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Background 

On 6 July 2020, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of 
Red Cross Red and Crescent Societies (IFRC) and the UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Internal 
Displacement organized a virtual event on preventing displacement due to armed conflicts, other 
situations of violence and disasters. The aim was to identify gaps in the actions of states, civil society 
and the international community, and to highlight promising and scalable good practices. 

The event consisted of a panel discussion open to the public, moderated by Cecilia Jimenez-Damary, 
Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and featuring remarks 
by Panel Member Dr. Sima Samar. The public panel was followed by an invitation-only virtual 
consultation. The consultation was introduced by Panel Member Dr. Pauline Riak and included three 
thematic breakout groups. Each group gathered representatives from academia, civil society, and 
government. Panel Expert Advisory Group Member Dr. Chaloka Beyani hosted the final plenary and 
synthesized the findings and recommendations generated during the breakout sessions.  

A discussion paper highlighting the role and/or responsibilities of governments, non-state armed 
groups, communities and other relevant actors in preventing displacement and on impactful ways to 
strengthen prevention was shared with participants ahead of the consultation (see annex). 

 

Part 1. Panel Discussion on Internal Displacement 

The opening panel featured Dr. Helen Durham, Director of International Law and Policy at the ICRC; 
Xavier Castellanos, Acting Under Secretary-General for Programmes and Operations at IFRC; Lieutenant-
General Gabriel Duop Lam, SPLM-IA in Opposition and Co-Chair of the Joint Defense Board of the 
Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the conflict in South Sudan (R-ARCSS); Mauricio Rodas 
Espinel, former Mayor of Quito and Senior Fellow at the Arsht-Rockefeller Foundation Resilience Center; 
and Dr. Nilab Mobarez, Secretary General of the Afghan Red Crescent Society. 

The panel highlighted the major challenges to preventing the conditions leading to internal 
displacement, how those challenges vary depending on where and why displacement takes place, and 
how states, non-state actors, and civil society can support communities affected by displacement.  

On situations of conflict and other violence, the panelists prioritized bolstering respect for and 
adherence to applicable rules of International Humanitarian Law and International Human Rights Law, 
including obligations relating to forced or arbitrary displacement and the destruction of civilian objects, 
including critical infrastructure. They discussed the importance of working with communities to situate 
norms of restraint within local customs and structures and stressed the need to both expand training 
for parties to armed conflict and to put in place mechanisms that hold violators accountable.  

The importance of supporting communities remained central to the discussion as it moved on to 
displacement arising from disasters. The panelists raised the severe health impacts, from insufficient 
mental, sexual, and reproductive health services to increased exposure to communicable diseases, that 
the combination of disaster and displacement can impose. The panelists also stressed the importance 
of investing in hazard-resilient infrastructure, disaster risk reduction, and climate adaptation efforts.  

Throughout the discussion clear points of intersection between disaster and conflict-induced 
displacement emerged. The speakers highlighted the role of cities and local governments as critical 
partners in preventing internal displacement. By 2050, around 70 percent of the world population is 
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expected to live in cities.  Investment in everyday preventive infrastructure must increase, and the ability 
of cities to access support and financial resources needs to improve to reflect this trend.  

Finally, the panelists noted that armed conflict and disaster exist as mutually reinforcing triggers of 
displacement. Already, in countries like Afghanistan, extreme weather events exacerbated by climate 
change and the COVID-19 pandemic are undermining people’s resilience to displacement. Climate 
change will make situations of conflict and disaster-related displacement more likely in the future, and 
in cities where conflict destroys critical infrastructure, rebuilding efforts will have to consider 
displacement risks and incorporate anticipatory measures to prevent against subsequent displacement.  

Audience Recommendations  

 It is critical to recognize where there are links between armed conflict and disasters and to 
address root causes through coordinated humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding action.  

 Disaster risk reduction (DRR) and preparedness efforts must include measures that protect 
people from displacement and consider the role of mobility and safe evacuations as coping 
mechanisms.  

 Authorities, states, non-state actors and communities must cultivate mutual trust, through steps 
including dialogue and knowledge exchange, in order to design and implement effective 
preparedness and protection measures.  

 Armed conflict is a key cause of displacement. Preventing armed conflict also means preventing 
displacement. 

