
Internal displacement: ‘Internal refugees’ or ‘unlucky citizens’?
An examination of recent developments and conceptual challenges in protecting and assisting internally displaced persons

In recent years, the issue of internal displacement has emerged as a central human rights concern and challenge to the international community – ethically, institutionally and politically. The phenomenon of internal displacement was barely discussed and poorly understood little more than a decade ago. However, concerted advocacy campaigns, the work of the Representative to the United Nations Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons [RSG] and the development of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement have all created a discernable shift in global attention to and actions towards the issue. The work of the RSG has impacted the normative framing of the issue, centered on a human rights framework and the concept of ‘sovereignty as responsibility’. Moreover, recent institutional reforms have developed to enhance United Nations agency-wide collaboration on protecting and assisting the internally displaced. The former RSG, Francis Deng, has argued that “discernable progress has been made in addressing the plight of the internally displaced…the needs of internally displaced persons are universally acknowledged and understood” (Global IDP Project, 2002: Foreword). Yet, Deng has also recognized that protection and assistance of internally displaced persons in many parts of the work “is still a neglected concern, or an unfulfilled aspiration, at best” (Ibid). Field research, case studies and advocacy efforts have established and conveyed the often dire conditions of internally displaced persons. Despite this, there is an unresolved conceptual and operational debate relating to the protection and assistance of internally displaced persons. 

Internally displaced persons are defined as persons “who have been forced or obliged to flee or leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular, as a result of, or in order to avoid the effects of, armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized state border” (Deng and Cohen, 1998b:18). This definition focuses on the coercive or involuntary nature of the displacement, and that the displacement takes place within national borders. It holds within the definition displacement due to natural disaster or development projects, but the majority of research and policy work relating to internal displacement has focused on those displaced due to human rights violations or conflict. It has been argued that the internally displaced – numbering 24 million globally by some estimates (Global IDP Project, 2002) – are the largest ‘at risk’ population in the world, requiring special forms of protection and assistance that the international community has largely failed to provide. The following examination of some concerns relating to internal displacement engages with questions relating to the conceptualization of the issue and outlines current debates within the literature and policy. 

Through advocacy, research and the development of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, the internally displaced have been identified as a category of concern requiring specific forms of protection and assistance from the international community. However, there is a significant conceptual debate that is unresolved. Those who argue for increased protection and assistance for the internally displaced often frame this concern by comparing internally displaced persons to refugees, invoking similarities in terms of causes of displacement and specific protection challenges relating to displacement. Yet, this perspective has been questioned by those who are concerned that such an understanding undermines refugee protection in practice. This perspective proposes that comparing refugees and internally displaced persons simply due to the commonality of displacement does not adequately establish justification for affording internally displaced persons the same rights and protection as refugees. Essentially, this debate can be framed as that between those who see the internally displaced as ‘internal refugees’ and those who see internally displaced persons merely as ‘unlucky citizens’ – victims of human rights violations, but not a category apart from other citizens in conflict areas or repressive regimes. 
This paper argues that comparisons between protection of the internally displaced and protection of refugees may in fact be accurate and necessary in some contexts. Internally displaced persons often experience displacement and human rights abuses due to lack of such protection, or in some cases, due to direct targeting by their own government. Therefore, the protection they may need is comparable to that of refugees, who are afforded international protection given they have lost protection from their own governments. Arguments attempting to identify a sharp distinction between internally displaced persons and refugees miss that both on an empirical and conceptual level there are clear linkages. In some regions, the rise in numbers of internally displaced persons is directly correlated to an erosion of refugee protection and asylum. Furthermore, forced displacement as a process can lead to certain vulnerabilities, including loss of livelihoods and social networks. Thus, judicious and careful comparison between refugee populations and internally displaced persons could in fact shed light on more effective forms of protection and assistance for both categories of people. However, through analysis of the United Nation’s High Commission for Refugees’ [UNHCR] policies on internal displacement, it becomes clear that significant operational challenges remain in utilizing the category of internally displaced persons as a method for protecting and assisting the most vulnerable. 
The problem of internal displacement: normative and institutional developments

