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Overview

While internally displaced people (IDPs)
account for 60% of the world’s forced
migrants, they remain among the most
vulnerable and overlooked groups of
displaced people [1]. In response to the
scale of this challenge, IDRC Research
Chairs [2] based at universities in
countries experiencing significant
internal displacement co-hosted a
webinar in February 2025 with Paula
Gaviria Betancur, UN Special
Rapporteur on the human rights of
internally displaced persons (IDPs). The
purpose of the webinar was to share
research results that help advance the
work of the Special Rapporteur in the
priority areas of 1) climate change and
internal displacement, 2) peace
processes, 3) internal displacement
from generalized violence and 4)
integration and reintegration of IDPs.

This policy brief presents the key
findings and recommendations that
emerged from this webinar. It comes at
a time when the scale of internal
displacement continues to climb, and
geopolitics makes cooperation,
protection and solutions for IDPs more
challenging than ever. [3]
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Findings from the field

Based on their research, the Chairs
identified eight key areas for discussion and
future work:

1. Problematizing the framing of ‘IDPs’:
Greater reflection is required on the
distinction between IDPs and refugees, as
categories and frameworks, considering the
complex journeys displaced people
undertake. It is, therefore, crucial to situate
internal displacement on a spectrum of
forced displacement. Forced migration can
be caused by a mix of factors such as
conflict and persecution, resulting in both
internal and cross-border displacement,
poverty, and climate change. IDPs and
refugees may come from similar places and
experiences, both geographically and socio-
politically. For example, in the case of
Gaza, where Israel is using systemic
violence against the population, the lines
between internally displaced, cross-border
displaced, and ethnic cleansing are
becoming increasingly blurred.

2. Lack of reliable data on IDPs:

A lack of coordinated information on internal
displacement from reliable sources makes it
difficult for researchers and policymakers to
have conclusive data on the causes of
internal displacement and its impact on
individuals and communities.

[1] https://www.unhcr.org/about-unhcr/who-we-protect/internally-displaced-people

[2] https://carleton.ca/fd-chairs-net/idrc-research-chairs/

[3] The policy brief is based on a webinar entitled “Global South Perspectives on Internally Displaced Persons” hosted by the IDRC
Research Chairs Network on Forced Migration, featuring Paula Gaviria Betancur, UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights of
internally displaced persons (IDPs), and four IDRC Research Chairs: Abebaw Minaye (Ethiopia), Hiram Angel (Mexico), Sawsan
Abdulrahim (Lebanon) and Houwayda Matta Bou Ramia (Lebanon). A recording of the webinar and a webinar report can be
accessed here: https://carleton.ca/fd-chairs-net/2025/idrc-lerrn-webinar-global-south-perspective-on-internally-displaced-persons/
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In Ethiopia, for example, the absence of
dependable data is exacerbated by tensions
between the government and other actors
on IDP statistics. The government seeks to
lower IDP totals in the name of protecting
its national image. Yet it does not have its
robust database. As a result, many groups
do not use government data. In the absence
of alternate sources of reliable data, efforts
to support IDPs in the country are further
undermined. In Mexico, one of the major
problems in quantifying internal
displacement is the lack of information,
especially when it comes to understanding
the causes and impacts of organized crime
and violence on IDPs. For example, data on
IDP can be sourced from the Mexican
Commission for the Defense and Promotion
of Human Rights (MCDPHR), the studies of
the National Population Council (CPN), the
Global Database on Internal Displacement
from the Internal Displacement Monitoring
Center (IDMC), and from some focused
studies such as that of UNICEF (2022:
Internally displaced girls, boys and
adolescents on the Northern Border of
Mexico). Each source, however, gives
insight into only certain specific areas
experiencing displacement as a result of
organized crimes and violence. Data from
2021, for example, shows that
displacements occurred in the central,
western and northern regions of Mexico with
a greater flow of these groups towards the
border with the United States, although not
exclusively. But there is no conclusive data
regarding the pattern or dynamics of
displacement, for example, whether it is
greater in rural or urban areas. In Lebanon,
in the absence of reliable data and state-led
mapping, information on displacement and
return remains fragmented. Needs
assessments have been carried out
independently by public bodies and non-
state actors, including armed groups,

without coordinated methodologies or
centralized data management, thus
undermining the quality and comparability of
the data available.