 

Part 2. Online Consultations 

2.1 Displacement caused by armed conflict and other violence  

Drawing on the Colombian and Sudanese examples, the discussion opened by recognizing that the most 
effective way to prevent displacement induced by armed conflict or other violence is to address the 
causes of conflict or violence themselves and to strengthen peacekeeping and peacebuilding efforts. 
Two main pathways to reducing the scale of displacement during conflict emerged. The first focused on 
reinforcing engagement with parties to conflicts through a sustained and nuanced dialogue anchored 
not only in international humanitarian law, but also in a sound contextual and socio-cultural 
understanding of the behaviors of warring parties and their humanitarian consequences. The second 
emphasized the critical role that communities already play in taking steps to prevent their own 
displacement, and in protecting themselves from harm when displacement occurs (for examples, see 
Annex, page 3). As one participant noted, “communities are not waiting for us.” Participants stressed 
the importance of coordinating humanitarian, development, and peace efforts to ensure the 
implementation of strong and comprehensive measures before displacement occurs, and to prevent 
secondary or cyclical displacement. Several participants intervened to push for concrete and actionable 
recommendations, a goal echoed by Panel Member Dr. Pauline Riak. 

2.2 Displacement caused by disaster 

Participants identified several challenges to robust and effective preventive efforts, the first being a lack 
of a strong evidence base and clear need for more scientific and technical evidence to illustrate 
successful efforts to prevent displacement. Such data would help identify the most effective models for 
governments, civil society, and other actors to follow. Data gaps also exist regarding the mid-term 
impacts of displacement. While data on displacement is collected in the immediate aftermath of a 
disaster, there is limited knowledge about what happens to IDPs in the longer term. A second challenge 
is the “invisible” work being done to prevent disaster displacement. Policy and advocacy work on DRR 
and climate change adaptation tends not to specifically highlight internal displacement, which makes 
sense in a holistic approach to disaster risk management but can make the issue hard to spot. The 
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limited resources directed towards preventive measures exacerbate this challenge. Compared to 
disaster response, preventive measures remain underfunded even in situations where disasters are 
imminent and anticipatory action could alleviate displacement. There is a lack of political will to tackle 
this problem, as investments in prevention do not always translate into political gains and politicians 
may prefer initiatives that generate greater visibility. Finally, participants highlighted the potential to be 
blinded by siloes at the international level – between the human rights, humanitarian, development and 
climate change fields – and at the national level – for instance when IDP-only policies or institutions are 
created separate from those for disaster risk management. 

2.3 The intersection between armed conflict, other violence, and disaster 

Participants discussed the need for a whole-of-government approach to displacement with an emphasis 
on ensuring that there is a global strategy to address displacement and that responses to conflict and 
disasters are not siloed when they overlap. One participant noted that IDMC data shows that a majority 
of countries facing displacement due to conflict also experience disaster-induced displacement. 
Sometimes countries experience armed conflict/other violence in one area and disaster in another; in 
other contexts, situations of disaster and conflict/violence directly intersect. Participants highlighted the 
need for additional research into the intersection of conflict and disasters in the context of internal 
displacement to produce data and inform policy. They also emphasized the need to complement 
normative frameworks to ensure that prevention efforts consider the multiple factors leading to 
displacement in conflicts and disasters, for example by ensuring that DDR frameworks consider the 
implications of armed conflict and disasters occurring simultaneously. 

 

Part 3. Recommendations 

1. Preventing displacement by preventing and resolving conflict and strengthening dialogue with 
parties to conflict: The best way to prevent displacement due to armed conflict is to prevent and 
resolve armed conflicts. When armed conflicts occur, some displacement may be inevitable and 
critical to people’s survival, but measures can – and must – be taken by parties to conflict to limit 
its scope. Displacement is often protracted because conflict is protracted.  
The Panel should: 
 Emphasize the importance of carving out and preserving the political space to address root 

causes of conflict, and to push for sustainable political solutions to conflict.  
 Incentivize early action to prevent conflicts by highlighting the major human and financial costs 

resulting from displacement and that can lastingly hinder development outcomes. 
 Highlight that even in a situation of conflict, measures must be taken to limit the scale of 

displacement and that respect by parties to armed conflict of their obligations under 
international humanitarian law and human rights law can help people stay in place if they so 
wish. 

 Underscore the importance of establishing a solid dialogue with all parties to a conflict to 
improve compliance with international humanitarian law, other relevant legal frameworks and 
norms of restraint. Such dialogue should emphasize the harm caused by displacement, be 
informed by evidence on the humanitarian consequences of the effects of armed conflict, 
including as a result of the conduct of hostilities, and build on local norms and rules that may 
induce restraint among parties to conflict.  
 