Increasing international concern regarding the issue of internal displacement over the past decade is both due to the empirical growth of the phenomenon in recent years and growing discontent at the inability of the international community to address the issue in a systematic and predictable way. The number of internally displaced persons has increased from an estimate of 1.2 million in 11 countries in 1982, to more than 24 million in 28 countries in 2005 (Global IDP Project, 2002). The change in the nature of conflict post-Cold War, whereby conflicts are increasingly internal and often lead to strategic or political targeting of particular populations, is one factor in the growth of numbers of internally displaced persons. Moreover, growing erosion of the principle of asylum in some regions has led to many who would have previously crossed borders and been recognized as refugees staying within the borders of their countries (Vincent and Sorenson, 2001:2). Furthermore, throughout the 1990s, it became increasingly clear than existing agencies and mandates within the international system were ill-equipped to address the issue. Deng argued that international response had been “ad hoc, limited and unsatisfactory” (1993:3). In essence, the growth of the phenomenon of internal displacement, increasing knowledge of the issues affecting internally displaced persons and recognition of the structural limitations of existing international agencies in addressing the problem led to growing acceptance that the problem was one the international community had to address through new approaches. 

The release of the Guiding Principles in 1998 was one of the most significant achievements of Deng’s term as RSG. Deng argued in 1993 that the situation of internally displaced persons “constitutes a humanitarian and human rights crises of major proportions that calls for clear guidelines that could be applied to all internally displaced persons” (Deng, 1993:9). The development of a clear and concise set of principles that acts as a tool for protection has significantly changed the context of policy and advocacy relating to internal displacement. The Guiding Principles can be a mechanism to instigate dialogue between actors, reiterating the rights afforded to internally displaced persons in a number of sources of international law, and providing a normative framework for analysis of the issue. Weiss has argued that the Guiding Principles “begin to fill the glaring legal lacuna within the international humanitarian system” (1999:365). The Guiding Principles, while not binding on governments or international actors, bring together the relevant aspects of human rights, humanitarian and refugee law to “provide the basis for international concern with the problems of the internally displaced” (Deng, 1993:133). While not introducing new rights or norms, compiling the rights pertinent in cases of internal displacement in and of itself is an achievement that can act to reinforce and strengthen existing protections, ensuring these aspects of international law can be more effective in contexts of internal displacement. It emphasizes the rights of internally displaced persons as citizens of nation-states, and places primary responsibility on resolving cases if internal displacement on national governments. 
The UN Secretary General noted that due to the Guiding Principles, and the mandate fulfilled by the RSG, the “international community’s response to the global crisis of internal displacement has advanced appreciably” (UN General Assembly, 1999:24). Yet, despite the significant advances achieved by Deng during his time as RSG, and the continuing work of the current RSG, Dr Walter Kalin, the challenges of selectivity of response by the international community, ineffective co-ordination and inadequate protection still remain. As such, alongside the development of the Guiding Principles, there has been significant discussion about the structural flaws in the international system and gaps in responsibilities for international assistance and protection for internally displaced persons. In 2005, the cluster model was agreed upon, through which different agencies are responsible for different aspects of internal displacement situations, for example, housing and shelter or water and sanitation. The model is designed to provide “much-needed predictability and accountability for the collaborative approach to internally displaced persons” (Morris, 2006:54). Weiss is correct in arguing that “international discourse has changed” (1999:363), normative principles have been accepted by a wide range of actors, and institutional frameworks designed to promote and achieve a more comprehensive approach to the protection and assistance of internally displaced persons. Yet, as Deng recognized, “the real issue is not so much deficiencies in the law as inadequacies of enforcement procedures and a lack of political will on the part of the perpetrators of violations and the international community” (1993:135). Moreover, in spite of these developments, which have successfully promoted the category of internally displaced persons as a specific group of vulnerable persons, there is a need to re-examine the conceptual precepts behind such categorization. 
Conceptual challenges: Displacement, vulnerability and protection 

