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I Cote d'Ivoire - Debriefing on the RSG on the Human Rights of IDPs, Dr. Walter Kälin’s visit to the country from 17 to 24 April

Ms. Moetsi Duchatellier (OHCHR), Human Rights Officer and Ms. Claudine Haenni (RSG on HR of IDPs), Adviser

Ms. Haenni and Ms. Duchatellier briefed on the RSG’s recent mission to Cote d’Ivoire to assess the situation of the IDPs in the country. The RSG travelled to several parts of the country and had talks with government representatives as well as leaders of the Forces Nouvelles (FN) in the North and representatives of civil society.

More than three years of political conflict as well as conflicts over land in rural areas, particularly in the west and the south of the country, have caused major displacement. IDPs have become victims of serious human rights violations committed by all parties to the conflict as well as by other actors. Cases of torture and sexual violence have also been reported.

The majority of IDPs in Cote d’Ivoire are living with host families, which makes them hard to identify (a survey conducted by the government and UNFPA in 5 departments suggest that there are about 700.000 IDPs). The RSG estimates that the overall number could be as high as 1 mill.). The IDPs and the host communities have not received any assistance from the authorities or from international humanitarian organisations. There is continued insecurity both in the areas of origin as well as in the areas to which the IDPs have fled. Furthermore, issues of property rights are a major constraint to the return process, since much of the land left behind by the IDPs have been taken over by others, or as in the North, confiscated by members of the FN.

Among the recommendations of the RSG was a call on the authorities and humanitarian organizations to draft a comprehensive strategy to address the challenges of internal displacement, including the issue of return as well as a detailed plan of action to improve the current situation of the IDPs. He also requested the donor community to support a long-term strategy, which is the only option for durable solutions to the internal displacement crisis.

Following the briefing Ms. Duchatellier clarified that the RSG’s talks with the FN had indeed addressed the issue of return and property rights and that the RSG had received clear assurances from the FN that they were dealing with this issue.

II Colombia - Displacement of Indigenous People 

Mr. Jozef Merkx (UNHCR), Senior Desk Officer, Bureau for the Americas

Mr. Merkx briefed on the displacement of indigenous people in Columbia. The armed conflict in Colombia is badly affecting the country's one million indigenous people and UNHCR is concerned that entire communities could disappear after being forced to flee their traditional territories following targeted attack by armed groups over the last couple of years.

Displacement has often been an end in itself rather than just a by-product of Colombia's conflict. For many years, both guerrillas and paramilitaries have depopulated rural areas and appropriated the land for political, economic and strategic gain (coca plantations, transit areas for arms smuggling, etc). Indigenous lands tend to be in remote and strategically important areas where irregular armed groups are heavily present. Crimes and human rights abuses against indigenous people often go unreported and stay unpunished. 

There are over two million IDPs in Colombia and while forced displacement is always a very difficult experience, it is catastrophic for indigenous communities. Indigenous culture is closely linked to the land and displacement often leads to the total collapse of traditional authority and cultural patterns. Like many other displaced people, indigenous families often end up in big urban centres where they face huge difficulties making a new life in an alien environment. Although indigenous people represent only 2 to 3 per cent of Colombia's total inhabitants, they make up 8 per cent of the county's internally displaced population

Colombia's legislation on internal displacement is among the most advanced in the world requiring the state to create policies and adopt measures for displacement prevention, attention and protection. But the problem is implementation. The authorities are largely ineffective and/or unwilling to act and corruption is widespread.

One of the main objectives of UNHCR is to monitor the government’s compliance with the national legislation. Also, UNHCR is working closely with indigenous associations to help them defend the rights of their people and the agency is assisting many of the displaced in acquiring documentation in the form of national identity cards in cooperation with the Colombian Registry Office. Many of the indigenous people have never held birth certificates. Without proper documentation access to state services such as health care and education is restricted.

The discussion following the briefing focused among others on the role of the government and the prospects for increased government funding for the displaced populations. FAO gave a brief presentation on its activities in Colombia related to indigenous people. OCHA informed participants that an inter-agency forum has been set up in Colombia coordinated by OCHA 

III Third International Conference on Early Warning (EWC III), 27-29 March 2006 – Outcomes and Follow-up 

Mr. John Horekens (ISDR), Conference Coordinator

Mr. Horekens briefed on the recently held EWC III, which focused on the role of local communities in effective early warning and how to make early warning systems a practical reality to local communities.

One of the main outcomes of the conference was a compendium of 130 concrete early warning projects spanning from global systems to very practical measures, implementable at the local level. Governments and donors are encouraged to study the proposals and to work with the submitting organizations to turn them into reality. 

More information on the conference, including the compendium is available on www.ewc3.org.

The discussion following the briefing focused on the dissemination of the Compendium of Projects. IFRC informed that they would be circulating it to national societies. On a question related to specific geographical needs and requirements, Mr. Horekens clarified that the compendium was divided into regions. Also he informed that ISDR would be setting up a support group related to the work of implementing the projects.
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