 
2. Reducing risks and preventing displacement from disasters:  Effective and integrated disaster risk 

reduction efforts are instrumental to preventing displacement from disasters.   
The Panel should: 
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 Recognize that communities and local authorities must have access to the necessary resources 
to scale up early warning / early action to better anticipate and reduce displacement risks ahead 
of disasters and climate shocks, including multilateral financial facilities such as the Green 
Climate Fund. 

 Call for bringing more visibility to the prevention of disaster-induced displacement within risk 
reduction efforts, without making it a separate and isolated “sector”, and also foster greater 
visibility and “credit” for investment in risk reduction, in order to support the political will to act 
in advance.   

 
3. Strengthening community resilience: Communities take a range of measures to protect themselves 

from displacement and during displacement. Support can be provided by humanitarian and 
development actors to strengthen community resilience, even in the midst of a crisis. 
The Panel should: 
 Recognize that mobility is an important coping mechanism and that communities should be 

supported (in ways consistent with international obligations and with their rights) to prepare for 
eventual displacement when it is unavoidable – in order to reduce harmful consequences, 
notably those resulting from repeated displacement. Similarly, evacuations consistent with the 
rights and long-term well-being of the populations involved can be life-saving.  

 Call for supporting and reinforcing community-led initiatives to establish a protection dialogue 
with warring parties and set up early warning systems to limit the scale and impacts of 
displacement, notably through ensuring that relevant data to inform early action and preventive 
responses are shared with communities. 

 Acknowledge that other actors, including community groups, local governments, religious 
leaders, regional organizations and states, can play a key role in influencing behaviors and 
addressing the root causes of displacement. 

 
4. Overcoming existing siloes and avoiding new ones: Preventing disaster and conflict-related 

displacement necessitates collaboration across the humanitarian, development, and climate 
communities.  
The panel should:  
 Incentivize whole-of-government approaches to dealing with disaster and conflict-induced 

displacement. Governments must serve as first responders, developing inclusive, integrated 
national strategies on internal displacement and durable solutions, delineating the roles of 
specific ministries dedicated to preventing and responding to displacement, and developing or 
adapting and implementing appropriate and effective domestic legal frameworks. Beyond 
national governments, there is also a need for society-wide coordination with local authorities, 
communities, civil defense forces, displacement response officials and climate and disaster 
agencies. 

 Encourage states to ensure that their laws, regulations, policies and strategies address the plight 
of internal displacement through measures appropriate for their legal system and governance 
structures and to guard against the dangers of siloed approaches in IDP-specific laws that are 
separated from disaster risk management laws.  

 Ensure that displacement is included in the risks regularly addressed through disaster risk 
management and is integrated into discussions on climate change adaptation and Loss and 
Damage. This means using existing tools and methodologies to consider the specific risk of 
disaster-induced displacement, and to identify targeted mitigation and prevention measures.    
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5. Strengthening research, data and evidence-based policy design: Sound evidence, good data, and 
robust documentation of best practices are key to properly understanding the intersection between 
climate, disasters and armed conflict, designing responses, and establishing their efficacy.  
The panel should:  
 Underscore the need for further research into the interaction of conflict and disaster in the 

context of internal displacement, including research into the impact of internal displacement on 
host communities.  

 Encourage the collection of actionable data—such as more comprehensive meteorological 
collection in conflict-affected areas that are also prone to climate extremes—on climate risks as 
they relate to displacement. This data is important to designing effective early warning systems 
and can be leveraged for anticipatory risk assessments when seeking financing from 
international donors.  

 Expand the capacity of communities, governments, and supporting actors to document what 
works. Good practices and lessons learned need to be recorded and shared in order to contribute 
to systemic improvements in preventing internal displacement.  
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ANNEX 
 

BACKGROUND PAPER ON PREVENTING INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT INDUCED BY 
ARMED CONFLICT, OTHER SITUATIONS OF VIOLENCE, AND DISASTERS 

 

Armed conflict, other situations of violence (other violence), disaster, and the intersection of these 
situations, can all cause displacement. People are compelled to leave their homes for many reasons, 
including fear, direct threats to their lives, the destruction of their homes, disruptions to essential 
services and the economy, difficulty sustaining livelihoods, and environmental degradation. Internal 
displacement tends to exacerbate people’s vulnerability, as they lose their livelihoods, homes, social 
networks and access to essential services. Preventing and limiting displacement helps protect 
communities from these ill effects. Prevention must be a continuous process that focuses on preventing 
the factors that lead to displacement in the first place or to re-displacement, and not on preventing 
people from seeking safety.  