Turton has argued that conceptualization leads to consequences in policy and practice; that is, the way something is thought about and described impacts the way it is acted upon. Recognizing that the way that internal displacement has been described and conceptualized has impacted policy development and institutional arrangements, this section interrogates two contrasting conceptualizations of internal displacement. The following section examines the debate between those who view internal displacement as a form of displacement along a continuum – and therefore linked to refugee movement – and those who question the comparisons drawn between the experiences and needs of refugees and internally displaced persons. The UNHCR itself has encouraged re-examination of the concept of internally displaced persons, stating 

The concept of ‘internally displaced people’ should be the subject of critical review. While the concept has proven to be of considerable value for the purposes of advocacy, its use as an operational category is more questionable (UNHCR, 2002:7). 

The same document continues, “some organizations regard internally displaced persons as a specific humanitarian category, analogous to refugees, while others find the concept less helpful” (Ibid:11). This section explores and examines this debate. 

Critical examination of the concept of internal displacement reveals deep conceptual disagreement. The two sides of the debate can be characterized as such: those (including the RSG) lobbying for recognition of the needs of internally displaced persons often frame the issue as one of ‘internal refugees’. This perspective seeks to establish a separate humanitarian category of internally displaced persons, emphasizing the particular vulnerabilities experienced by internally displaced persons due to the specific experience of displacement. The counter-argument, which positions internally displaced persons as ‘unlucky citizens’, focuses on two issues. It contests the linkages between internally displaced persons and refugees, arguing that this comparison is problematic empirically, given the specificities of refugee rights in the 1951 Convention and the meaning of refugee protection. Moreover, it maintains that focusing on internally displaced persons as a separate humanitarian category fails to provide assistance and protection based on need, rather than simply due to the fact of displacement. At the core of the debate is the question the utility of categorizing internal displacement as a specific human rights concern, necessitating particular focus on protection and assistance for victims. The concepts of vulnerability, protection and displacement are central to the debate. 

In 2000, the United States Ambassador to the United Nations, Richard Holbrooke, stated that “there is no real difference between a refugee and an internally displaced person” (http://www.un.int/usa/00_044.htm). In a speech to Cardozo Law School, he argued strongly against the distinction between internally displaced persons and refugees on the grounds that reasons for flight were the same, yet conditions of protection and assistance vastly different, stating that for internally displaced persons, “your safety and the well-being of you and your family could turn on the geographic accident of whether you had crossed a border”. This position proposes that there are essential similarities in the experience and outcomes of displacement, and yet that a legal framework, clear institutional responsibility and protection mechanisms exist for refugees, while being clearly lacking for internally displaced persons. Deng’s position reflected this; he wrote, 

[t]he fundamental rights and human needs of displaced persons are at least as threatened as those of refugees…Nevertheless, the legal doctrine and institutional arrangements for protecting and assisting the internally displaced are far less developed than those that apply to refugees (1993:3). 

The inadequacies of international protection for internally displaced persons are often highlighted in this approach through comparison to the protection system for refugees. 

Advocates of the ‘internal refugees’ perspective link internally displaced persons to refugees for conceptual reasons, advocating a perspective that sees refugee movement as one sub-set of forms of forced migration, and therefore arguing that “a comprehensive look at forced migration must include the needs of both groups” – internally displaced and refugees (Cohen, 2001). Conceptually, this perspective proposes that there are essential similarities in the process and outcome of displacement such that refugees and internally displaced persons can be compared. Moreover, many advocates propose that whereas refugees have lost the protection of their government by the very fact of crossing an international border, and therefore require international protection, internally displaced persons are in many contexts in the same predicament. They may have been forcibly displaced by their own governments, and invoking their formal citizenship rights will be ineffective in accessing protection. Or, as Zard has seen, national governments “may be unable or unwilling to offer assistance due to an ongoing civil conflict or other reasons” (2002). The conceptual comparisons that can be drawn between the processes and outcomes of displacement, and the empirical argument regarding loss of government protection and citizenship rights often experienced by both refugees and internally displaced persons, form the basis of the ‘internal refugees’ perspective. 