3. Using new methodologies to generate
sources of reliable data:

In situations where conclusive data cannot
be sourced due to a lack of coordinated
efforts or other political reasons, it is
important that new methods are adopted.
For example, in Mexico, the UDG-IDRC
Chair’s Inclusion and Human Rights Project
has illustrated how new methodologies can
be used to better understand the
relationship between the presence of cartels
and forced displacement. One possibility is
through variations in the intensity of the
night light from homes projected as captured
by remote sensors, which could allow the
construction of approximate migration
indicators that measure how the
abandonment of homes due to the presence
of cartels is observed through reduced
nighttime luminosity. With this methodology,
the UDG-IDRC Chair Project has been able
to map the displacement of people due to
natural phenomena, such as the case of
Hurricane Otis that hit the Port of Acapulco
in 2023, causing the displacement of people
in the short and medium term. In the case of
displacement due to violence, particularly
due to the presence of drug cartels in
different parts of the country, the
displacement is expected to be long-term,
with no possibility of return.

4. Violence and vulnerabilities of IDPs:
Generalized violence, which is understood
as ‘situations of violence, including political,
ethnic, or intercommunal violence, that fall
below the threshold of an “armed conflict”
under international humanitarian law’[4],
encompasses a broad range of situations
and perpetrators impacting a large number

[4] Human rights of internally displaced persons Note by the Secretary-General, Seventy-eighth session Item 73 (b) of the
provisional agenda* Promotion and protection of human rights: human rights questions, including alternative approaches for
improving the effective enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms

https://docs.un.org/en/A/78/245
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of IDPs around the world. For example, in
2022, a total of 28.3 million people were
displaced by conflict and violence,
approximately 2.3 million of whom were
displaced by causes related to generalized
violence [5]. Organized criminal groups,
armed conflicts and generalized violence
are all causes of internal displacement. In
contrast, the causes of internal
displacement in Gaza are linked to a
campaign of ethnic cleansing, raising
broader questions about state
responsibility and the application of
principles of IDP protection. The IDRC
Chair at the American University in Beirut
in Lebanon highlights that the case of
Gaza is a case of not only generalized but
also intentional and systemic violence
perpetrated against a population of
Palestinian refugees in Gaza by the Israeli
occupying state. The questions raised
here are then: what does state
responsibility mean in this case, which
state, and what are the guiding principles
to address systemic violence by an
occupying state?

5. Politicization of contexts, systemic

violence and question of accountability:

When states are either an occupier or
weak, are causing displacement, and are
unable or unwilling to protect IDPs,
important questions arise relating to the
limits of the Guiding Principles,[6]
accountability and ensuring the protection
of the human rights of IDPs. For example,
the IDRC Chair at the American University
in Beirut in Lebanon observes how, in
extreme cases like Gaza and the West
Bank, the strategic general violence and
intentional systemic violence perpetrated
against a refugee population is
orchestrated by the occupying state, which
does not hold itself accountable for the
protection of IDPs. This raises questions
on the enforceability of the Guiding

Principles and the rights of IDPs in the
coming years. Likewise, the management
of internal displacement in Lebanon was
shaped by a politicized landscape where
armed groups and political factions
sometimes substituted for state
institutions. This likewise raises serious
questions regarding accountability,
coordination, and the legitimacy of actors
involved in managing both displacement
and return. Similar questions are also
asked in the contexts of Ethiopia and
Mexico, where the politicization of
internal displacement delays and denies
human rights protection when
international principles, norms and
standards are not adhered to by the
state.

6. Understanding the regional and
national context is vital for effective
policy implementation. A critical lesson
from Ethiopia is that initiatives such as
establishing a national dialogue
commission, implementing a transitional
justice process, and enforcing peace
agreements must be preceded by efforts
to establish public trust, more effective
public institutions, and a commitment to
implementing agreements. Ethiopia has a
population of some 4.2 million IDPs (not
including returnees). In this context, it is
important to take note of Ethiopia’s
efforts to respond to the needs of IDPs,
such as the 2019 durable solutions
initiative, which is informed by global and
regional standards such as the Guiding
Principles, the Inter Agency Standing
Committee’s (IASC) framework for IDPs,
and the Kampala Convention. Lessons
can also be learned from the
establishment of working groups at the
federal and regional levels in Ethiopia,
along with the work of local and regional
administrations that are able to
encourage national actors to be more

[5] 2023, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, Paula Gaviria Betancur, page 7.
[6] https://www.unhcr.org/media/guiding-principles-internal-displacement
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engaged in the development of a durable
solutions strategy. In Mexico, progress has
been made at the sub-national level, in the
development of legal frameworks in states
where violence is greater, such as
Chiapas, Guerrero and Sinaloa, but the
regulatory frameworks have not been
sufficient to contain the causes of
violence, nor its consequences. At the
national level, the general bill approved in
the Senate of the Republic (Upper House)
has been stalled for several years in the
Lower House of the Congress of the Union
and government institutions have not
shown interest in moving it forward.
Although an IDP proclamation was
initiated five years ago, it is not yet
approved by parliament (Lower House).