Strengthening efforts to reduce disaster risks and threats to physical security, while safeguarding access 
to livelihoods and essential services, can help people stay in place if they so desire. States have the 
primary responsibility to ensure that people are protected from arbitrary displacement. Parties to a 
conflict, including non-state armed groups (NSAGs), also have obligations under IHL that, if respected, 
would contribute to preventing displacement during the conduct of hostilities and in areas under their 
control in situations of armed conflict, including the prohibition of forced displacement. Action to 
prevent displacement and ensure the protection of affected people is best galvanized when a 
multiplicity of actors – from humanitarian organizations to development actors or the private sector – 
join forces to support communities themselves, and state authorities and parties to the conflict in 
fulfilling their obligations.  

With a view to advancing the work of the UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Internal 
Displacement, the International Committee of the Red Cross, the International Federation of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies and the High-Level Panel are organising a consultation on the 
prevention of internal displacement caused by armed conflict, other violence and disasters. This 
discussion paper aims to support this consultation by highlighting the role and/or responsibilities of 
governments, non-state armed groups, communities and other relevant actors in preventing 
displacement and on impactful ways to strengthen prevention. It includes three sections, respectively 
focusing on preventing displacement during armed conflict and other violence, preventing displacement 
during disaster situations and preventing displacement when conflict or other violence and disasters 
intersect. The consultation aims to identify gaps in the actions of states, civil society and the 
international community, and to highlight promising and scalable good practices.  

 

1. PREVENTING DISPLACEMENT DURING ARMED CONFLICT AND OTHER VIOLENCE  

Conflict and other violence caused 8.5 million new displacements in 2019, bringing the total number of 
people displaced as a result of conflict and other violence to over 45 million.1 In a situation of conflict, 

 
1 IDMC. 2020. Global Report on Internal Displacement 2020. Available at: https://www.internal-
displacement.org/global-report/grid2020 



 
 

 
 

civilians may flee preemptively out of fear, because of direct exposure to conflict, or due to disruptions 
in their ability to access essential services, such as healthcare and education, and livelihoods. In some 
cases, these causes of displacement during conflict can also be the result of violations of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and/or International Human Rights Law (IHRL). IHL explicitly prohibits forced 
displacement by parties to armed conflict unless the security of the civilians involved or imperative 
military reasons so demand. Other IHL rules, including the prohibition on direct attacks against civilians 
and civilian objects, indiscriminate attacks, reprisals and collective punishment, and the prohibition on 
starvation as a method of warfare, if respected also contribute to limiting displacement.2 When parties 
to conflict respect their legal obligations displacement still occurs, but at a reduced scale. In other 
situations of violence, respect for human rights by states can also help limit displacement.  

An Overview of the Roles and/or Responsibilities of State Authorities and NSAGs 

States bear the primary responsibility for respecting their obligations under international law. They are 
responsible for respecting IHRL at all times and for respecting and ensuring respect for IHL in situations 
of armed conflict. Several measures in this regard should ideally be taken during peacetime. These 
include incorporating IHL into national legal frameworks and introducing strong accountability measures 
to prevent war crimes and punish those found guilty of committing them. During a conflict, states have 
obligations that seek to limit the effects of conflicts on civilians, including by restricting means and 
methods of warfare. They can do this by refraining from using weapons that have wide-area effects in 
populated areas, as these weapons are likely to have indiscriminate effects and can damage critical 
infrastructure and essential services. States can also mitigate against displacement by providing 
economic and humanitarian assistance to communities, and, when necessary, by ensuring access and 
safe passage for humanitarian actors in line with relevant obligations.  

There are many areas in which states can significantly strengthen their prevention efforts. Limitations 
stem both from a lack of capacity and a lack of political will. To better address the causes of internal 
displacement, states could empower a coordinating authority mandated to respond to situations of 
internal displacement.3 To ensure that preventive measures are effective and adapted to people’s needs 
and capacities, states should also involve communities in major decisions affecting them. States should 
also ensure that public authorities, civil society, internally displaced persons, and host communities are 
aware of international humanitarian and human rights law and regional law.  4  

Under IHL, parties to a conflict, including NSAG, are also responsible for not forcibly displacing the 
civilian population, which includes a duty to prevent displacement caused by their own acts – at least 
those which are prohibited in and of themselves – in areas under their control and during the conduct 
of hostilities. In addition, IHL establishes other obligations on parties to an armed conflict, whose 
implementation would have the effect of diminishing or preventing displacement in practice.  