Furthermore, it is argued that the rise in numbers of internally displaced persons in some regions is directly correlated to the erosion of the principle of asylum. For example, when Pakistan closed its border to Afghan refugees in 2000, many became internally displaced rather than refugees simply due to this policy change, rather than an essential change in their status as victims of human rights abuses, needing to flee. As such, UNHCR has argued that there is “an inverse relationship between the rising numbers of internally displaced persons and the declining figure for refugees” (2006:154). The case for viewing internally displaced persons as ‘internal refugees’ draws on conceptual and empirical linkages between refugees and internally displaced persons, arguing for recognition of the similarities of refugee movement and internal displacement under the category of ‘forced migration’. This perspective proposes that specific vulnerabilities emerge from the experience of displacement and that internal displacement as opposed to refugee movement might be an outcome of national and regional context and policies. This perspective therefore maintains that refugees and internally displaced persons are neither conceptually or empirically as different as the vastly separate legal categories and international intervention regimes would suggest. 

However, Hathaway argues, the evolution of the category of internally displaced persons within the broader category of forced migration – that is, alongside refugees as a category – is one of the “least principled labels” to have been recently developed (2006). The first reason for this argument is the perceived connection between linking internally displaced persons and eroding the strength of refugee protection. Hathaway maintains that categorizing refugees and internally displaced persons in the same box implies that “we have lost sight of the specificity of the human rights-based rationale for the designation of some persons as refugees”. This could lead to a decline in refugee protection, and a dilution of “the specificity of the refugee predicament and of refugee rights” (Ibid). Both Hathaway and Barutciski question the notion that refugee protection and rights and the plight of internally displaced persons should be connected simply due to the common experience of displacement. The specificity of refugee rights that has “historically justified additional human rights protection for refugees,” Barutciski argues, is not due simply to displacement, but derives from what he terms “the quality of being a foreigner who has escaped persecution” (1998:12). Strongly rejecting the very concept of ‘internal refugees’, Hathaway favors a view that characterizes internally displaced persons as ‘unlucky citizens’ – perhaps no more unlucky, in fact, than other internal victims of human rights abuses. 

The ‘unlucky citizens’ approach also questions an approach that categorizes internally displaced persons as particularly vulnerable, above other human rights victims. Hathaway asks, 

Is it really ethical to propose special institutional or other protection for – or to give enhanced scholarly attention to – the so-called ‘internally displaced’ in priority to a more comprehensive commitment to studying and meeting the needs of all internal human rights victims, whether displaced or not?

He concludes, “protective resources ought to be distributed on the basis of relative necessity, not by reliance on the facile notion that everyone who moves is in a class distinct from those who haven't” (2006). Barutciski argues that if some groups are more vulnerable than others in situations of conflict, this is a matter of “operational priorities, not for legal or conceptual development” (1998:13). The essence of the ‘unlucky citizen’ debate is that it emphasizes the specificities of refugee protection, placing internally displaced persons alongside other victims of internal human rights violations and questioning a specific focus on internally displaced as a distinct category. This perspective stresses that refugees are not afforded protection or assistance due to the very fact of their displacement, but due to the fact that they have lost protection from their own government by virtue of having crossed an international border. Therefore, internally displaced persons are simply ‘unlucky citizens’ who may have suffered human rights violations, along with many other non-displaced in the same society. 

