LAUNCH OF THE ANNUAL REPORT ON INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT

Friday, May 1, 2009

Trygve Lie Center for Peace, Security & Development

International Peace Institute

777 United Nations Plaza, 12th Floor

______________________________________________________________________

with

ANTÓNIO GUTERRES

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

JOHN HOLMES

Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator

ELISABETH RASMUSSON

Secretary General of the Norwegian Refugee Council

Transcript edited by IPI.

Terje Rød-Larsen: 
Good morning everybody and welcome to the International Peace Institute and the Trygve Lie Conference Center. IPI is really delighted to host the launch of the annual report on Internal Displacement: Global Overview of Trends and Developments in 2008, which is being released today by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, which is based in Geneva. In particular, we're very honored to welcome Elisabeth Rasmusson who is the Secretary General of the Norwegian Refugee Council and António Guterres who is the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and John Holmes who is the head of OCHA will join us a little bit later this morning. 

The situation of internally displaced persons is among the gravest humanitarian issues. The number of people which are internally … {here is John coming. Welcome John} … the number of people internally displaced by conflict and violence stands at approximately 26 million people worldwide. This figure compares to the 11 million refugees under the mandate of UNHCR and the 4.6 million Palestinians under the responsibility of UNRA. 

The report released today gives us a comprehensive overview and a comprehensive review of the situation and of the response by the international community and I really do welcome the opportunity to better understand this key issue and to discuss what could be done to better address it. 

My colleague, Warren Hoge, who is Vice President for External Relations, will moderate the discussion. 

Warren, I give you the floor.

Warren Hoge: 
Thank you. I'm basically just the traffic cop here. Here's how the traffic will run. Ms. Rasmusson will speak first and then High Commissioner right after her and John Holmes third. I wanted to announce John Holmes has to leave at 10:45 so we're gonna try to move along to give him a chance to speak and also answer your questions. When the Q & A comes, this will not surprise you. I'm going to favor journalists first because we want – they’re the ones with deadlines and ask others to hold back until the journalists have finished their questions.  So with no other further word, Miss Rasmusson the floor is yours.

Elisabeth Rasmusson: 
Thank you very much and good morning to all of you. Ambassadors, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen and dear friends, I'm very happy to see so many people here today at the launch of the Global Overview on Internal Displacement. I see you have all got a report. It's an honor for me to share with you the main findings of this report. But first I would like to thank the International Peace Institute for hosting this event and a very warm thanks also to High Commissioner for Refugees, António Guterres and to the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator John Holmes for their support and for being here today. The report is published by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, which is based in Geneva and it's actually a project under the Norwegian Refugee Council. The center was established in 1998 and it was established upon the request from the United Nations. I would encourage all of you to use the website of the center where you will find much more information about internally displaced people than you do in this report. This report is an overview of the situation in the end of 2008.

In the report that we are presenting today, as it was said, there is an estimated 26 million people that are displaced in more than 50 countries worldwide at the end of 2008. This is the highest number since the mid 90s and it's continuing a peak figure from 2007. 

Although we estimate that there are 26 million IDPs, there remains considerable uncertainty regarding the size and composition of these populations, and this is particularly true when governments have failed to recognize the presence of internally displaced people, such as in Zimbabwe, Myanmar and Indonesia in Papua, or where there is limited access by international agencies, such as in Pakistan for example. 

The IDMC has monitored conflicting views internal displacement for more than a decade now, and over this period we have also seen that the tracking of IDP populations by governments has certainly improved. We are confident that the figures presented here today are the most accurate and reliable figures available, and it's generated from a variety of sources, including NGOs, national governments, UN, research institutions and so forth. 

If we take a look at the different continents, we see that Africa is still hosting more IDPs than any other region. However, there are also good signs totally in Africa because this is where the number of IDPs has been reduced from the numbers that we had in 2007. The total in Africa now is 11.6 million IDPs and Sudan holds the highest number of IDPs in the world altogether, 4.5 million. In Somalia, the number rose to 1.3 million as conflict continued to ravage the country and we have also seen that in Kenya and DRC new outbreaks of conflict or violence has caused massive waves of displacement. On the positive note, we have also seen large numbers returning including in Uganda, and we have also seen very large numbers returning in the areas of DRC where it's possible to return. 

