
 
 

 

 

UNICEF’s Submission to the High-Level Panel on Internal 
Displacement 

 
 
UNICEF calls on the Panel to ensure standards, principles and practices that provide a safe 
home, protection and equitable access to services for every internally displaced child and 
young person, are prioritized. And that internally displaced children and youth themselves 
have a seat at the table, are taken seriously and offered the opportunity to be part of the 
solution. 
 
Forced displacement disproportionately affects children. At the end of 2019, approximately 
45.7 million people were internally displaced by conflict and violence. Nearly half – 19 million – 
were estimated to be children, under the age of 18. And millions more are displaced every year 
by natural disasters.1 While international human rights standards guarantee the rights of all 
children, and the SDGs promised to leave no one behind, internally displaced children continue 
to fall through the cracks. In a world where conflict, fragility and climate change continue to 
trigger widespread and often protracted displacement, they live in the shadows, facing immense 
challenges in the realisation of their rights, and with little to no access to basic services and 
limited opportunities to fulfil their potential. Some groups of internally displaced children face 
multiple and compounding rights violations, and barriers to accessing basic services, including 
due to discrimination and xenophobia, as well as an intersection of their experience of 
displacement with gender, age, disability and other factors.  
 
Within a global context of increasing urbanization, towns and cities are increasingly becoming 
a major refuge for displaced populations. Internally displaced children and their families in 
urban settings may find it difficult to equitably access basic services, including housing, 
protection and education, have limited support networks, lack information on protection 
options, and experience economic disruption.2 Cities on the frontlines of armed conflict are 
faced with additional challenges relating to access, security and the cumulative impact of 
protracted urban warfare on infrastructure and service systems. Critical to addressing these 
challenges are local investment and policies that explicitly include internally displaced 
populations in local and national plans and budgets for services.  
 
The rights deprivations and needs of children living in internal displacement are acute, 
immediate and demand action. Now, the global spread of COVID-19 threatens to further erode 
these children’s already precarious existence. For internally displaced children, the 
consequences will be unlike any we have ever seen – and will continue to have ramifications for 

 
1 UNICEF, 2020. Lost at Home – the risks and challenges for internally displaced children and the urgent actions 
needed to protect them; citing Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Global Report on Internal Displacement, 
2020, available at link; Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Number of IDPs by Age at the End of 2019, 2020, 
available at link. 
2 UNICEF/IDMC, 2019, Protecting and supporting internally displaced children in urban settings, available at: link 

https://www.unicef.org/reports/protecting-and-supporting-internally-displaced-children-urban-settings
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and strengthening the protective capacity of families and communities for the protection of 
children affected by internal displacement, including through community and family-based, 
inclusive initiatives and programmes and mainstreaming child protection efforts across the 
humanitarian response.  
 
Concretely this means: 
 

¶ Strengthening child protection systems through building the capacity of the social 
service, workforce, strengthening case management to meet the needs of children, 
promoting birth registration, delivering mental health and psychosocial support services 
(MHPSS), and dismantling fender-related barriers for internally displaced girls and 
women.  

 
Somalia has increased the capacity of its social welfare workforce. With UNICEF’s 
support, six universities developed and rolled out a university curriculum on social work. 
As a result, 576 students (300 males and 276 females) completed their first year of social 
work university degree course in Hargeisa, Garowe and Mogadishu. These social workers 
are trained on prevention and response to all forms of violence, exploitation and abuse 
and how displacement impacts children’s safety and access to rights and services. 
 
In 



In South Sudan, more than 5,000 children have been reunited with their families. This 
required multiple local and international partners work together to manage cases, locate 
family members and reunite them with their children. Each registered unaccompanied or 
separated children received case management support throughout the process.6 
 

a. Protecting children, including those who are internally displaced, in the context of 
COVID-19. This means ensuring child protection services (preventing and responding to 
violence, exploitation, and abuse of children) are categorized as ‘essential services’. 
 
UNICEF East Asia and Pacific developed and disseminated the ‘Guidance on flexible work 
arrangements and childcare support for employers in the context of COVID-19’. The 
guidance included messages for 

https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/African-Action-Agenda-for-Children-Uprooted.pdf


internal displacement keep learning.7 This right is further reinforced under Principle 23 of the 
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.8 Yet, too many internally displaced children grow 
up deprived of an education, learning opportunities and the long-term benefits they afford. A 
lack of capacity and resources, persistent insecurity, deep-rooted social and political inequities 
and discrimination, are all significant barriers to education and learning in many displacement 
contexts – further exacerbating the global learning crisis. 
 
