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My subject today is “The Forgotten ‘Refugees’: Protecting People Uprooted in Their Own Countries.” Before we laun ch into this subject, I’d like to do what I would call an internal power point presentation – I’d like you to close your eyes and take a moment to picture what it would be like if you had to run from your home, your apartment, your dorm because of an imminent threat, or because you were being forced out at gunpoint on ethnic, political, religious, racial grounds, or because you got caught in the middle of a civil war. You couldn’t take with you many of your belongings; you probably would get separated, at least temporarily, from your husband, wife, partner, children, whoever is close to you. You would no longer be able to go to your job or university or be connected to your neighborhood or community. In fact, the pillars that make up your life – and each one of you know what those pillars are -- would be gone, pretty much in a flash. Nor would you probably have with you the basic documents that could establish your identity. What would you feel? excruciatingly vulnerable; exposed -- to hunger, sickness, homelessness; alone in the world and in large measure without an identity. And on top of that you become an easy target for being robbed, gang raped, recruited into an armed force, trafficked, killed. Anyone in this room who has ever felt desperate or dependent on someone else for help, even for a day, will understand what it is to be an internally displaced person. 

In today’s world there are 20 to 25 million people whom we call internally displaced persons or IDPs who are uprooted by conflict, ethnic strife or human rights violations and who remain within the borders of their own countries. There are millions more displaced by natural disasters like the tsunami or Hurricane Katrina and also by development projects but we will focus today on those uprooted by war. Let me emphasize that those displaced by conflict who remain within their own countries are not refugees. Although they are often called refugees by the media, refugees flee across borders into foreign states where they seek asylum. In fact, the entire refugee system is predicated on the fact that refugees lack the protection of their own government and need substitute international protection abroad. To provide them with protection, an organization, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, was created in 1950 and an international Refugee Convention was adopted in 1951. 

This international system for refugees, however, did not extend to persons forcibly displaced and at risk within their own countries. Traditional notions of sovereignty precluded this concern. Governments were considered to have the exclusive responsibility for providing for the well being and security of their citizens. If they failed to do so or deliberately subjected their populations to forced displacement, starvation, mass killings, the international community basically stood by.  When Hitler and Stalin uprooted millions of their citizens prior to and during the Second World War, it was basically considered their business. In 1988 in Sudan, the world watched 250,000 displaced Dinka starve to death when their own government blocked international access to them.   

The international treatment of refugees and IDPs has therefore been entirely different even though there are obvious similarities between the two groups; hence the title of today’s lecture – the forgotten refugees. Like refugees, IDPs share the traumatic experience of displacement and often can be found in refugee like conditions in their own countries – in camps, without food, medicine, shelter or a modicum of protection. Most IDPs, like refugees, are women and children left to fend for themselves. Less obviously, many IDPs, just like refugees, do not have the protection of their own government. This has been a hard point to get across. As I noted earlier, an international refugee regime was necessary because refugees didn’t have the protection of their own government. But IDPs also do not often have the protection of their own government. 

The first time I saw IDPs was in Ethiopia in 1984. A combination of drought, famine and civil war had forced hundreds of thousands of men, women and children from their homes to camp like settlements in the north of the country.  The Ethiopian government was not only neglecting these people but persecuting them on ethnic grounds -- they were Tigrayans and the government was at war with them. They were destitute, without food, clean water, clothing, shelter, medicine or sanitation. I had accompanied a USAID food shipment, and hundreds of people gathered around me, believing I could help them. I remember one woman who pushed up against me and opened up some rags showing a small child with his insides hanging out. For me this was not only a traumatic moment but a seminal moment. I realized that had these people been able to cross the border into Sudan or Kenya, they would have been assured steady, predictable help from the United Nations. But for those who stayed inside their own country there was no established system of international protection and assistance to help them 

Why, you might ask, don’t most IDPs flee across borders and become refugees? Many are trapped by mountains and rivers that impede their flight. Or they may be too poor to become refugees – you need money sometimes to bribe a border guard or buy a ticket somewhere. Afghans fleeing the war in 2001 had to pay Pakistan’s border police to gain entry. Even in the US – poor people couldn’t leave New Orleans because they didn’t own a car. Some IDPs rather than cross a border choose to stay in safer parts of their own country, because they prefer familiar surroundings. There’s another consideration too. Hostility to refugees and asylum seekers has grown since the end of the Cold War, and especially since 9/11, with many countries seeing it as too costly, destabilizing or even dangerous to admit refugees. In several recent emergencies – the war in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq – neighboring states have closed their borders to refugees or in other cases, adopted restrictive admissions policies. As a result, there are twice as many IDPs (20 to 25 million) in the world today as refugees (9.2 million of concern to UNHCR plus several million Palestinians).