The displaced population in the Americas grew by 7 percent and it's mainly attributed to displacement in Colombia. Although the guerilla groups were weakened and paramilitary supposedly demobilized, new displacement in Colombia has actually accelerated, and it remained the largest IDP population aggregated in the world – 4.3 million. 

When we go to the Middle East, we also see that a number of internally displaced people have grown by 11 percent and this is also due to the fact that numbers in Iraq rose up to 2.8 million. 

In Europe and Central Asia, the numbers remained the same as in 2007 namely 2.5 million. The region showing the biggest increase of displacement was South and Southeast Asia where the figure has now risen to a total of 3.5 million. The biggest displacement the world saw in 2008 were in the Philippines: 600,000 people fled fighting between government forces and rebel groups in the southern region of Mindanao. There were also massive displacements in Pakistan, Sri Lanka and India. 

Ladies and gentlemen, Norwegian Refugee Council together with our key partners represented here today work towards better protection of the world's internally displaced so let me quickly point out some of the protection needs and challenges that this group is facing. In many countries, internally displaced people are unable to move freely, to access essential services, to vote, or to have their own property. In Sri Lanka 150,000 internally displaced people fled the Vanni between November 2008 and April 2009 and they live in terrible conditions in camps and sites in government-controlled areas. Not only do they struggle with food shortages and lack of basic facilities but they also fear for their lives in these camps. Leaving the camps is no option at this moment because the people in the camps have no freedom of movement. In approximately 25 countries internally displaced people have no access to livelihood and depend entirely on assistance from local communities or humanitarian agencies. In Somalia, there are 1.3 million IDPs in urgent need of humanitarian aid but the provision of assistance is severely hampered by the security conditions on the ground. Norwegian Refugee Council is one of the very few organizations that is working inside Mogadishu, and my staff witness everyday the appalling living conditions that we find the IDPs in the city. 

Across all IDP populations, displaced women and girls are highly exposed to rape and sexual violence, domestic violence and exploitation. Displaced children are forced to work, deprived of education and at risk of forcible recruitment. This was a reality in at least 13 countries last year. In situations of internal armed conflict, minorities are frequently attacked by government forces or other groups. In 2008, minority groups were displaced in at least 36 countries including Somalia, Colombia and Philippines. As soon as they are displaced, the internally displaced seek physical security, access to basic necessities and self-reliance. Some are lucky enough to return home after a short period of time but most remain trapped in protracted situations. 35 countries are characterized by such protracted displacement meaning basically that the situation is frozen and the political situation is stalled. The alarming size and condition of the world's IDP population shows that national and international efforts to diminish and protect this vulnerable group have largely failed. There is no doubt that the main responsibility for protecting IDPs lies with the affected governments. However, some national governments lack the capacity or will or both to do so. 

I will therefore conclude that it requires a redoubling of our international effort to make a significant difference to the world’s internally displaced people. 

Thank you.

Warren Hoge: 
High Commissioner the floor is yours.

António Guterres: 
Thank you very much. First of all let me say I'm very happy and very proud to be here invited by the Norwegian Refugee Council. Not only the Norwegian Refugee Council is one of the most valuable partners we have in our activities worldwide but I do consider the NRC and the IDMC the most knowledgeable organizations about internal displacement around the world. Whenever I have any doubt about internal displacement, either I consult IDMC publications or I phone Elisabeth Rasmusson and I know that I'll find the right answers. 

A few words on the challenges we face when dealing with the problem that has been so clearly characterized by Elizabeth, especially coming from a refugee agency. The first challenge is indeed in the difference between what a refugee is and what an internally displaced is. If you are a refugee, if you flee from one country to another based on a well-founded fear of persecution or a conflict situation, you are entitled, according to international law, namely the 51 Convention and different regional instruments, to be protected by the host state. And you have a certain number of very meaningful rights and you have an international organization with a very strong mandate to make sure that those rights are exercised. Now if you are internally displaced within the borders of your own country, you are submitted to the laws of that country and you are under the only authority of the government of that country. 

