
An internally displaced girl in Nariño Province, Colombia. (Photo: NRC/Truls Brekke, February 2009)
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Internal displacement in the

Americas

At the end of 2009, about fi ve million people were internally 
displaced in the Americas. As in previous years, the growing 
number of IDPs in the region was due mostly to the ongoing 
displacement in Colombia, which brought it alongside Sudan 
as the country with the most IDPs in the world. Colombia’s 
displacement crisis also continued to have regional implications 
in 2009, as Colombians were forced across borders into neigh-
bouring Ecuador, Venezuela, and Panama. New displacement 
was also reported in Mexico and Guatemala in 2009, as a 
result of the actions of drug cartels and gang-induced violence. 
In 2009, the Colombian government’s strategy against the 
country’s various armed groups suffered a number of set-
backs following some successes in 2008, all of which led to 
further forced displacement. As in 2008, armed groups that had 

emerged after the demobilisation of paramilitary organisations 
in 2006 gained strength, and the widespread human rights 
abuses which these groups committed were an important 
cause of displacement in 2009. In addition, violence in urban 
areas, which appeared to be linked to these groups, increased 
in 2009 after a decline recorded in 2008. 

Displacement continued to be caused by clashes between 
government forces and the leading rebel group, the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC); between the FARC 
and a smaller rebel group, the National Liberation Army (ELN); 
and between these groups and the new post-demobilisation 
armed groups. People in rural areas were not only displaced 
by fi ghting but also by land seizures by all illegal armed groups 
perpetrated as a way to control territory and also to grow coca.
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Guatemala
Undetermined

Mexico
5,000–8,000

Colombia
3,300,000–4,900,000

Peru
150,000These continuing and new patterns of violence meant that 

Colombia may have had in 2009 an internally displaced po-
pulation of as many as 4.9 million IDPs. The government took 
some steps to encourage their return, and reported around 
30,000 returnees during the year; however this fi gure repre-
sented less than one per cent of the displaced population. 
Meanwhile, tensions with Ecuador were resolved in 2009, but 
relations with Venezuela worsened. Support to Colombian 
asylum seekers in these neighbouring countries varied: Ecua-
dor implemented inclusive registration programmes, while in 
Venezuela asylum seekers were ignored at best.

In Mexico, it was reported in 2009 that thousands of people 
had fl ed Ciudad Juárez in Chihuahua State to escape wide-
spread violence caused by drug gangs. It was not clear how 
many had been displaced, or how many had stayed in the 
country, as many of them had reportedly crossed the border 
into the United States. The situation of those uprooted within 
the country had not been evaluated. 

In Guatemala, where confl ict ended over a decade ago, 
the end of violence left many thousands of people internally 
displaced, most of them from indigenous communities or 
marginalised rural groups. These populations became in-
creasingly invisible as they returned, settled in new locations 
or blended with impoverished non-displaced groups. It was 
unclear in 2009 whether they had attained durable solutions 
allowing them an equal enjoyment of rights. 12 years after 
the end of the confl ict, little progress had been made in 
implementing the measures included in the peace accords 
to provide reparations for victims of human rights violations 
during the confl ict.

An unprecedented food crisis hit Guatemala in late 2009, 
and the country had the highest rate of malnutrition among 
children under fi ve in Latin America. Those whose vulner-
ability was enhanced by displacement in previous years 
were likely to be particularly affected. Furthermore, resi-
dents of impoverished city neighbourhoods continued to 
face intense gang violence which reportedly forced some 
to leave their homes. 

In Peru, where armed confl ict between government forces 
and the Shining Path and the Túpac Amaru Revolutionary 

Movement ended in 2000, IDPs were like many other victims 
of violence still waiting in 2009 for reparations for the human 
rights violations and abuses they suffered in the confl ict. 
There was no progress in 2009 in implementing a 2004 sta-
tute on internal displacement, which mandated the Ministry 
of Women a nd Social Development to register remaining 
IDPs so that they could access reparations. The number of 
people registered remained at a mere 5,000 of the 150,000 
IDPs identifi ed in 2007. Meanwhile, in 2009, a recalcitrant 
faction of the Shining Path carried out attacks and fought 
government forces in the northern region of Ayacucho, but 
there were no reports of displacement associated to these 
confrontations. 