Why should the international community develop an international system to protect internally displaced persons? There are some good reasons. I will highlight six.

First are the numbers. When first counted in 1982, the internally displaced were only 1.2 million in 11 countries. By the 1990s, 20 to 25 million were to be found in more than 40 countries, the result of an explosion of civil wars emanating from or following the cold war. In some instances, government counter-insurgency operations or ethnic cleansing campaigns could be seen to be deliberately uprooting people, as in Bosnia, Burma, Iraq or the Russian Federation. In other cases, IDPs became trapped in the midst of civil wars, like in Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda. In states disintegrating into anarchism and warlord-ism, as in Sierra Leone and Somalia, insurgent groups committed some of the worst atrocities against IDPs. Today, there are 12 to 13 million IDPs in Africa, 5 to 6 million in Asia, 3 million in Europe and 2 to 3 million in the Americas. No part of the world is spared.

Second, their conditions compel an international response. The highest mortality rates ever recorded during humanitarian emergencies involve the internally displaced. They are often more deprived of food, shelter and health services than other members of the population and are more vulnerable to human rights abuse. If ever there was a humanitarian imperative, it is here. 

Third, conflicts that destroy the fabric of societies have political and strategic ramifications, requiring international action. Millions of people caught up in civil wars without the basic necessities of life can disrupt the stability of their own countries, turn countries into breeding grounds for lawlessness and terrorism, and undermine regional and international security. In Rwanda and the Great Lakes region of Africa, in Sierra Leone in West Africa, and in the Balkans in Europe, conflict and displacement in one country have spilled over borders, overwhelming neighboring countries with large numbers of refugees and igniting regional wars. Too often displacement is presented as a humanitarian problem requiring a humanitarian response, but civil wars are political and strategic problems requiring political action. It is everyone’s peril if they are left unaddressed. 

Fourth, sixty years after the Holocaust, it’s time for the UN to stop distancing itself from -- or implementing half-hearted responses to -- situations in which millions of people are forced from their homes by civil wars, deliberate governmental policies of ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity or even genocide.  In his recent report on UN reform, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said that “the responsibility to protect” must shift to the international community when national authorities fail to provide for the welfare and security of their citizens. Sovereignty, he wrote, cannot be allowed to serve as a barrier when the lives of millions of men, women and children are at risk. The world summit document adopted by heads of state in September 2005 most importantly affirmed a collective responsibility to protect in cases of genocide, ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity and war crimes -- albeit on a case-by-case basis. We must build upon this evolution from a strictly state-centered system in which sovereignty is absolute to one in which the behavior of states toward their own citizens is a matter of international concern and action. 

Fifth, peace and reconstruction in war-torn societies cannot take place without the effective reintegration of displaced persons. Many of the countries devastated by civil war had anywhere from one-third to three quarters of their population forcibly uprooted. Whether in Mozambique, Angola or Central America, reconstruction and development have had to take into account the return and reintegration of displaced people. The same is true today in Afghanistan, Iraq and Sudan.

And finally, the need to design a more predictable and effective international system for IDPs is essential because the current international response system is a thoroughly outmoded and inequitable one. Under the current system, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees attends to the needs of refugees, but far larger numbers of IDPs, uprooted for the same reasons as refugees and often in more desperate straits, receive far less international protection or assistance in most emergencies and sometimes none at all.  Most encouraging is that the new UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Antonio Guterres, recently commented that the absence of a system for IDPs is “undoubtedly the international community’s biggest failure in terms of humanitarian action.” 

Let us now look at what the international community is doing to address this global problem. The issue of IDPs only came onto the international agenda in the last decade of the twentieth century, and then only because of the prodding of non- governmental organizations. What has been accomplished over the past 15 years? 

To begin with, a conceptual framework has been developed. That is important because the UN needed an approach to deal with internal displacement and its relationship to the sovereignty of states. Sovereignty too often has been used as a justification for thwarting international aid to displaced populations. In Turkey during the Kurdish insurgency, the government barred international access to hundreds of thousands of displaced Kurds in dire need of protection and assistance. In Sudan, we see the government every day defying the international community in Darfur, attacking displaced persons camps and obstructing international aid. In Burma, the government prohibits access to its displaced ethnic groups.