Now, in many circumstances, governments do their best to provide to their citizens displaced all the protection and the assistance they need. In some circumstances they can't, they lack the capacity to do so, but they ask the international community to support them but in some circumstances too, they are not willing to do so and they are not willing to let international community support the people in distress. When that is the case, national sovereignty becomes paramount in international relations and the capacity of international communities to intervene is extremely limited. And I would say that after that war Iraq, it became even more limited because any kind of intervention is perceived as possibly having a hidden agenda, a regime change objective, or any other consideration of this kind that indeed has limited the capacity, even in the strictly humanitarian perspective, the capacity of the international community to grant protection and assistance to those in distress in those circumstances. 

The second challenge for us is the narrowing of humanitarian space and I see three main reasons for that narrowing in the present circumstances. 

First, the evolving nature of conflict. We are having less and less classic wars. In some circumstances we have a mixture of situations. You have rebels fighting government armies, you have ethnic militias fighting each other, you have bandits and you might be member of rebel movement in the morning, of an ethnic militias in the afternoon and the bandits hijacking cars in evening, and this creates an involvement in which humanitarians find more and more difficult to act in support of the populations affected. This is indeed a huge problem we are facing and the problems are unfortunately increasing not decreasing. The number of actors can be extremely high. 

Just look at North Kivu – you have the army, the Congolese army, you have the CNDP, the Tutsi and the Kunda group, you have the FDLR, the old Hutu rebels from Rwanda, you have the Mai-Mai, the local militias and then all kinds of bandits going around and it is in these circumstances that humanitarian aidsto the internal displacement that needs to be provided and of course, you can imagine how difficult it is. 

A second reason is of course, the attitude of some governments in this context. You recently witnessed all the discussions about Darfur and the way the NGO community can act in Darfur, so it's not necessarily to enter into more details – and a third more complex, more sophisticated reason that contributes to the narrow humanitarian space is the fact that international community can be present in some areas both in the military capacity and in a humanitarian capacity. And if in normal circumstances if you have a peacekeeping operation, there is no problem of confusion and there is no interference with humanitarian space we are witnessing more and more situations where we have peacekeeping forces without peace to keep, and they become part of the conflict and that, of course, makes it more complex in the relationship between humanitarian community and international peacekeeping forces and, of course, even more complex when you have other kinds of international forces, which tend to have their own humanitarian activities to win hearts and minds and for other kinds of objectives and that creates a confusion in the way humanitarian support is perceived and narrows, indeed, the capacity of humanitarian organizations. 

The sub-challenge, I would mention, is in relation to the impact of the financial and economic crisis. If one looks at one organization like mine, we are witnessing a loss of our income of about 10 percent. Yesterday I was informed that others are even in worse circumstances for different groups of reasons, and at the same time, the problems are increasing and will be increasing in the near future because the impact of the crisis on the most vulnerable countries and the most vulnerable populations is now starting to bite hard. It started, of course, in the developed world, it went into the emerging economies but now it's going more and more into the developing world. 

When one looks at the present trends of force displacement we see this interrelation between conflict, climate change and extreme poverty and obviously the increasing extreme poverty we are witnessing and will be witnessing in the next few months will have an impact in displacement that is difficult to measure and we will have also an impact in the competition for resources between those displaced and the lost communities being another factor of instability that we can perceive and it will make even more difficult to provide assistance and protection to those displaced. 

For all these reasons, not only these figures are very worrying, but the environment in which these figures can be witnessed in today's world is not only worrying, but becoming more and more challenging, and that is why the presentation of this document is so important to raise awareness and to make sure that those that are involved in this work under the coordination of John Holmes can be more effectively supported by the international community.

Warren Hoge: 
Thank you, Commissioner. John Holmes.