Conflicts and disasters can place great strain on already inadequate and inaccessible education 
systems and infrastructure, in many cases making them ill-equipped to provide even basic 
education for displaced children.910  Schools may also be occupied for other uses, like temporary 
shelters or by armed forces or groups,11 or damaged in conflict, posing additional safety and 
protection threats for children. For example, in the North West and South West regions of 
Cameroon, 148 schools were officially closed in the conflict affected areas leaving 1.2 million 
children in need of education. While Cameroon signed the Safer Schools declaration in October 
2018, in the Far North, North West and South West regions of the country, schools continue to 
be used as bases for both the armed groups and government military.12 In many IDP contexts, 
teachers may be unavailable, inadequately paid or lack the necessary training to teach children 
and youth who have lived through traumatic events.13 Moreover, in the context of the COVID-19 
outbreak, schools may be temporarily closed making it harder for internally displaced children 
to access continuous education through traditional approaches – and they may face challenges 
accessing online contents (i.e. learning programs and platforms). Language barriers and 
disability may be additional barriers for children, as over-stretched education systems are often 
unable to meet their specific learning requirements, such as in minority or indigenous 
languages, or in accessible formats.  
 
To respond to this issue, ensuring access to national education systems is crucial. Government 
funding and humanitarian assistance must be channelled into strengthening national education 
systems and addressing the practical barriers faced by displaced children in accessing formal 
education—primary and secondary, as well as alternative learning programmes that provide 
flexible pathways for children with disabilities. Innovations to facilitate distance learning using 
digital technologies, the internet, as well as radio and television are also critical.  
 
Concretely this means: 
 

¶ Including internally displaced children in national education systems. This means 
ensuring all internally displaced children, including those with disabilities, and from 

 
7 CRC Art 28; CIHL Rule 135; GC IV Art. 24(1); GC IV Art. 50(1).  
8 Principle 23, Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, available at: link   
9 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/GuidingPrinciplesDispl.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/equitable-access-to-quality-education-for-internally-displaced-children
http://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/equitable-access-to-quality-education-for-internally-displaced-children
http://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/equitable-access-to-quality-education-for-internally-displaced-children
http://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/equitable-access-to-quality-education-for-internally-displaced-children
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265866


ethnic minorities or marginalised groups, are accepted by all schools and alternative 
education programmes without discrimination, and that their learning takes place in 
accessible formats/facilities, in accordance with their rights as citizens or habitual 
residents.  

Somalia, with support from partners, accelerated primary education across 13 regions 
of Puntland, Somaliland and South-Central Somalia, successfully including internally 
displaced children in national education services, from which they had previously been 
excluded. The project aimed to increase enrolment in formal primary schools and to 
provide alternative basic education by improving the quality of teaching and 
strengthening the management of education centres. More than 32,000 new learners 
gained access to primary education through the project.14  

In South Sudan in response to the longstanding civil war in 2019, 618,174 children and 
young people (260,822 girls) who were internally displaced and at risk of having their 
right to education denied, gained access to protective quality education services in pre-
primary, primary, Accelerated Learning Programmes (ALP), and secondary school 
services. 
 

¶ Strengthening education systems so they can provide high-quality inclusive learning 
opportunities for host community children, and absorb displaced children, catering to 
their specific needs. 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Reducing%20Protracted%20Internal%20Displacement.pdf


https://www.unicef.org/media/56196/file/Equitable%20access%20to%20quality%20education%20for%20internally%20displaced%20children.pdf


care services are often more accessible to internally displaced children in urban areas, compared 

https://www.unicef.org/reports/protecting-and-supporting-internally-displaced-children-urban-settings


cannot go back to their communities of origin due to gang violence and discrimination, 
and as a result are internally displaced.18  

18



facilitate sessions with parents and community members on the importance of 
respecting diversity. 
 
With UNICEF’s support, Ukraine implemented an anti-bullying campaign to address 
violence among peers and facilitate the integration of internally displaced children, who 
face a greater risk of being bullied. The campaign reached over 2.5 million children aged 
13-17 and of those targeted, the number of children saying they would support victims 
increased by 51 per cent. 

 
With support from UNICEF, Somalia, initiated the Upshift programme to respond to the 

social, economic and political exclusion that young people face. In 2019, the programme 

engaged 300 young people (50 per cent male and 50 per cent female) including in IDP 

camps in Borama, Burao, Hargeisa, Garowe, and Mogadishu. The programme promotes 

innovative thinking, helps young people reflect on the challenges they face and promotes 

their engagement and leadership to find lasting solutions. 