In 1992, the Secretary-General appointed a Representative on Internally Displaced Persons from the Sudan, Francis Deng, with whom I worked closely. He helped develop the concept of sovereignty as a form of responsibility and we applied it to situations of internal displacement. Whereas traditional notions of sovereignty define sovereignty in terms of control over territory, population and resources, this concept adds responsibility to one’s population and to the international community. 

Sovereignty as responsibility recognizes the state’s primary role in providing life-supporting protection and assistance to its population. But it also says that if states are unable to fulfill their responsibilities, they are expected to request and accept outside offers of aid. If they refuse or deliberately obstruct access and put large numbers at risk, then the international community has a right -- even a responsibility -- to step in and assert its concern. International involvement can range from diplomatic dialogue to negotiation of access to bring in relief, to political pressure, to sanctions or in exceptional cases, to military intervention. 

By giving a role to the international community, the concept puts a limit on sovereignty. And that limit is reflected in many UN resolutions, which authorize relief corridors and cross-border operations to reach people in need. It is also reflected in Security Council resolutions, which since the 1990s have been demanding access for the delivery of relief to IDPs and other civilians and in exceptional cases have authorized the use of force to bring in humanitarian aid and provide protection. 

Sovereignty as responsibility has become widely accepted at the conceptual level. That is clear from the Secretary-General’s reform program and the World Summit document. Today, many governments do allow international access to their displaced populations and welcome humanitarian organizations and peacekeepers into their countries. Sri Lanka, for example, accepts the UN’s establishment of open relief centers on its territory. The Democratic Republic of the Congo accepts more than 16,000 UN troops which have responsibilities toward IDPs. Turkey is cooperating with the UN and World Bank in the return and reintegration of displaced Kurds, while in the south Caucasus the Georgian government encourages international access to its displaced. Even Sudan agreed to Operation Lifeline Sudan in the south of the country to allow international aid to reach displaced persons under insurgent and government control. 

At the same time we see a tug of war playing out daily between the defense of sovereignty and what I would call an emerging international responsibility to protect populations at risk. Of course some governments fear that international humanitarian action could be a cover for the interference of powerful countries in the affairs of weaker states. China, India and Egypt often express this, and it is a legitimate concern, especially given colonial history. But when large numbers of people are at risk of mass starvation, genocide, ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, international action becomes compelling. This is not to suggest that mobilizing international action is easy. There is often no readiness on the part of the international community to intervene with sufficient funds for emergencies or with troops where they are needed, Darfur being the latest example. But ideas do matter in shaping international action and we do have a conceptual framework to draw upon.    

Hand in hand with sovereignty as responsibility is a second area of progress – the development of a legal framework to protect IDPs.  The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement set forth the rights of IDPs and the responsibilities of governments, insurgent groups and all other actors toward them. They were developed by a team of international legal experts under the direction of the Representative and organized by our project at Brookings. The need for international standards became apparent in the late 1980s and early 1990s when relief organizations began to try to help IDPs and found that they had no clear rules for doing so. Indeed, UNHCR, UNICEF and NGOs began to appeal for a document they could turn to that would define IDPs and their rights. I remember Sadako Ogata, then head of UNHCR saying to us, “We need a piece of paper.” 

Guiding Principles were decided upon for three main reasons. First, there was no governmental support for the development of a legally binding treaty on a subject as sensitive as internal displacement. Second, treaty making could take decades, whereas there was urgent need for a document now to address the emergency needs of IDPs. Third, sufficient international law existed to make it possible to bring together in one document the myriad of provisions in human rights and humanitarian law that apply to IDPs. 

The Guiding Principles are thirty in number and are organized according to the different phases of displacement. They offer protection against arbitrary displacement, during displacement, and during return, resettlement, and reintegration. They cover a broad spectrum of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights and adapt them to the needs of IDPs – for example, the need for material assistance and for protection from assault, rape, ethnic cleansing, the need for education, documentation, to not be returned to situations of danger, to be consulted, and to receive restitution or compensation for lost property. Figuring prominently in the Principles are the needs of women and children.

The Principles also provide a definition of IDPs. The two crucial features of the definition are involuntary movement and remaining within one’s national borders.  The definition also includes the major causes of displacement - armed conflict, generalized violence, human rights violations, and natural or human-made disasters. Some experts did not want to include people uprooted by natural disasters in the definition of an IDP; they wanted only to include those who were uprooted by persecution and war, who would be refugees if they crossed a border. But the predominant view was that natural disasters should also be included because governments have been known to respond to natural disasters by discriminating against or neglecting certain groups on political or ethnic grounds. 