John Holmes: 
Thank you very much, Warren. Good morning everybody and let me just say it's a great privilege to be sharing a platform with Elisabeth and António Guterres because I think these are two of the most effective organizations in this area but not only in this area.  Around the world certainly NLC is one of the best informed, active and effective NGOs and, of course, we all know the track record of UNHR in dealing these issues over 7 years and so it's a great privilege and pleasure to be here. This is a very important occasion, the presentation of this report, because the report brings out not only the seriousness of the situation in an informed and accurate and I think largely verifiable way, but it also highlights the seriousness of the problem we're dealing with. Because I think this phenomenon of forced displacement and the people who are dealing with the IDPs are the real human face and very often of conflict and of disaster. The scale of the phenomenon is horrific, as my colleagues have already said, 26 million people is a very large slice of the global population. But, of course, although that figure tells a story, it doesn’t tell the real story because each of the 26 million is an individual or family with their own horrific story to tell and their own dreadful fate that they're concerned about because these are individuals, families who face total disruption of their lives from what it was before. As António was pointing out I think – and this is absolutely accurate – very often they're in a worse situation than classic refugees who crossed the border because their status is less clear, often they’ve not reached the position of safety and they have to deal with the government which may be part of the problem that they're having to deal with. So I think they are a real focus for our activity. They are a central part of my mandate, as well as that of others. So they are absolutely essential to whatever we can do in trying to alleviate the consequences of disasters and of crises. 

I think the physical and psychological suffering that the people go through in these situations can't be underestimated. I see this wherever I go; because one of the things that INO is doing these situations is usually visit the people who have been displaced because as I say they're all visible face of what is happening. You see them in very different situations. For example, this year I've been to DRC and Colombia and Sri Lanka, and there you find large displaced populations in each case but living in very different circumstances. 

In Colombia, as Elisabeth was pointing out, a very large number of displaced, in some ways, the largest population displaced in the world. But then these are not people living in mass camp situations; these are displaced in small packets, living in communities, living in towns, living in slums, but that doesn’t make their problems any less serious. 

In DRC, you have a very mobile frequently displaced population who, over many years of displacement, have virtually lost everything, and I have to say they are some of the most wretched people I've seen around the world.

And then in Sri Lanka, you have those driven out by the recent conflict also frequently displaced newly established camps, as Elisabeth said, very, very difficult conditions, certainly initially because of the difficulties of dealing with so many people who have arrived in very short notice. 

So there are very different situations. The are camps, there are not camps, there are long established camps, there are recently established camps, but the common feature is the – I say the psychological uncertainty of people not knowing what their future is going to be, when are they going to be able to go back home, are they able to go back home ever and, of course, the physical suffering that goes with disruption of lives and livelihoods that you could imagine, the fear obviously of death and injury but also simple deprivation of the basic services of life. So this is a very, very disturbing and a very, very human phenomenon that you see on the ground. And too often, I think they are the forgotten remnant of crises, the forgotten face of crises, where they're isolated. These are people who were discriminated against or simply forgotten, even as they live on the edge of survival. So that's why they deserve all our attention. 

That's why we at OCHA have launched in December last year with our partners a campaign about IDPs, drawing attention to this dire reality of the humanitarian situation, but also trying to draw attention to the fact that we not only have to deal with the humanitarian consequences of forced displacement in terms of providing physical services and protection where we can, but we also need to work more on preventing displacement because that's obviously the best solution. We need to work upstream as well as downstream. And also, looking further downstream, we need to be promoting durable solutions for these people and not just immediate relief, which is a more complicated issue in some respects even than dealing with refugees. António knows that that's complicated enough in many respects, but with IDPs it can be more complicated because they're not, as I say, removed from the conflict zone and they're maybe dealing with governments which are part of the problems, as well part of the solution. 