The ‘unlucky citizens’ argument can be contested on three major grounds, the first of which is the question of the tension between recognizing commonalities between refugees and internally displaced persons and maintaining a specific focus on refugee protection. The objective of the RSG’s mandate and related legal and conceptual developments has not been to establish that internally displaced persons require the same form of protection afforded to refugees. Internally displaced persons, as citizens still residing in their own country, are afforded all the rights of citizens, which are beyond those granted to refugees in the 1951 Convention. It is possible to maintain the specificity of refugee protection while recognizing that protection may be needed for some internally displaced persons in contexts where their government is unable or unwilling to provide them with protection afforded to other citizens. The concerns that advocates for the ‘unlucky citizens’ perspective propose relating to diminishing refugee protection are real ones, in a context of increasingly restricted access to asylum for refugees and the threat of refoulement in a number of protracted refugee situations. However, as Cohen argues,

governments reluctant to receive refugees have at times used in-country protection activities for internally displaced persons as a pretext for denying asylum. But it should also be recognized that governments bent on containment will always find other reasons for closing their doors… inhospitality to refugees has many other causes and should not be allowed to interfere with efforts to promote protection for the far larger numbers of people who remain uprooted within their home countries (2005:10). 
The decline of the principle of asylum is an outcome of political processes, including assertions from many developing countries that they are shouldering an unfair burden of refugee hosting, and as such, these issues can be addressed through international co-operation for burden-sharing, not through diminishing concerns relating to internal displacement. Moreover, as UNHCR was pointed out, addressing internal displacement can in fact bring “tangible dividends for refugees” (2005). For example, UNHCR argues, 

Especially where the benefits of UNHCR’s involvement with the IDPs are clear to see, these contacts can have a positive effect on asylum and protection in the country concerned. In those cases where the citizens of this country may be refugees elsewhere, there are telling advantages to operating in the heart of what may even be their very areas of origin (2005) 
Through addressing internal displacement, UNHCR can “ultimately work in favour of more space and patronage for asylum itself”. Therefore, the argument that intervention for internally displaced persons can threaten refugee protection must be broken down, to analyze the root causes of restrictions on asylum for refugees, and also recognize the potential benefits for refugees in addressing cases of internal displacement. 
Secondly, the sharp distinction that is drawn between refugee protection and protection of internally displaced persons may be reflected in international law, but operationally may not be the case. Hathaway seeks to distinguish refugee protection and the rights afforded to refugees as a result of crossing an international border as specific to refugees and sharply distinct from those rights of protection and assistance that should be afforded to internally displaced persons. Protection of refugees, Hathaway argues, is needs-based, and refugees’ needs are distinct from those of internally displaced persons. However, UNHCR has become involved in protection of internally displaced persons in contexts ranging from Georgia to Angola, recognizing that these groups of displaced persons had also lost protection of their government, and could be provided with assistance and protection through a similar framework, albeit without the central principles of non-refoulement and the right to seek asylum. A particular vulnerability that many internally displaced persons suffer is that of a lack of government protection. Their government may be unable, or in fact, unwilling, to afford them the basic human rights of citizens in that country. Therefore, Frelick argues, 

[t]he rights concern ought not to be because a person is internally displaced per se but – by analogy with the underlying concern for refugees – because a person who is internally displaced lacks the protection of their government and, owing to fear of persecution, is unable to access that protection (2003:10).  
As such, Frelick is able to contest a central argument of Hathaway and Barutciski. The needs of internally displaced persons are not similar to those of refugees simply because they are displaced, but because some groups of internally displaced persons have been particularly marginalized, targeted or repressed by their government, and their displacement is a direct result of this. Hence, principles of protection for internally displaced persons could be developed by analogy to principles of refugee protection, without eroding the specificity of refugee protection, which remains a fundamental way for refugees to access human rights. 