There may be circumstances in which displacement is the best available option for avoiding danger or 
hardship. State authorities are responsible for ensuring that people can move to protect themselves. 
IHRL provides a framework that protects people’s freedom of movement; a right which is also outlined 

 
2 See, for example, Common Article 3 to the Geneva Conventions; Fourth Geneva Convention, Article 49; 
Additional Protocol II, Article 17; Customary International Humanitarian Law, Rule 129. 
3  ICRC. 2019. The Kampala Convention: Key Recommendations Ten Years On. Available at: 
https://shop.icrc.org/the-kampala-convention-key-recommendations-ten-years-on-3188.html  
4 Regionally binding obligations are specifically laid out in frameworks such as the Kampala Convention and are 
further outlined in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. 



 
 

 
 

in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.5 Furthermore, although IHL does not contain a right 
to freedom of movement, ensuring respect for certain of its rules can contribute to allowing or 
facilitating freedom of movement. For instance, as an exception to the prohibition of forced 
displacement, IHL requires that parties to a conflict evacuate civilians, for as long as the conditions 
warranting it exist, where the security of the civilians involved or imperative military reasons so demand.  

Community Preparedness and Protection: Some Current Practices 

In situations of armed conflict and other violence, communities often take measures to prepare for 
possible displacement with a view to mitigating its associated risks. For instance, communities in 
Colombia have established early warning systems providing information on potential and imminent 
violations of IHL, including forced displacement, and of IHRL. This mechanism helps communities decide 
whether they need to move and how to do so in the safest possible way.6 

In situations where conflict is recurrent, some communities create contingency plans for the eventuality 
of displacement. This can involve mapping pre-planned routes, pre-positioning supplies of medicine and 
food along those routes, making decisions early about what to bring if displacement occurs, and 
engaging in a dialogue with state authorities and parties to conflict. This helps communities limit the 
negative impacts of displacement on both displaced people and their hosts.  

Some communities also engage directly with weapon bearers to improve the resilience of the 
population. For instance, in Central African Republic, displaced women formed an association to raise 
concerns with weapon bearers and to negotiate safe access to nearby farmland. Although this occurred 
after people were displaced, this dialogue shows how communities can work to prevent secondary 
displacement by securing access to livelihoods and food and establishing communication with parties 
to conflict.7 

Support from Other Actors: Some Current Practices  

 Developing and implementing adequate domestic laws and policies: External actors have often 
supported state authorities in developing laws and policies that protect people from 
displacement. Research by the ICRC shows that integrating IHL and other norms of restraint into 
formal training and compliance mechanisms, including the prohibition of arbitrary or forced 
displacement, has a positive impact on the behavior of armed actors, and that linking 
obligations to contextual and local norms and values helps the law gain traction and more 
durably promotes adherence.8 

 Engaging with state authorities and parties to conflict: Some humanitarian actors do engage in 
dialogue with parties to a conflict on patterns of IHL violations and the importance of limiting 
the humanitarian consequences of conflict and respecting other applicable legal obligations. 
Humanitarian actors have also worked with state authorities in other situations of violence to 

 
5 ICRC. 2017. “Annual Sanremo Course on the Law of Internal Displacement: Session on Prevention of Internal 
Displacement.” 
6 Idem.   
7 Cotroneo, A. and Pawlak, M. 2016. “Community-based protection: the ICRC approach.” Forced Migration 
Review 53. Available at: https://www.fmreview.org/community-protection/cotroneo-pawlak  
8 ICRC. 2018. The Roots of Restraint in War. Available at: https://shop.icrc.org/the-roots-of-restraint-in-war.html; 
and ICRC. 2004. The Roots of Behaviour in War: Understanding and Preventing IHL Violations. Available at:  
https://shop.icrc.org/les-origines-du-comportement-en-temps-de-guerre-comprendre-et-prevenir-les-
violationsdu-dih-2639.html.  



 
 

 
 

translate obligations into a clear and accessible language. In these situations, they have similarly 
worked with state authorities and NSAGs to share good practices and provide training.  