IDPs. The most recent instance of
internal displacement in Lebanon began
in October 2023 due to armed conflict,
escalated in September 2024, and
continued until a ceasefire in late
November 2024. Research by the IDRC
Chair at I’Université Saint-Joseph in
Lebanon draws on the experience of
social workers who were part of the inter-
ministerial crisis cell established in
response to the crisis and who
accompanied displaced persons during
these periods. It indicates that the state's
limited capacity for reception and return,
combined with fragmented responses
from armed groups and NGOs, resulted in
a lack of clear strategies for reintegration
and long-term stability. While Lebanese
civil society and international
organizations have been attempting to
assist, budget cuts and the recent
withdrawal of USAID support have
significantly worsened the situation.

7. Marginalization of IDP issues:
Although IDPs account for the largest
share of forced migrants globally, issues
are consistently marginalized and not
prioritized by global actors. A clear
manifestation of this is the absence of a
dedicated global body for IDPs. This has
also been the case nationally. For

Policy Recommendations

« Promote durable solutions through
political dialogue and peacebuilding.:

instance, in Ethiopia, there is no mandated
body to address IDP issues. The Ethiopian
Disaster and Risk Management
Commission and the Ethiopian Peace
Ministry have some responsibility, but
neither has been given the mandate with a
legally binding framework.

8. Challenges for return, reintegration
and reconstruction:

Sustainable partnerships must be at the
centre of efforts to address the many
challenges associated with the return and
reintegration of IDPs. Research across
regions illustrates how fragmented
responses from a diverse group of
stakeholders and agencies, combined with
a lack of coordination and information on
reintegration processes, undermine the
prospect of ensuring long-term stability for

IDPs are not only victims of forced
displacement, they are also
stakeholders in peacebuilding and the
process of finding long-term solutions.
IDPs and the host communities must
be central to all stages of political
dialogue and the design and
implementation of durable solutions.

- Address organized crime as a cause

of internal displacement: Generalized
violence, organized criminal groups
and armed conflicts within states are
all major driving forces for people to
be displaced. It is important to
recognize the impact of organized
crime on internal displacement and to
address the specific consequences
this has for vulnerable groups,
especially women, children and youth.
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« Ensure access to more reliable data local organizations to strengthen the
through coordination and new overall response, reconstruction plans,
methodologies. Governments, regional economic support, and security
bodies and international agencies are the measures that are critical elements in
main actors who can contribute to the the safe reintegration of returnees.

provision of reliable data and information
on the dynamics of displacement, but their « Ensure the rights of IDPs to safe and

efforts are often fragmented, with differing dignified return and reintegration: The
methodologies, definitions, and purposes right of IDPs to return to their place of
resulting in overlaps and a lack of origin in safety and dignity is recognized
validation in producing accurate information in international standards, including the
sources. These efforts must be more Guiding Principles. Without the
carefully harmonized, while new implementation of a rights-based
methodologies for IDP research and framework to guide return and recovery,
evidence-collection should be embraced, displaced persons remain vulnerable to
including data collected from the IDPS renewed displacement, marginalization,
themselves as well as from the communities and insecurity. Guaranteeing the right to
in which they live. return requires more than the cessation
of hostilities. It demands security

. Build sustainable and strategic guarantees, access to housing, basic
partnerships to enhance accountability and services, livelihoods, psychosocial
capacity: States witnessing large-scale support, and participation of displaced
internal displacement are increasingly populations in the planning and
unable to manage and organize return for implementation of durable solutions. In
IDPs without external support. It is vital to fragile governance contexts, the
develop frameworks that foster better international community plays a vital
coordination between state actors, role in supporting national authorities
international partners, humanitarian and civil society to uphold this right.

agencies, displaced-led organizations and

This Policy Brief is a result of Global South Perspectives on Internally Displaced People
webinar organized by IDRC Research Chairs Network on Forced Displacement, 13 February,
2025.

Listen to the full webinar here: htips://carleton.ca/fd-chairs-net/2025/idrc-lerrn-webinar-
global-south-perspective-on-internally-displaced-persons/
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