Finally, establishing the needs of internally displaced persons as generally distinct from those of other human rights abuse victims need not prioritize their needs in contexts where displacement may actually signify lesser vulnerability. Instead, it highlights that the very process of displacement in and of itself may be an outcome or cause of greater vulnerabilities. As such, it is not displacement that is the focus, but the vulnerabilities that are an outcome of the process. Hathaway argues that concern for internally displaced persons should be in the form of “general concern” like that for all internal victims of human rights abuse. However, within that broad category of victims of human rights violations, there has been advocacy, research and legal developments identifying groups with specific vulnerabilities – for example, women, children, the elderly, indigenous peoples and minorities. When Hathaway contends that “the needs of the internally displaced are fundamentally comparable to those of other internal human rights victims” (2006), this may be the case, but such ‘internal human rights victims’ are not conceptualized as an undifferentiated mass of people with homogenous needs, legally or conceptually. Identification of groups of people with specific needs has led to recognition of differentiated needs and therefore the development of different protection strategies for these groups. As an example, conventions and guidelines relating to gender-based violence and the specific vulnerabilities women experience in conflict have developed over recent decades. These efforts emerge from an understanding that due to gender hierarchies, sexism and the prevalence of rape as a weapon of war, women may require specific protection in conflict situations. This recognition does not imply that all women require this specific protection, but that identifying women as a category of concern can address the specific vulnerabilities women may experience. Identification of internally displaced persons as a category of concern can function in the same way. It is a description, not a legal category, of individuals or groups who may be particularly susceptible to gaps in assistance and lack of protection. UNHCR has found that “special attention to particular disadvantaged groups – whether refugees, internally displaced persons, minorities or women – has enhanced their protection” (2006:156). Recognition of the category of internally displaced persons as having specific needs and vulnerabilities can lead to more effective interventions and appropriate programs. 
The ‘internal refugees’ argument proposes that the specific vulnerabilities of internally displaced persons be understood as emerging from the process and outcomes of displacement, and researchers have suggested a range of vulnerabilities experienced by internally displaced persons. Deng and Cohen found that the highest mortality rates ever recorded have involved internally displaced persons, and are up to sixty times higher than those of non-displaced in conflict situations (1998b:2). Mooney points out that the outcomes of displacement can include loss of livelihoods, land and shelter, lack of means of generating income and break-up of families and community support networks. She states that World Food Programme has recognized that internally displaced persons are the majority of their beneficiaries and are most likely amongst their beneficiaries to be totally dependent on food assistance (2005:15-19). Cohen argues, “in many situations of displacement, internally displaced persons are more often deprived of basic life giving support than other members of the population” (2001). This perspective therefore proposes that a focus on internally displaced persons as a vulnerable category is in itself actually a needs-based approach, recognizing the “unique needs and heightened vulnerabilities that arise as a result of forced displacement” (Mooney, 2005:18). This perspective proposes that the needs of internally displaced persons are distinct and require specific assistance and protection. 

Yet, while Deng and Cohen correctly point out that “displacement, by its very nature, generally entails the deprivation of many rights” (1998b:78), is it correct to understand displacement as “prima facie evidence of vulnerability,” as Weiss proposes (1999:363)? While this paper has favored the ‘internal refugees’ argument, it is not the case that displacement should be seen as a proxy for vulnerability, but that displacement can be an additional lens to frame analysis of vulnerability. On this point, the ‘unlucky citizens’ argument is stronger in its recognition of the flaws in understanding all displacement as a result of human rights violations or due to vulnerability of individuals or groups. The advocacy campaign to recognize internal displacement as a human rights concern has perhaps succeeded on the basis of its portrayal of internally displaced persons as individuals and groups who suffer egregious human rights abuses, lack basic rights and assistance and require effective protection from the international community. Yet, in some contexts, internally displaced persons may in fact be “the relatively fortunate sub-population of internal human rights victims” (Hathaway, 2006). Koser found that in the recent Israel-Lebanon war, the internally displaced in both Israel and Lebanon were those who were “relatively resourceful,” mainly those who had the financial resources or international social networks to enable them to flee the conflict-affected areas. As such, he argues, the dynamics of that particular conflict showed that “those in most need of immediate assistance can be the people who stay behind rather than those who are displaced” (2006:2). Thus, in order for the ‘internal refugees’ argument to be both empirically and conceptually strengthened, it is important to attenuate the perspective on the vulnerability of internally displaced persons that has developed as part of the advocacy campaign, and to recognize that displacement can in some contexts be a successful livelihood strategy. 