The Americas thus included situations ranging from new 
displacement through to very long-term protracted displa-
cement. IDPs from confl icts that had ended years before, 
such as those in Guatemala and Peru, were still waiting 
for reparations and it was unclear whether some of them 
had achieved durable solutions; meanwhile large numbers 
continued to live in precarious situations, or to be newly 
uprooted in Colombia’s ongoing confl ict, and to be dis-
placed within cities across the region following the violent 
activities of criminal gangs. 



50 Global Overview 2009

Country Number of 
IDPs (rounded)

Government 
fi gures

UN fi gures Other fi gures Comments

Colombia 3,300,000– 
4,900,000

3,303,979
(December, 
2009)

 4,915,579 
(CODHES, 
December 2009)

CODHES fi gure is cumulative since 1985, while the 
government’s fi gure is cumulative only since 2000. 
The latter does not include intra-urban displace-
ment and displacement due to crop fumigations. 
Government fi gures include only those registered 
in the national IDP registry.

Guatemala Undetermined  242,000 
(UNFPA, May 
1997)

 It is unknown whether IDPs displaced in 1980s and 
early 1990s have reached durable solutions.

Mexico 5,000–8,000   5,000–8,000 
(Center for 
Human Rights 
Fray Bartolomé 
de la Casas, 
2007)

These fi gures do not include displacement caused 
by drug cartel-induced violence. Media sources 
have reported 200,000 people leaving Ciudad 
Juárez to escape widespread violence. The propor-
tion of those remaining in Mexico is unknown. 

Peru 150,000 150,000 
(MIMDES, May 
2007)

   

Armed confl ict between government forces and the revo-
lutionary Shining Path and the Túpac Amaru Revolutionary 
Movement from 1980 to 2000 caused the displacement of up 
to one million people at the height of the confl ict in the 1990s. 
In 2007, the Ministry of Women and Social Development (MI-
MDES) estimated that 150,000 IDPs had not yet returned or 
resettled, and were still in urban centres including Ayacucho, 
Lima, Junín, Ica and Huánuco.

A law on internal displacement passed in 2004 represented 
a positive step towards the protection of IDPs’ rights. It incorp-
orated the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement into 
local legislation, and created an focal point within MIMDES to 
coordinate the response to internal displacement. The IDP divi-
sion of MIMDES has since improved the lot of some displaced 
people by starting to register them for eventual reparations, 
and implementing some livelihoods programmes.

During 2009, however, there was no progress in registe-
ring and accrediting IDPs according to the 2004 statute; the 

number of people registered remained at only 5,000, none 
of whom had received reparation by the end of the year. 
Lack of coordination between the IDP-specific registry and 
the general registry of conflict victims, and the focus on 
reparations for collective groups, have effectively excluded 
individual IDPs. Finally, reparations both for IDPs and vic-
tims of other human rights abuses have generally been 
framed as development or anti-poverty measures rather 
than fundamental rights supported by international law.

Nine years after the end of the confl ict, there is no data 
evaluating the situation of IDPs group either independently or 
in comparison with non-IDPs. However, there are indications 
that they continue to struggle to access livelihood opportuni-
ties, education and health care.

Continuing support is needed for reparations and also for 
wider livelihoods interventions and development of basic ser-
vices in the places to which people were displaced. Further 
returns and resettlements are not expected. 

Peru

Quick facts 

Number of IDPs 150,000

Percentage of total population 0.5%

Start of current displacement situation 1980

Peak number of IDPs (Year) Undetermined 

New displacement 0 

Causes of displacement Internal armed confl ict, human rights violations

Human development index 78
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At the end of 2009 there were up to 4.9 million IDPs in Co-
lombia, bringing it alongside Sudan as one of the two largest 
internal displacement situations in the world. 2009 saw the 
opening of new fronts in Colombia’s internal armed confl ict. 
In 2008 the government’s strategy to contain and combat 
illegal armed groups had brought a string of positive results, 
including a notable weakening of the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia (FARC). However clashes with FARC
increased in 2009, and supposedly demobilised paramilitary 
armed groups re-gathered, and committed a signifi cantly 
higher number of human rights abuses. Insecurity in urban 
areas and particularly in large cities, which had declined in 
2008, increased again in 2009. 