Since their presentation to the UN Commission on Human Rights in 1998, the Guiding Principles have been translated into more than 40 languages and are being widely used. The Principles as such are not a legally binding instrument, but they are based on international law and UN resolutions refer to them as “a standard.” UN agencies, regional bodies, NGOs, civil society organizations around the world and a growing number of governments have begun to use them as a checklist and yardstick for measuring conditions and as a basis for policies and laws. For example, when the government of Angola decided in 2001 to draft a law on the resettlement of its 3 to 4 million IDPs, who were returning after years of civil war, it based the provisions on the Guiding Principles. Similarly, when the government of Peru decided to provide material benefits to IDPs, it used the Principles when developing its 2004 law. In Colombia, the Constitutional Court based three of its decisions on providing material aid to IDPs on the Guiding Principles and the government has just now allocated more resources to IDPs because of the court’s rulings. In the case of Georgia, its government brought its laws and practices on IDP voting rights into line with the Guiding Principles, while governments like Burundi, Liberia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Uganda have based their national policies on the Principles.

What is most encouraging is that IDPs themselves and their representatives have begun to use the Principles. In Sierra Leone, displaced persons used them to call on UN agencies to provide education for IDP children in camps. In Sri Lanka, IDP representatives used the Principles in a meeting with camp commanders to raise problems of inadequate food rations, lack of clean water, and attacks on their security. 

Because the Guiding Principles have no enforcement machinery, much will be needed in the way of monitoring, advocacy and the engagement of local and international actors to promote their implementation. Governments after all may announce laws and policies based on the Principles but not necessarily implement them.

Some say compliance would be greater if there were a legally binding treaty on internal displacement like the Refugee Convention. The governments of Sudan, Egypt and India, for example, have pointed out that the Principles were not negotiated by governments or formally adopted by the General Assembly and therefore are not binding. And it is true that these are the first international standards drafted and finalized by experts outside the UN framework. But it also is true that the Guiding Principles are being applied internationally by a growing number of states and that continued usage will reinforce their “legal significance.” There are also dangers to embarking on a treaty too hastily. The treaty making process could turn into a pretext for watering down accepted provisions of international law on which the Principles are based. There are a number of governments that would like nothing better than to rewrite the Geneva Conventions, with the Bush Administration now in the forefront. At a meeting of international experts in 2002 the preponderance of opinion was that the most promising approach remains the expanded usage of the Principles until such time as the international community is ready to adopt a binding instrument that accords with the protection level set forth in the Principles.

Whatever the outcome of this debate, there is now a document to turn to when IDPs are denied life-saving protection and assistance. Tremendously encouraging was that the 2005 world summit document adopted by heads of state formally recognized the Guiding Principles as “an important international framework for the protection of internally displaced persons.” 

A third area with some progress is information collection. In 1999, at the request of the Representative and the UN, the Norwegian Refugee Council began to develop a global IDP database to maintain statistics and trends country by country. Their website is now widely consulted as an authoritative source of information. But there are problems when it comes to the numbers. Governments and insurgent groups often understate how many IDPs there are to deny the magnitude of the problem. Or they may exaggerate the numbers to secure more humanitarian aid. There is no counting on an individual basis and in many places IDPs are inaccessible to outsiders so the totals are largely “guesstimates.” Moreover, no one knows when displacement ends. Does it end when people return home? What if their homes are occupied by others, and they can’t sustain themselves? Does it end when the situation causing the displacement has ceased to exist? Does it end when IDPs are no longer in need even though they can’t return to their original homes? The Representative of the Secretary-General and the Brookings Project are currently developing benchmarks for deciding when displacement ends, and the Norwegian Refugee Council is looking into modifying the statistical criteria.

The fourth area, institutional arrangements, is problematic.  Should there be a new agency for IDPs? Neither the political will nor the resources exist to create a new agency for IDPs like the UNHCR for refugees. A new book from Georgetown University recommends the creation of a new agency – a UN High Commissioner for Forced Migrants -- to encompass both refugees and IDPs. The idea is persuasive, but there are several reasons that make it unlikely in the near future. Many governments would object to a specific agency that involves itself with their internally displaced populations and there would be fears that a new agency would duplicate the work of existing agencies. 