 Strengthening community resilience: Regional and international organizations, humanitarian 
actors, and donors have collaborated with states to make sure that their specific strengths, 
programs, and capacities contribute to coordinated efforts to prevent displacement. 
Humanitarian and civil society organizations can implement community-based protection 
interventions to help strengthen people’s coping mechanisms and resilience. They can also 
work with communities to help them establish early-warning systems and contingency plans. 
Humanitarian organizations can also limit the consequences of conflict by providing basic 
assistance, supporting livelihoods and rehabilitating infrastructure and services. When 
displacement happens, external actors can assist in preventing some of its consequences and 
mitigating against further displacement.  

 

2. PREVENTING DISPLACEMENT IN SITUATIONS OF DISASTER  

Disasters trigger 61% of all internal displacement. At the end of 2018, around 17.2 million people were 
newly displaced because of disasters, most of which were the result of weather-related events such as 
cyclones, storms and monsoon rains.9 

Disaster events, or the threat of a disaster, can trigger displacement in many ways: pre-emptive 
evacuations or planned relocations from high-risk hazard areas; escape en masse from life-threatening 
sudden onset disasters; or a gradual shift of populations away from areas of slow onset disaster, such 
as drought situations, due to the loss of livelihoods and increasing poverty. Climate change is 
exacerbating the risk of disaster displacement. Today, one weather- or climate-related disaster occurs 
every 1-2 days, with an estimated 108 million people needing life-saving assistance in 2018, a number 
that could double by 2050.10 For the same year, the World Bank is predicting that climate change will 
push around 143 million people to migrate internally across Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin 
America.11  

Displacement is also increasingly urban. Of the average 17 million people at risk of being displaced by 
floods, over 80% are in urban or semi-urban areas. Displaced people who live dispersed in urban areas 
can become invisible, also due to assumptions that urban displaced can count on the support of relatives 
or friends or can afford to pay rent – similar assumptions must be tested against local realities and 
individual circumstances.  

The people who suffer the most are – and will continue to be – the world’s poorest: those who do not 
have the resources to protect themselves from disasters and who, more often than not, live in areas 
where climate impacts like floods, droughts and storms hit hardest.  

An Overview of the Roles and Responsibilities of State Authorities 

There is a nascent recognition that taking appropriate steps to reduce the risks of disasters is not only 
common sense but also a state obligation under international law related to human rights and the 

 
9 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2019). Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019. 
https://www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2019/ 
10 IFRC. (2019). The Cost of Doing Nothing, https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/the-cost-of-doing-
nothing/#:~:text=In%20its%20latest%20report%2C%20The,billion%20US%20dollars%20per%20year. 
11 World Bank. (2018). Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29461 



 
 

 
 

environment.  For example, such a duty has been recognised in several judgments of the European 
Court of Human Rights12 and in the International Law Commission’s “Draft articles on the protection of 
persons in the event of disasters.” A specific duty to take steps to prevent displacement in case of 
disasters is included in the Kampala Convention on Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced 
Persons in Africa.  

Disaster displacement is also addressed in the flagship international instrument on DRR, the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 – 2030” adopted by UN member states in 2015. The Sendai 
Framework aims at realizing “the substantial reduction of disaster risk and losses in lives, livelihoods and 
health and in the economic, physical, social, cultural and environmental assets of persons, businesses, 
communities and countries.”   

More recently, states parties to the Geneva Conventions, National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
IFRC, and ICRC adopted a resolution at the 33rd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent in December 2019 on “disaster laws and policies that leave no one behind,” recognizing how 
climate change and environmental degradation contribute to displacement.13 

On a national level, disaster laws and policies constitute an integral part of the integrated approach 
necessary to addressing climate displacement and planned relocations. Most, but not yet all, countries 
have some form of disaster risk management system that is underpinned by one or more laws. These 
frameworks establish the legal basis for all aspects of disaster risk management from risk reduction, to 
preparedness, response and recovery and provide the enabling environment for actions.  

Community Preparedness and Protection: Some Current Practices 

In 2018/19, IFRC undertook a global review of IFRC and National Society responses to displacement, as 
a result of disaster and crisis and in the context of climate change. The review’s findings indicate that a 
first step towards effective prevention and preparedness involves an improved understanding of 
displacement as a “risk” triggered by disasters or climate change, which has the potential to be reduced 
or prevented. Subsequently, existing disaster risk reduction (DRR), climate change adaptation (CCA) and 
vulnerability and capacity assessment tools and methodologies can be applied to consider the specific 
risk of disaster-induced displacement, analyze human mobility dynamics and identify targeted 
mitigation or prevention measures.  

The negative consequences of displacement can be minimized and managed through for instance the 
use of early warning systems, contingency planning that can safeguard against displacement, and good 
policy and practice on evacuation and planned relocation.     