The continuing forced displacement of people from the 
countryside towards towns and cities continued in 2009. So-
called “drop-by-drop” displacement, less conspicuous than 
mass displacement, accounted for most displacement as it 
had in previous years. Nonetheless, around 80 large-scale 
events caused the displacement of a total of 19,000 people. The 
groups affected were mostly indigenous and Afro-Colombian, 
and most were in the departments of Nariño, Chocó, Cauca, 
Valle del Cauca, and Antioquia. Roughly half of these mass 
displacement events took place in Nariño, where assassinations 
of indigenous people were also repeatedly reported in 2009. 

The large cities of Medellin, Cali, and Bogota were among 
those which received the most IDPs. In 2009, the process to im-
prove the response of receiving municipalities continued, but 
it bore negligible results because of coordination and budget 
limitations. Insecurity in towns and cities where IDPs typically 
settle led to an increase in intra-urban displacement. In 2009, 
thousands of Colombians were also driven across borders into 
neighbouring Ecuador, Venezuela and Panama. 

The government’s estimate of the total number of IDPs 
and those of civil society bodies continued to move further 
apart. In December, the government reported that a little over 
120,000 people had been internally displaced in 2009, while 
a reliable national monitor reported a fi gure nearer 290,000. 
Under-registration of IDPs by the government persisted, due to 
IDPs not declaring themselves because of fear or lack of infor-
mation, and because of a high rate of rejections among those 
who requested it. In 2009, the Constitutional Court declared 
the right of IDPs to be included in the registry and directed 
the government to address under-registration once and for all 

by launching information campaigns; by registering people 
displaced in previous years whose application had been rejec-
ted; by sharing information between the IDP registry and other 
government databases; and by registering children born to 
internally displaced families after the family’s registration date.

IDPs’ enjoyment of economic and social rights remained 
precarious. In 2009, the lack of sustainable livelihoods was 
critical, and IDPs remained signifi cantly poorer than non-
displaced populations. Almost all of them were excluded from 
the formal labour market: only 11 per cent of IDPs earned the 
already low minimum salary of $260 per month for 2009, with 
the rest having to rely on informal work. As a result, internally 
displaced households continued to struggle to secure the basic 
necessities of life and only few could envisage durable solutions 
to their displacement. 

In 2009, the government continued to privilege collective 
returns through a programme offering housing and livelihoods 
opportunities. A few thousand people returned under this 
programme, but they made up less than one per cent of the 
internally displaced population. Given the duration of the dis-
placement of so many people, local integration in places of 
displacement should be supported if IDP’s settlement choices 
are to be respected. In general, the longer IDPs remain in towns 
or cities or even rural areas of displacement, the less interested 
they become in returning to their areas of origin. 

Early in the year, the Constitutional Court upheld its 2004
ruling that the inadequacy of the response represented an 
“unconstitutional state of affairs”, and throughout the year 
handed down 12 subsequent decisions obliging the govern-
ment to take measurable actions in the response to IDPs. As 
part of this process, various government agencies drafted a 
comprehensive reform of land policy for discussion in 2010. 
There is therefore expectation that in 2010 the restitution of 
land, and the prevention of future dispossession in the midst 
of the ongoing confl ict, will be addressed through legislation. 

Implementation of the UN’s humanitarian reform process 
continued in 2009, with positive results such as better inform-
ation sharing and communication among international agen-
cies. However, greater international presence on the ground 
was identifi ed as necessary to prevent violations and carry out 
protection. Finally, the lack of a consolidated appeal process 
in Colombia was identifi ed as an impediment to the quick 
mobilisation of international support. 

Colombia

Quick facts 

Number of IDPs 3,300,000 – 4,900,000

Percentage of total population 7.2% – 10.8%

Start of current displacement situation 1960

Peak number of IDPs (Year) 3,300,000 – 4,900,000 (2009)

New displacement 286,000

Causes of displacement Internal armed confl ict, human rights violations

Human development index 77
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ChiapasChiapasOaxacaOaxaca
GuerreroGuerrero

Up to 40,000 people were displaced in the 1990s in the Mexican 
state of Chiapas during an uprising by the Zapatista Army of 
National Liberation (EZLN) and the group’s subsequent confron-
tations with government forces. OHCHR reported that between 
3,000 and as many as 60,000 people were still internally dis-
placed in 2003; and between 5,000 and 8,000 were reportedly 
still displaced in 2007 according to local NGOs. No new infor-
mation on displacement in Chiapas was made available in 2009.