One other element I think is important to draw attention to is that this is not a problem which can be primarily or exclusively dealt with by the international community. It's a problem which is dealt with within countries by local communities who receive people; very many IDPs are living with host families, so-called, and you can imagine the strain that puts on them. So it’s host communities, it’s local communities, it’s local authorities, it’s national authorities, they are the ones that have to bear the brunt of these problems and therefore, helping build their capacity to deal with this, helping them deal with it in every possible way, whether it be financial or physical or advice on what the rights of IDPs should be. That's a crucial role we need to have, we need to emphasize, we need to emphasize more perhaps than we do sometimes, rather than focusing just on the international response and what the international community should be. 

That's where I think that some of the incredibly valuable work which has been done over time and on the rights of internally displaced people, the guidelines on how internally displaced people should be treated – which were issued10 years ago, we celebrated the 10th anniversary of that – António and I on the same platform – hosted by the Norwegian government last year to celebrate that 10th anniversary. That work is absolutely essential in guiding how governments and the international community should deal with IDPs, and we need to make sure we are giving the right kind of assistance and advice and help to national authorities in dealing with this, and not just as I say thinking about the international response. 

Just one other comment which is that this report correctly, and I think justifiably, focuses on the forced displacement by conflict. But as António Guterres was suggesting, this is only a small part or a part of the issue. The number of people who are displaced by natural disasters of one sort or another is larger in many respects, although perhaps more transient, and we must not forget that this is an enormously important phenomenon as well. 

As we face the kind of multi-hazard challenges of the future with climate change, the food crisis, the economic and financial crisis, this phenomenon is also likely to grow, people driven out from where they’ve lived in traditionally by phenomena like climate change, by drought, by flood – whatever it may be – but on a sustained basis. And then I think we must not forget the phenomenon of IDPs and the forced displacement by those multi-hazards as well, which poses a bigger challenge for the humanitarian community because we may be faced in the future – I think we will be faced in the future the situations where we're not just responding to events, a conflict or a natural disaster, but we are responding to situations where chronic vulnerability in many countries tips over into acute vulnerability and where we need to deal with that, as well as the consequences of those have been triggered by particular event. That poses a huge challenge for us in the future. It poses a challenge because it breaks down even more visibly than there's been a case hither to, the barriers if you like, between humanitarian work and development work, and forced displacement will be the most visible sign of that where we need to deal with this in an integrated and effective way. And I think that’s going to pose, as I say, major new challenges for the humanitarian community. 

Let me also just echo the broader concerns which are highlighted by António Guterres about the narrowing of humanitarian space, expulsions of NGOs, these other aspects, these are extremely and profoundly worrying phenomena, which we need to deal with and fight against as we go forward.

In conclusion, let me just welcome again the publication of this review, the highlighting of the issue that it brings, but also the genuinely accurate broken down information that it gives, not only between countries, but also the disaggregated information between who is being displaced. That's important, because we need to look at these groups of people not just as a mass but we need to know about the elderly, the disabled, the women, the children, because they all need specific and individual treatment, and the global review and the information it contains would help us to do that. 

I'm very pleased to be here and very pleased to be able to be part of this panel. Thank you very much , Elizabeth.

Warren Hoge: 
Thanks so much John. As I said before, I'm asking the indulgence of diplomats and other guests to let me allow members of the UN Peace Corps to go first so if you raise your hand and a microphone will come to you, Laura Trevelyan?

Laura Trevelyan: 
Laura Trevelyan from the BBC. Elisabeth Rasmusson, could I ask you to describe the conditions and the situation in the Philippines which you said led to the largest displacement in 2008. Just a question for António Guterres and John, which is, is it time for a legal framework for IDPs in the same way that there's an international legal framework for refugees, and is this possible? Thank you.

Elisabeth Rasmusson: 
Well the situation in the Philippines, it’s the largest displacement situation for 2008. This is in the southern region of Mindanao, and it's due to fighting between army and rebel groups that are seeking greater regional autonomy. We know that ongoing sporadic fighting is continuing to displace people, and at the same time that return is prevented. We also know that these people have incredible humanitarian needs, but there are not that many humanitarian agencies that are able to access them and to a system. I can also say that in our report there is a further description of the situation in the Philippines as you will also find on the website. 