Conceptualization and operationalization
: 
This brings to light the continuing difficulties in operationalizing the concept. Analysis of UNHCR’s policy documents on the issue and debates within the organization leading up to the implementation of the cluster-approach provide an important lens into a number of issues.
 Debates within UNHCR and in policy statements on internal displacement show the blurriness between the ‘internal refugees’ and ‘unlucky citizens’ approach, demonstrating the difficulty in operationalizing protection and assistance for internally displaced persons in a meaningful and clear manner.

UNHCR firstly states that their interest in internally displaced persons is due to “their similarity to refugees in terms of the causes and consequences of their displacement and their humanitarian needs” (UNHCR, 2000), emphasizing the ‘internal refugees’ perspective. Cases for involvement for UNHCR at this stage include; where refugees and internally displaced persons are “generated by the same causes and straddle the border,” such that solutions to the refugee problem cannot usually be found without resolving the issue of internal displacement; where effective reintegration of refugees after repatriation requires that assistance be extended to internally displaced persons in the same locality or community (for example, UNHCR states, in “Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Guatemala, it has been operationally and conceptually difficult for UNHCR to differentiate between returnees and internally displaced” (2000:4)); and, where refugees seek asylum in areas where there is internal displacement (as is occurring currently in Chad and Darfur). In this discussion, UNHCR concludes,

The range of situations described above make it clear that UNHCR’s interest in the internally displaced is provoked, not only by the risk or reality of a refugee outflow, but also by the “refugee-like” nature of internal displacement calling for the Office’s particular expertise in protection and solutions (2000:5). 

It should be noted that this discussion was prior to the implementation of the cluster-approach, which designates UNHCR as lead agency on protection, emergency shelter and camp management and coordination in complex emergencies. However, it does demonstrate that UNHCR saw limited cases where internally displaced persons should be assisted, in line with their mandate to protect refugees, and that these situations related to internally displaced persons in ‘refugee-like situations’, whereby the expertise of UNHCR in dealing with such situations could be utilized. Overall, UNHCR states that “UNHCR has an interest in being involved with IDPs where internal displacement and refugee problems are linked” (2000:6). 

At the same time, Erika Feller, Assistant High Commissioner for Protection at UNHCR, has outlined the reasons why involvement with internal displacement – and, specifically, framing internally displaced persons as ‘internal refugees’ – could in some cases “undermine the institution of asylum or compromise the right of refugees to seek and enjoy asylum in another state” (Feller, 2006). These situations could include cases where UNHCR’s involvement with internally displacement might constitute or contribute to a restrictionist strategy that is intended to contain displaced persons within the borders of their own country; where “UNHCR’s impartiality would be negatively impacted, to the extent that humanitarian access to refugee populations would be jeopardised”; and “UNHCR’s involvement with IDPS and affected populations would compromise its relationships with host governments or parties to a conflict to such an extent it would affect our activities for refugees” (2006). So, practically, there are a number of reasons that UNHCR has identified supporting Hathaway’s view that refugee protection could be adversely affected by UNHCR involvement with internal displacement. 
Finally, the operationalization question emerges in UNHCR’s statements in 2000. While clarifying that they believe the role of UNHCR should be restricted to internal displacement due to ‘refugee-like’ causes, the 2000 policy document also states that, 

