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1. Moving beyond the dichotomy between displacement and solutions  

People’s experience of internal displacement induced by armed conflict or other situations of 
violence is far from static. Forced to leave because of a threat to their safety and well-being, 
people lose their homes, their assets, their livelihoods and familiarity with their social and physical 
world. Internally displaced people may not have crossed an international border, but they still 
need to adapt to a new environment, forge new social ties, find a roof and ways to earn their 
living to meet their basic needs. 

People’s ability to re-establish a relatively stable life after being displaced depends on several 
elements. The more they have to worry about imminent threats to their lives, the less they can 
focus on normalizing their situation. But even when they find relative safety, displaced people 
often struggle to regain the financial stability needed to pay rent regularly, put food on the table 
and pay for services, a proper support network and indiscriminate access to basic services. People 
often gradually exhaust their resources, and uncertainty about the future, and the possibility to 
achieve a durable solution through integrating locally, returning to their homes or resettling to 
another part of the country, only increases people’s hardship.1 

Achieving durable solutions is often a distant prospect in protracted crises, as shown by the 
enduringly high numbers of internally displaced persons in countries such as Afghanistan, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo or Syria.2 Yet, even in long-lasting crises, steps to address 
losses and protection gaps can be taken. At the end of 2019, almost 13.5 million people displaced 
by armed conflict were found to have made some progress toward durable solutions – even 
though not all problems related to their displacement might have been addressed.3  

The IASC Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced People4 recognises that securing 
durable solutions is an inherently long-term process during which displacement-specific needs 
progressively diminish. Yet, the search for an immediate fix to internal displacement infuses 
discussions on solutions. This perpetuates a dichotomy between displacement and durable 
solutions, and often results in a focus on reversing displacement itself, rather than on respecting 
and restoring rights and addressing losses, in accordance with relevant obligations.5  

The emphasis on securing rapid returns that may not be safe, voluntary or people’s preferred 
solution has at times led to re-displacement and protracted suffering, as exemplified by the 
consequences of premature returns in places such as Iraq or South Sudan.6 The focus on returns 
– commonly conceived as the default and optimal solution – has also deterred investment to help 
people locally integrate in their place of displacement. Even if a safe and voluntary return may 
ultimately be the preferred durable solution of many displaced persons, steps should be taken to 
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1 ICRC 2019. Displaced in cities; Experiencing and Responding to urban internal displacement outside camps. Geneva: 