When planning early warning and evacuations, vulnerabilities and protection risks must be considered, 
to guarantee that evacuations are safe. For instance, failure to adopt a gender sensitive approach in 
early warning may in fact, prompt or prolong displacement. Likewise, while planned relocation must 
sometimes be considered, great care must be taken to ensure that it safeguard the rights, livelihoods 
and dignity of those affected, given that many past experiences have been negative. Effective and 

 
12 See, for example, the Budayeva and the Öneryildiz cases. 
13 33rd International Conference of the Red Cross Red Crescent. (2019). Disaster laws and policies that leave no 
one behind. https://rcrcconference.org/app/uploads/2019/12/33IC_R7-Disaster-Law-resolution-adopted-EN-
1.pdf 



 
 

 
 

accessible participatory mechanisms to protect housing, land and property can also contribute to 
preventing the conditions leading to internal displacement.14  

 

Support from Other Actors: Some Current Practices 

 Understanding the causes of disaster displacement and expanding resourcing solutions to 
prevent disaster displacement: Preventing disaster displacement is no easy endeavor as it 
presupposes a clear understanding of its underlying causes. Knowledge gaps still exist in several 
areas, for example concerning the exact displacement effects of climate change, the interplay 
of slow-onset disasters and internal displacement or the interlinkages between internal 
displacement and cross-border movement. A better understanding of the events that cause 
displacement is also critical in efforts to prevent their recurrence. In the context of disaster-
induced displacement, where stronger investments in resilience15, DRR and CCA work 
contribute to supporting community-based actions to prevent the conditions that lead to 
displacement, available funding and donor interest are still modest. This lack of funding is linked 
to a perception that internal displacement due to disasters is a short-term issue, not suited to 
the longer-term community-based approaches of DRR, resilience and CCA.  

 Strengthening local capacities and incorporating displacement risk in disaster risk management: 
When displacement is understood as a risk factor in disaster management, the success of 
prevention efforts is linked to the resilience of the affected communities.  Preventing or 
mitigating displacement risks will depend on the capacities of local actors and necessitates 
investments in food security, livelihoods, health, shelter, DRR, and CCA. This presents an 
opportunity to explore and scale up early warning early action measures and innovative 
financing mechanisms such as forecast-based financing to better anticipate and reduce 
displacement risks ahead of impact. 

 Addressing disaster displacement in national and local normative and policy frameworks: Civil 
society and international actors can support interested states to adopt national and local 
policies and programmes that address disaster-induced displacement and strengthen the 
resilience of affected people and host communities (as per the Sendai Framework). This means 
incorporating human mobility into disaster risk management laws and policies, National 
Adaptation Plans and other relevant local, sub-national and national level legal and policy 
processes.  While some states have adopted stand-alone laws and policies on internal 
displacement, it makes little sense to address the prevention of displacement separately from 
more general disaster risk management efforts, so it is important to guard against the potential 
of duplication or conflicts that can result from parallel legal and institutional systems.    
 
 

3. PREVENTING DISPLACEMENT RESULTING FROM THE INTERSECTION OF CONFLICT AND OTHER 
VIOLENCE AND DISASTER   

 
14 The IFRC uses a Participatory Approach for Safe Shelter Awareness (PASSA) to develop local capacity to reduce 
shelter related risk by raising awareness and developing skills in joint analysis, learning and decision-making at 
community level. 
15 The IFRC defines resilience as, “the   of individuals, communities, organizations or countries exposed to disasters, 
crises and underlying vulnerabilities to anticipate, prepare for, reduce the impact of, cope with and recover from 
the effects of shocks and stresses without compromising their long-term prospects.” 



 
 

 
 

People often face multiple threats and stressors. In situations of armed conflict or other violence people 
may also have to cope with disasters, and communities already coping with disasters may face conflict 
or other violence. For instance, communities in South Sudan or Somalia that have long endured the 
consequences of protracted conflict have also faced repeated droughts and floods. In such 
environments, measures to reduce disaster risks tend to be particularly weak.  

The intersection of armed conflict and disasters can lead to new displacement or secondary 
displacement. Those already displaced by conflict are often particularly vulnerable to disaster-induced 
displacement.16  In the face of a disaster, people enduring conflicts may have a very limited capacity to 
cope, as conflicts limit their adaptive capacity by damaging livelihoods, essential services, markets and 
social networks. Their only way to cope may be to flee. While such situations call for a holistic analysis 
and response, disaster-induced and conflict or violence-induced displacement are often analysed and 
tackled in parallel rather than in an integrated manner.  