A more frequently suggested option is to enlarge the mandate of UNHCR to assume more of the responsibility. UNHCR’s long experience with protecting refugees makes it an obvious candidate for dealing with the internally displaced. But the very idea of an enlarged UNHCR has triggered turf wars with other agencies. When Richard Holbrooke, the former US Ambassador to the UN, recommended in 2000 that the primary mandate for internal refugees be given to UNHCR, the heads of the World Food Program, UNICEF and UNDP jointly marched into the Secretary-General’s office to protest. The staff at UNHCR has also been divided. Many fear that protecting people in their own countries could undermine UNHCR’s primary responsibility - defending the right of people to leave their countries and seek asylum abroad as refugees. 

Largely by default, the international community settled on what is called the “collaborative approach.”  Under this approach, all the agencies (UNHCR, UNICEF, the World Food Program, the World Health Organization, the UN Development Program, the Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights, other organizations outside the UN orbit like the International Organization for Migration and a myriad of NGOs) share the responsibility for responding to situations of internal displacement. Coordination is done by the Emergency Relief Coordinator at UN headquarters and by Resident Coordinators in the field. 

But the system has often failed. Nearly every UN and independent evaluation has found the collaborative approach ineffective. Agencies may pay lip service to coordination but in fact often resist being coordinated, and the coordinator does not have the authority to tell the powerful billion dollar operational agencies what to do. Thus, in Darfur, when the coordinator asked UNHCR to manage the IDPs camps, it was able to say “no. And in Uganda, UNICEF could take until 2005 to send in more protection officers despite the coordinator’s urging. Basically agencies basically pick and choose the situations in which they wish to become involved. 

In response to widely publicized deficiencies, the UN in mid-2005 came up with a division of labor to make the system more predictable: all the different agencies beginning in January 2006 will be expected to carve out areas of responsibility based on their expertise and carry them out on a regular basis in emergencies. They will remain under the Emergency Relief Coordinator but they will be accountable for certain tasks. UNHCR has agreed to assume the lead for protection of IDPs, the management of IDP camps, and emergency shelter. This marks a substantial enlargement of UNHCR’s role so we may be heading into UNHCR’s assuming more of the responsibility. 

But because the new system falls under the collaborative approach, we will have to see how this works in practice. However, the new High Commissioner for Refugees Guterres recently promised, “we will help to ensure that millions of IDPs benefit from the same kind of assistance and protection given consistently to refugees around the world.”

Resources will be an important determinant. Unfortunately, donors often lavish aid on areas of the world in which they have strategic interests, such as Iraq, the Balkans or Afghanistan and often underfund crises, especially in Africa, where the needs of IDPs and other civilians may be far greater. One avenue being explored is creating international funds for emergency action and post conflict reconstruction so that they are not impeded by bilateral influences.

The final area being worked on is protection. Agencies as you know regularly provide food, medicine and shelter to internally displaced persons. But they often have ignored the fact that the IDPs are being beaten, raped or killed, which has undermined the relief effort. Recognition has therefore grown over the past decade that assisting people with material aid must go hand in hand with protecting them from abuse. 

What does protecting people entail and who is supposed to do it? In the absence of national protection, international agencies may be called upon to set up early warning systems to alert people to threats and attacks, negotiate access with governments and insurgent groups, deploy staff among threatened communities, protect women and children, arrange relocations and evacuations, or intercede with authorities to assure that the displaced are not forcibly returned to conditions of danger.  

Most international field staff do not have this expertise. I remember being on the Kenya-Somalia border for UNHCR evaluating how refugee women were being protected. Somalis coming over the border carrying spears and entering the camps were raping the women every night. I also remember that the staff asked me what I thought should be done. I recommended that thorn branches be placed all around the camp to make it harder to enter and that women who had been raped more than once and seemed to targeted should be immediately moved. The UN did both. But I was struck by how little was known about what one should actually do to protect people. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross does have a protection mandate and considerable skills but it is not on the ground in every situation; UNHCR also has a protection mandate, but it has been largely focused on the legal question of securing asylum for refugees. Today, however, ICRC, UNHCR and other organizations in the field are developing their protection skills, reporting on protection problems, increasing their presence outside of capitals, advocating jointly with governments and insurgent groups, designing assistance programs in ways that reinforce protection -- such as putting up lighting near latrines to deter sexual violence. Teams of protection advisers are being created.  