While the 1996 San Andrés Accords marked the end of the 
uprising, divisions within indigenous communities in Chiapas 
and also in Guerrero and Oaxaca States, based often on reli-
gious affi liation, have continued to cause violence and displa-
cement. The Commission for the Development of Indigenous 
Peoples (CDI), a body created by the government, reported 
that over 1,000 indigenous members of protestant minorities 
were displaced from nine districts during 2009. 

The CDI reportedly concluded assessments of the situation of 
IDPs in Chiapas, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Nayarit and Oaxaca States 
in 2009, but had not released its report by the end of the year. 

Meanwhile, violence as-
sociated with turf battles 
between drug cartels in Ciu-
dad Juárez in the northern 
state of Chihuahua escalated 

Quick facts 

Number of IDPs 5,000–8,000

Percentage of total population Up to 0.1%

Start of current displacement situation 1994

Peak number of IDPs (Year) 60,000 (1995)

New displacement Undetermined 

Causes of displacement Internal armed confl ict, 
generalised violence, human 
rights violations

Human development index 53

Quick facts 

Number of IDPs Undetermined

Percentage of total population –

Start of current displacement situation 1980

Peak number of IDPs (Year) 1,500,000 (1983)

New displacement Undetermined 

Causes of displacement Internal armed confl ict, 
human rights violations

Human development index 122

Mexico

Guatemala

Recently, it has been reported that gang violence has forced 
people from their homes, especially in poor neighborhoods in 
urban centres where IDPs settled during the confl ict. In Ciudad 
Quetzal, an impoverished neighbourhood of Guatemala City, 
it was reported that owners had abandoned their homes to 
escape violence and threats from gangs. Community leaders in 
Villa Nueva near Guatemala City have estimated that fi ve per 
cent of families there have had to resettle after they failed to 
pay the illegal taxes imposed by those groups. The government 
has proved unable to provide security, accountability, and 
access to justice. The UN’s International Commission Against 
Impunity in Guatemala, the fi rst of its kind, continued its work 
towards addressing these problems in 2009. 

dramatically in 2009, causing tens of thousands of people to 
fl ee the city. Up to 200,000 people reportedly left Ciudad 
Juárez between 2007 and 2009 to escape violence which the 
local government had been unable to curb. 

The situation of this population is largely unknown: those 
affected have not yet been identifi ed as IDPs and provided with 
support. This may be due to the fact that their displacement 
was caused by generalised violence linked not to ideology or 
armed action against the state, but to control of drug routes 
by criminal groups. Those displaced were mostly middle-class 
workers who moved to safer cities such as Monterrey and 
Guadalajara, and possibly found opportunities in the place of 
displacement through family networks.

Between 500,000 and 1.5 mil-
lion people were displaced 
by internal armed confl ict in 
Guatemala in the early 1980s. 

The confl ict between government forces and insurgent factions 
grouped under the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity 
ended in 1996, but not before the armed forces had carried 
out brutal “scorched-earth” campaigns to crush the insurgents.

The end of confl ict in 1996 left large numbers of IDPs dis-
persed across the country, many of them in the shanty towns 
of the capital Guatemala City. These IDPs joined the ranks 
of the poorest citizens. The widespread harsh poverty in the 
country, and the additional diffi culties associated with forced 
displacement, suggest that many people will have been unable 
to rebuild their lives. An unprecedented food crisis hit the 
country in late 2009, and the country now has the highest rate 
of malnutrition among children under fi ve in Latin America.

13 years after the end of the confl ict, little progress had been 
made in implementing the measures for reparations included 
in the peace accords. In 2009, however, it was reported that 
spending on reparations increased and that more than 10,000 
survivors of the armed confl ict had received reparations for 
violations suffered. IDP groups have negotiated collective repa-
rations measures, including memorials and money to buy land.