 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A_74_261_E.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/60411/file/UNICEF_Listening%20to%20children%20and%20young%20people%20on%20the%20move.pdf




Not only do these serious data gaps compound the grave risks associated with displacement, 
but they also have another consequence: countries are missing out on vital opportunities to 
invest in the future as these children grow up and become productive adults. Supporting 
children now sets the course for more successful economies and societies. 

Investing in improved data collection efforts and availability lays the groundwork for evidence-
based policies that better protect displaced children and position them as rights-holders. Only 
through these numbers can the full story of children in displacement be understood.  

Concretely, this means: 
 

¶ Strengthening national data systems and make better use of existing data. Data should 
be disaggregated at a minimum according to age and sex and preferably according other 
demographic and socio-economic indicators. This is especially important when decisions 
have to be made about equitable access and the severity of needs. There are often 
inadequate resources to meet the needs of all; and data is required to make fair, 
equitable choices. Without evidence there is scope for politicization of a response. This 
includes a consideration of host o



KEY CONSIDERATIONS  
 

Reinforcing international law and policy 
 
As the primary duty bearers, national governments are responsible for protecting and 
providing assistance to internally displaced children and their communities. The Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is the most comprehensive statement of child rights ever 
produced and the most widely ratified human rights treaty in history.  The CRC sets international 
standards for the protection of all children’s rights, including those who are internally displaced, 
and compels State parties to take action to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of all children 
including to survival and development, education, the highest attainable standard of health,  
and to protection from violence, abuse and exploitation with the appropriate legal and social 
protections, without discrimination of any kind. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) and the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) also reinforce the rights established for all children in the CRC and set out 
additional specific protections. Further, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement 
encompass principles from various legally binding documents to protect the rights and freedoms 
of internally displaced persons during displacement, through provision of humanitarian 
assistance, and upon return.24 
 
UNICEF calls on the High-Level Panel to highlight the importance of State Parties 
systematically including information about the situation of IDP children in their formal 
reporting to the Committee on the Rights of the Child. 
 
Respect for International Humanitarian Law plays a critical role in both prevention of internal 
displacement and protection of IDPs. One of the main causes of forced displacement in armed 
conflict remains, undoubtedly, violations of international humanitarian law. It is logical, 
therefore, that if these laws were better respected, internal displacement could to a large 
degree be prevented from happening in the first place. So better respect of IHL can contribute 
to reducing the scale of displacement, in addition to protecting those displaced. Secondly, IHL 
contributes to the protection of IDPS by maintaining the civilian and humanitarian character of 
sites and settlements. Under IHL, camps qualify as civilian objects and are entitled to protection 
against direct attacks, unless and for such time as they, or parts of them, become military 
objectives. Since combatants, fighters and civilians who directly participate in hostilities may be 
subject to direct attack, their presence in the vicinity of or within camps presents a danger to 
the camps and their inhabitants.25 
 
Finally, durable solutions – be it voluntary return, local integration or resettlement in another 

https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention
file:///C:/Laura%20Migration/UNICEF%20Migration/Policy%20Specialist%20-%20MIgration%20and%20Displacement/IDPs/2020%20IDP%20Paper/Submission%20to%20HLP/Feedback/Combined/In%20highlighting%20international%20law%20and%20policy,%20I%20would%20underline%20that%20that%20one%20of%20the%20main%20causes%20of%20forced%20displacement%20in%20armed%20conflict%20remains,%20undoubtedly,%20violations%20of%20international%20humanitarian%20law.%20It%20is%20logical,%20therefore,%20that%20if%20these%20laws%20were%20better%20respected,%20internal%20displacement%20could%20to%20a%20large%20degree%20be%20prevented%20from%20happening%20in%20the%20first%20place.%20So%20better%20respect%20of%20IHL%20can%20contribute%20to%20reducing%20the%20scale%20of%20displacement,%20in%20addition%20to%20protecting%20those%20displaced.%20Focus%20on%20prevention%20and%20protection%20as%20matter%20of%20law%20and%20policy.
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/aide-memoire-operational-guidance-maintaining-civilian-and-humanitarian-character-sites-and


access to livelihood, education for children and ascertain their futures including durable 
solutions.26 
 

Addressing drivers of internal displacement for long-term solutions 
 
Conflict and violence are key drivers of internal displacement for children and their families. And 
child-specific drivers of displacement, such as forced recruitment into armed groups, forces or 
gangs; child trafficking; female genital mutilation; child marriage; and domestic violence are 

https://au.int/en/treaties/african-union-convention-protection-and-assistance-internally-displaced-persons-africa
https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/GuidingPrinciplesDispl.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Unless_we_act_now_The_impact_of_climate_change_on_children.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/internally-displaced-persons-and-international-humanitarian-law-factsheet
https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/GuidingPrinciplesDispl.pdf