UNHCR’s operational experience has shown that in certain situations it is difficult to draw a meaningful distinction between the internally displaced and other vulnerable war-affected population in the same area. In such cases it may be necessary, in addressing the needs of the internally displaced, to adopt a broader, more comprehensive approach towards all those affected in the community, for instance through co-operation and co-ordination with other agencies (2000:6) 

A document in 2005, after the introduction of the cluster-approach, stated that UNHCR has responsibilities within the cluster approach 

for populations who are affected by internal displacement but who are not necessarily displaced themselves. In this respect, it is important to affirm that UNHCR recognizes that affected populations, the definition of which includes persons or communities “at risk of displacement”, fall squarely within the coordination responsibilities it has assumed under that cluster. It acknowledges that questions and indeed even concerns have arisen over this category and the nature and scope of the protection responses and operational activities it entails (emphasis added)
Therefore, it seems that while internally displaced persons should be protected and assisted due to their similarities with refugee populations, or the interconnected causes and consequences in areas with refugees and internally displaced persons, there is also the concern that operationally it may be impossible to approach internally displaced persons as a specific category of concern, and what is at issue is in fact the broader concerns of human rights violations and conflict-affected areas. There is a significant – and unresolved – tension between the conceptualization that lends itself towards a perspective of viewing internally displaced persons as a specific category of concern, and the operationalization of the concept in humanitarian interventions. 

Conclusion
This paper has explored recent developments in the field of internal displacement, proposing that the development of the Guiding Principles and recent institutional shifts in responsibility for internally displaced persons demonstrate that there has been increasing recognition of internally displaced persons as a category of concern. Yet, despite this, the conceptual debate between those who view internally displaced persons as ‘internal refugees’, and those who understand internally displaced persons as ‘unlucky citizens’ reveals a number of complex issues. 

Interrogating and examining the debate between those conceptualizing internally displaced persons as ‘internal refugees’, and those who view internally displaced persons as ‘unlucky citizens’ reveals continuing questions. Conceptualizing internal displacement and refugee displacement in the same category of experiences does not necessitate a lessening of recognition of the specificities of refugee protection. However, there are key concerns to balance, and UNHCR has outlined some important contexts in which involvement with internal displacement can in fact threaten refugee protection and the principle of asylum. How can the conceptualization of internally displaced persons as a specific category of concern and UNHCR’s primary mandate of refugee protection be reconciled? There are conceptual and empirical linkages between internally displaced persons and refugees, and these can be examined through the concepts of vulnerability and protection. Yet, operationally, it may be difficult to approach internally displaced persons separately from other war-affected populations who have not been displaced and, in fact, doing so might target those who are less vulnerable as they have been able to move from conflict-affected areas. There is a concern that the categorization of internally displaced persons within the same framework as refugees could lead to prioritization of populations simply due to the fact of displacement, rather than as a reflection of the vulnerabilities displacement can create. A human rights perspective, using the Guiding Principles as a framework of analysis, allows a greater understanding of vulnerability and the forms of protection and assistance needed by internally displaced persons. Moreover, it enables the categorization of ‘the internally displaced’ to function in a way similar to that of women, children, migrants or indigenous peoples – a population group that is often susceptible to certain forms of abuse and can be protected through a human rights framework. The process of research, advocacy and normative development relating to internal displacement has sought to establish the specific category of internally displaced persons, to highlight potential vulnerability and susceptibility to human rights violations. A practical step forward would be research on the specific vulnerabilities in contexts of internal displacement. 
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� The term operationalization here refers to putting concepts and definitions into practice in a field-based setting. 


� This is primarily because, in debates concerning institutional reforms within the UN to provide assistance and protection for internally displaced persons, it was often suggested that UNHCR should be the single lead agency, and that its mandate should be expanded to include all activities for internally displaced persons. As the implementation of the cluster approach demonstrates, this idea was eventually rejected, yet in the lead up to reforms to institutionalize international responsibilities for internal displacement, UNHCR was often looked to as the agency that should be ‘doing more’.
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