António Guterres: 
It is not only possible, it’s happening with the leadership of the African Union. The African Union has convened the summit for Kampala in October. There has been a huge amount of work in preparation of that summit and the African Union is ready to be approved and already, I believe, approved at the Minister of Foreign Affairs level, an African Convention on Internal Displacement. This is an extremely important step forward. I believe it is probably the only way to move forward, because as I said in my first intervention, one of the problems that today exists in international community when one discusses concepts, like the responsibility to protect the other similar ones, is that in many parts of the world these concepts can be perceived as hiding other objectives. 

Now, it is obvious that the African Union has no hidden agenda. It is obvious that the African Union is concerned with the well being, the protection, the problems of the people displaced and in finding binding, legally binding instruments to make sure that African states really protect, deliver assistance and support whatever international initiative comes to help them. I can only hope that after this African convention is approved, that a movement can be replicated in other parts of the world and probably one day it will be possible to bring all things together and to come into a truly global convention on internal displacement. I think this was the right way to start doing to the – I would say – level of confidence or not enough confidence prevailing international community, and I’m very happy that the Africans are doing that. As a matter of fact, if one looks at refugee status, the African Convention on Refugees is more advanced and grants more rights and has a wider scope of protection than the 51 Convention, which again is something I think should be underlined.

John Holmes: 
I have nothing really to add to that, except that in the interim, while we wait for these conventions to come forward, I did mention the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. That is a very bureaucratic name but these are incredibly important. It is a very, very important document. It was endorsed by the General Assembly 10 years ago and therefore, it has status and these are our bible, as it were, for dealing with IDPs. So there is at least a body of principles which are widely accepted and widely used even if there is no formal legal convention as there is on refugees. 

António Guterres: 
If I may say just something on this, because the African Convention fully incorporates and makes it binding for African states what is in the Guiding Principles which means also the Guiding Principles had this very important role of creating the basis for the legal instruments now to be able to move forward with a clear orientation.

Elisabeth Rasmusson: 
I also wanted to comment on the legal framework because the Guiding Principles, as we see also several governments have now included the Guiding Principles in their national legislation. That is the first step towards protection of IDPs. However, there are in many countries not so that these laws are implemented and that’s another great challenge that we need to also focus on.

Warren Hoge: 
Very good. Edith Lederer.

Edith Lederer: 
Mr. Guterres, could you tell us as a follow up to this, in the African Union Convention, what's included on this whole issue of implementation, and is there some kind of an oversight body? I know that Mr. Holmes has just come back from Sri Lanka, but I wondered where you would put a plight of the more than hundreds of thousands of Tamils in the list of the great problems today.

António Guterres: 
I can not comment on the convention that has not yet been approved. I think it is what you mentioned is extremely important. It’s not enough to have a legally binding instrument; it’s also very important to have effective implementation mechanisms. We believe that the convention will make reference to mechanisms of monitoring and we hope that those mechanisms will become effective in the future, but it’s too early to say because the convention has not yet been approved.

John Holmes: 
I think on the Tamils, there are two separate issues. First of all, is the physical conditions under which those who fled the combat zone are living. There is a problem in dealing with this massive influx we had last week of more than a hundred thousand people who escaped and then providing them with the basic services of shelter and food and water and medical services. That’s happening, it’s been slower than we would have hoped, but it’s happening so I’m confident that we will get there on that basis. The conditions there are not as bad and will not be as bad as they are in some parts,  for example, of DRC, although this is a population which did come out in a very badly nourished and weak condition. 

Secondly, there is the issue of how long those people are gong to be in those camps and what the nature of the camps is going to be. For the moment, they do not have freedom of movement, except for some elderly people who have been released in small numbers. We’ve not seen the movement we would have wanted to in terms of family reunification, clear registration of everybody. There is not a clear resettlement plan for the population there. So those are all the things in which we are concerned about and are drawn very strongly to the attention of the Sri Lankan government. 