Nigeria invested in and trained community-based volunteers deployed in the country’s northeast 
to strengthen access to child protection services that prevent and address some of the key child 
protection drivers, enable access to education, boost birth registration, and support behaviour 
change-related activities among caregivers.29 
 

Focusing on solutions – building on what works 
 
Solutions exist. We know what works – there are many examples of governments and partners 
already putting into place innovative initiatives for and with internally displaced children. By 
providing practical and doable solutions, the High-Level Panel can help states and their partners 
prevent unnecessary dangers and discrimination and support internally displaced children to 
thrive. It is critical for the panel to build on what already exists – for example, identifying where 
refugee education solutions can be adapted or expanded to contexts of internal displacement. 
 
In Georgia, the Birth Registry (BR) has become an essential tool for the Government to continue 
to inform and positively influence maternity care practices. With UNICEF support, quarterly 
perinatal reports from the BR became an institutionalized practice in the MCH Committee of the 
Ministry for Internally Displaced Persons from the Occupied Territories, Labour, Health and Social 
Affairs (MoIDPOTLHSA), establishing a new mind-set about the use of BR data, increasing the 
role of the Committee and strengthening evidence-based policy and decision making on 
organization and quality of MCH services. 
 
Some national and local governments and their partners are already actively engaged in 
initiatives to support and protect internally displaced children. Although much has been done, 
there is an urgent need to do more. As the High-Level Panel on Internal Displacement convenes 
in 2020 to address the global challenge of internal displacement, it has a unique opportunity to 
support the exchange of practices and lessons learned, build on and adapt existing models, 
galvanize political will and public attention – and support Member States to ensure principles – 
and practices – that provide a safe home, protection and equitable access to services for every 
internally displaced child are front and centre and translate into tangible impact in the lives of 
children the ground. Improved knowledge management and mechanisms to exchange 
reflections, practices and tools is also critical to capitalize on different countries’ experiences. 

Strengthening response management, coordination and accountability    

¶ Establish clear accountabilities between levels of government, UN agencies and other 
stakeholders – ensure interagency and inter-sectoral coordination mechanisms are in 
place, allocate clear responsibilities across sectors, avoid gaps and reduce duplication, 
and that resources are there to fund these. IDP responses are often localized, so without 
localized coordination structures, empowered to make decisions, they are hindered 
significantly. 

¶ Support the coordination model/response plan in place to ensure that the needs of 
children and adolescents are adequately captured in interagency/sector assessments, 
strategies and programmes. Sensitivity to age, gender and disability are extremely 
important. 

 
29 UNICEF, 2020, Lost at home: the risks and challenges for internally displaced children and urgent actions needed to 
protect them. 



¶ Work with partners to harmonize approaches, avoid gaps and reduce duplications. 
Ensure complementarities between the cluster system and other coordination models, 
including the Refugee Coordination Model and the Camp Coordination and Camp 
Management approach, and government systems, where they exist. 

¶ Focus on the local level. Local governments are uniquely placed to protect the rights of 
displaced children and are often responsible for meeting the immediate needs of 
children and families, including reception, safety, housing, education, healthcare and 
protection. The protection and successful integration of internally displaced children 
therefore depends on local leadership and municipal actions. It is critical to include IPDs 
in local service delivery and monitoring activities (e.g. education responses and 
community participation in school management). 

¶ Promote an integrated approach that addresses exclusion on multiple grounds, 
including on the basis of displacement status, gender, age, disability and other. Only an 
integrated approach will comprehensively address these multiple and intersecting 
dimensions of exclusion. 

 
 

RESOURCES 
 

• Lost at home – the risks and challenges for internally displaced children and the urgent 
actions needed to protect them 

• Equitable quality education for internally displaced children 
• Supporting and protecting internally displaced children in urban settings  
• African Action Agenda for Children Uprooted 

 

 

https://data.unicef.org/resources/lost-at-home-risks-faced-by-internally-displaced-children/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/lost-at-home-risks-faced-by-internally-displaced-children/
https://www.unicef.org/media/56196/file/Equitable%20access%20to%20quality%20education%20for%20internally%20displaced%20children.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/reports/protecting-and-supporting-internally-displaced-children-urban-settings
https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/African-Action-Agenda-for-Children-Uprooted.pdf