Nonetheless, in most emergencies, protection remains the wobbly leg of the table. In Darfur, there are more than 13,000 humanitarian workers on the ground, but fewer than 100 with protection responsibilities. A recent study by Brookings and the UN found that the UN’s approach to protection still remains largely “driven more by the personalities and convictions of individuals on the ground than by an institutional, system-wide agenda.” 

Some UN staff fear that advocating for the displaced could compromise their relationships with governments and threaten their aid programs, which is a legitimate concern. The dangers to staff are also considerable. In some emergencies in recent years more aid workers have been attacked or killed than peacekeepers. 

Sometimes, peacekeepers and police are the only way to provide protection. And since the 1990s, something new has occurred -- UN Security Council resolutions have called upon peacekeepers to assume protection responsibilities for IDPs -- that is, to accompany aid convoys, secure humanitarian areas, protect IDPs in camps, accompany displaced people returning home. The record, however, has been mixed. Most military interventions have succeeded in preventing mass starvation and have also provided some security. But there have been some well publicized failures. Srebrenica in the former Yugoslavia is seared in everyone’s memory. In Rwanda too, after the genocide, peacekeepers stood by while IDPs were massacred. More recently in the Democratic Republic of Congo, UN peacekeepers became directly involved in exploiting internally displaced women and children they were supposed to protect. 

But peacekeepers have also played constructive roles in providing security in internal conflict situations. They have saved many lives and enabled tens of thousands of IDPs to return home, whether in East Timor, Mozambique, Rwanda or Kosovo. And efforts are being made to improve their performance. In particular, military training by Western governments and the UN now concentrate on protecting uprooted people. Greater efforts are being made to deploy more civilian police for purposes of protection, and in some cases, the protection mandates of peacekeeping forces have been strengthened. 

But fundamental problems remain. Developed countries with well-trained, experienced and heavily armed troops have been increasingly unwilling to offer their forces or resources to UN operations when their national interests are not at stake, especially in Africa. Currently less than 10 per cent of peacekeepers come from Western armies. There is also no agreement on creating a UN rapid deployment force that could be sent out in emergencies. Its absence often means that intervention is late, that deployment is slow, and that inadequate numbers of troops are sent to the field, often with ambiguous mandates. In Darfur, there are less then 7,000 African Union military observers, troops, and police on the ground monitoring the cease-fire and providing protection to more than 2 million IDPs in an area the size of France. The good news is that the African troops in Darfur where they are deployed are doing a very fine job of protecting IDPs and preventing rapes and other atrocities. Efforts are also underway at the regional level in Africa and Europe to develop rapid deployment forces for humanitarian emergencies. 

But even with rapid reaction forces and more robust military mandates, it must be underscored that the most effective protection is not military action at all. Indeed, neither military action nor humanitarian assistance can substitute for the political settlements needed to resolve the disputes and inequities at the heart of conflicts causing displacement. Forced displacement, after all, is but a symptom of far deeper problems within a society. Therefore, strong leadership is needed both from UN headquarters, from regional organizations and from governments to manage and mediate disputes and lay the foundation for transitions out of conflict. 

To conclude, over the past fifteen years, the subject of internal displacement has come onto the international agenda. International involvement with IDPs has become an increasingly accepted course of action when governments are unable or unwilling to provide for the welfare and security of their own populations. One of the reasons for this change has been evolving notions of sovereignty and acceptance of the concept of sovereignty as responsibility. In addition, the legal framework contained in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement has increasingly been guiding governments and international organizations in addressing situations of displacement and has influenced how the displaced are perceived and treated. Less effective have been the institutional arrangements developed, but here too progress is discernible. The UN’s decision to assign responsibilities to specific agencies and give UNHCR more of a role has the potential to bring more predictability and clarity to the international response. Donor governments are now more regularly earmarking funds for IDPs and over the past few years, the UN Secretary-General, heads of state and leading international officials have begun speaking out in support of those uprooted. 

But there still does not exist a robust and reliable system to provide aid and protection to those trapped inside borders. Lack of consensus over sovereignty, humanitarian action and a collective responsibility to protect continue to thwart the creation of a system. The implementation of the Guiding Principles on the ground remains problematic. With no organization having a global mandate for IDPs, institutional arrangements for addressing internal displacement remain unclear. International action in cases of ethnic cleansing, mass killings and genocide, moreover, still depends on whether states consider it in their national interests to expend the resources or the political capital or take the risks required. The international tools and structures needed for prevention and protection are fledgling. The creation of an international system remains a challenge for the twenty-first century – for all of you.
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