The governments say to us – and I think it’s a reasonable point – that they had a larger population of displaced people in the east in 2007-2008 after the conflict ended there. Those people are now virtual back at home. They have been dealt with, so there is no reason to suppose that the existing population will not be dealt with in the same way. Let’s wait to see whether that’s the case. I hope very much it will not turn into a situation of protracted displacement, because protracted displacement is the most serious and dispiriting and demoralizing situation for people to find themselves in. There is no reason to believe we’re going to get there at this moment.

Warren Hoge: 
Any other journalist question because otherwise, I’ll move onto our other guests. Please. In the backroom. Just wait for the microphone and please tell us who you are.

Jenny: 
I am Jenny Manrique for The New York Times. Mr. Holmes mentioned the challenge which is attending a displacement population by environmental disasters. Given the fact that the convention of UNHCR doesn’t include these people as refugees, I want to know which could be the efforts and how could this be for others who attend these populations. For instance, in the Pacific islands where the predictions are so bad relating to climate change which could be the efforts for these populations.

António Guterres: 
Indeed the 51 Convention does not include what sometimes is – I would say – in common language referred to as environmental refugees, and I wouldn’t be advocating to change the 51 Convention to include them because I would be afraid if today we touch the 51 Convention, it will probably not be as strong as it is in relation to the protection of those that are driven by persecution or conflict. 

But indeed, a very important discussion that is on the table is what kind of instruments are necessary in relation to these kind of people. The example you mentioned is extreme, it is the example of countries that might physically disappear. And in this regard, I think that we need to find the way in which not only the individual rights of persons are guaranteed, and we have two conventions for that, the Convention on Statelessness and the Convention on Reduction of Statelessness. But here it is more than the rights of the individual; it’s the rights of a community that need to be enshrined. I do believe that the international community will have to find a mechanism to allow for these communities to go on having a political entity even if their territory will disappear. At the present situation, we have not such a legal instrument, but I do believe this is something that the international community will have to face and it is a totally new situation. 

Beyond that, there is a discussion on the table whether for people forced to flee because of environmental degradation caused by climate change, for instance drought or rising level of waters in some coastal areas. Most of them, it’s important to say, will fall in the category of internal displaced and so the mechanisms of internal displacement will be the adequate ones. But for those that will be forced to cross the borders, I think there are two schools of thinking at the present moment. One that would say that we have enough instruments in human rights law and humanitarian law, we just need to improve the mechanisms of coordination and partnership of the different entities, national and international to cope with these challenges. Others will say that it might be useful to have some kind of new legal instrument, and one of the instruments that is now being discussed in some fora is the possibility of an instrument on temporary protection. This is an unresolved question, and I believe that it is very important that international communities not only discusses climate change, that has been very much in the agenda, but discusses the humanitarian impact of climate change and especially the displacement impact of climate change and relieve member states will have, together with international organizations, to discuss very seriously whether new legal instruments would be necessary (at least for the stateless question, I believe it is the case) or whether we can leave improving the way the present instruments are used and implemented.

Warren Hoge: 
I don’t see any hands. Would anybody else would like to ask a question or make a comment? The floor is yours if you’d like to. Would either of the panelists like to say anything that you’ve not had a chance to say already?

Elisabeth Rasmusson: 
I would like to say that we’re talking about more than 50 countries and, of course, these are 50 different countries, and the situation for the internally displaced people are different from one country to the other one. It is very difficult to say which IDP situation is the worst in the world because especially when you look at the largest IDP situations and the most recent ones, they are all characterized by the fact that the IDPs are unprotected and unassisted, generally. And then you will find variations from one country to the other one. But I would very, very much like to take this opportunity to encourage you to read the report and also to look at the website because there we are describing the needs of the IDPs and also the lack of assistance and protection. Thank you.

Warren Hoge: 
Thank you very much. For those of you who may end up writing about this, you would please your old colleague, Warren Hoge, if you mention that this all took place at IPI. We at IPI have particularly been looking at the connection between climate change and conflict that’s come up here in a couple of questions and a couple of comments, and we’ll be doing more on that, and we will see you when that happens. 

Elisabeth Rasmusson; High Commissioner António Guterres; John Holmes; thank you very much for coming here.

