of the formation of their ethnic and 
personal identities with particular emphasis on how they took advantage of 
their public categorization as Russians to their advantage and furthermore 
how the preservation of Russian ‘traits’ was in fact an aspect in the cultural 
adaptation of the immigrants. A short time after their arrival in Israel, the 
Russian Jews realized that their interest could only be served by claiming 
their ethnic rights. The Russian immigrants were unable to escape 
stigmatization and avoid economic difficulties in the very diverse, ethnically 
and religiously unequal Israeli society. In such circumstances the symbolic 
significance of their Russian identity as well as their status as new immigrants 
became central to their existence and subsequently their ethnic-political 
identification in Israel became organizationally and characteristically relevant. 
 The distinctiveness of the book lies in the fact that the study is 
replete with detailed ethnographic descriptions and provides some rather 
fascinating insights while attempting to portray the process of identity 
formation and self empowerment of the new entrants in all its intricacy and 
diversity through its various stages but all this is subjugated to the voices and 
opinions of the immigrants themselves.  
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