An Overview of the Roles and/or Responsibilities of State Authorities and NSAGs 

Greater efforts to consider the consequences of intersecting armed conflict and disasters are necessary 
and so is the development of measures to prevent subsequent displacement. These involve improving 
the resilience of communities to growing climate risks and disasters, and to protect this capacity in 
situations of conflict and other violence, notably through ensuring access to relevant information, 
supporting early warning systems and responding adequately to disasters. Efforts to protect fragile 
ecosystems on which people rely for their food and livelihoods from the adverse effects of conflict and 
climate shocks are also critical.  

In situations of armed conflict, while IHL does not contain duties specifically related to the prevention 
of disasters, certain of its rules, such as those on ensuring that the basic needs of the population are 
met, can contribute to mitigating the effects of disasters in these situations. For instance, adherence to 
IHL by parties to armed conflict, including NSAGs, can reduce harm to the natural and built environment 
that can, in turn, strengthen the resilience of communities to disasters, a changing climate and 
environmental degradation, and limit displacement. By prohibiting attacks on agricultural areas and 
drinking water, as objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, IHL protects these 
resources and contributes to preventing or minimizing displacement that may arise from their 
destruction.17 In situations of occupation,18 according to the context and based on prevailing 
circumstances, an obligation to take appropriate steps to prevent disasters may be inferred from the 
overarching obligation to ensure and maintain public order and welfare of civilians under Article 43 of 
the 1907 Hague Regulations. 

Community Preparedness and Protection: Some Observations 

Greater attention to the combined impacts of conflict and disaster is critical to building effective 
preventive strategies. This involves improving the resilience of communities to growing climate risks and 
disasters, and to protect this capacity in situations of conflict and violence, notably through a 
community-based approach, that builds on existing coping mechanisms and strategies and pays 

 

16 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2019). Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019, available at: 
www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2019. 
17 ICRC. (2020). 2020 Guidelines for the Protection of the Natural Environment in Situations of Armed Conflict.  
18 Under IHL, occupation is a form of international armed conflict.  



 
 

 
 

particular attention to people with specific vulnerabilities that require particular assistance and 
protection.  

 

Support from other actors: Observations 

 Understanding the combined impacts of disaster and conflict on displacement: Humanitarian 
and civil society organizations need to better understand how disaster, conflict, climate change, 
and environmental degradation interact and can trigger displacement. This understanding must 
be contextual, as risks vary from one area to another, and factor in individual characteristics, 
such as people’s age, gender or capacities. Resources should notably be dedicated to 
understanding how the transformation of the environment and competition for scarce 
resources can fuel intercommunal tension and violence, resulting in displacement.19  

 Engaging with state authorities:  Humanitarian and development actors can engage in a 
dialogue with authorities to promote measures to prevent and limit the consequences of 
combined disasters and climate risks and promote the development and implementation of 
relevant laws and policies. The importance of respecting IHL, notably with regards to the 
protection of the natural environment during conflict, should also be emphasized. In areas 
where conflict or other violence has prevented governments from establishing robust early 
warning systems for climate and environmental hazards, humanitarian actors and other 
international organizations could provide support to authorities and communities to increase 
their capacity to establish such systems. 20 

 Strengthening community resilience: The ability of communities to adapt to a changing climate 
and to reduce disaster risks can be strengthened in several ways, including during armed 
conflict. Communities can be supported to adapt their livelihoods to the changing climate, 
thereby limiting displacement caused by drought, poor crop yields, or flooding. Humanitarian 
and development organizations can also help fill information gaps by helping communities 
develop reliable seasonal crop calendars as climate change disrupts old ones, and by combining 
local climate data with information from other available models.21 Efforts to learn from 
approaches to prevent displacement induced by conflict or disasters that could help prevent 
displacement stemming from intersecting risks are also important. 

 

 
19 ICRC. (2020). When Rain Turns to Dust: Understanding and Responding to the Combined Impact of Armed 
Conflicts and the Climate and Environment Crisis on People’s Lives.  
20 Idem. 
21 Idem.  

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION  

 Can you name one potential shift in the practice of governments, civil society and/or the 
international community that would constitute a global “game changer” in terms of preventing 
displacement?   

 What are the biggest barriers to achieving that shift in practice? 
 How could the HLP make the biggest difference on this issue? 


