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Photo: Cecilia Jimenez-Damary, Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, 
presents her report at the Human Rights Council. 7 June 2017. UN Photo / Jean-Marc Ferré

As the UN approves the Global Compact on Migration (GCM) – the first global framework to comprehensively 
address issues related to the hundreds of millions of people in the world who change their country of usual resi-
dence – many migrants note that this may be a once-in-a-generation opportunity to lift up the rights and dignity 
of those on the move.   

At the same time, migrant groups have also pointed to a disconnect between the formal discussions of state-led 
international processes on migration vs. the immediate survival needs of those forced to leave their homes.  For 
many, the most immediate need is finding a safe place to sleep and food for the day – not another international 
document signed by states.  

In this month’s “Voices from the South,” Karibu speaks with Cecilia Jimenez-Damary (Philippines), UN Special 
Rapporteur for Human Rights of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs), on the perceived disconnect between state-
led processes on forced movement and the immediate survival needs of those forced to move.   She reflects on the 
strengths of the GCM and the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), but also points to the invisible majority of 
those forced to leave their homes who are not included in either agreement – namely internally displaced persons 
or “ IDPs”. 
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This interview has been edited for brevity and clarity. 

Karibu: What are the benefits of the Global Com-
pact for Migration (GCM) and the Global Com-
pact for Refugees (GCR)? And what is missing 
from these processes?
 
Cecilia Jimenez-Damary: The GCM and the GCR 
are strong and important processes in that they 
recognize the rights of cross-border migrants in a 
clear and plain way. The aim of the two compacts is 
to protect the rights of those that are to leave their 
homes, compelled, forced or otherwise, and to move 
to another country, as well as to encourage national 
govern- ments to collaborate for the rights of these 
persons. 

It is important here to mention the goal of the GCM 
and GCR is not to try to stop people from moving 
from their homes if they want or need to move. The 
Universal Declaration on Human Rights protects the 
freedom of movement. But if people are forced or 
compelled to leave their home, this is a whole differ-
ent situation. We then need to prevent the conditions 
that force people to leave so that any mobility is, in 
essence, a voluntary act and not an act of desperation 
or even survival. The GCM and GCR aim to secure 
the human rights and dignity for those mainly forced 
to leave across borders.

While the GCM and GCR takes steps towards the 
protection of cross-border migrants and refugees, 
they forget the invisible majority of those forced and 
compelled to leave their homes but remain within 
their country. By this, I am talking about internally 
displaced persons (IDPs). These are people that 
are not migrants (yet), or not legally recognized as 
refugees (yet). They include 60 million peoples who 
are forced to move within their own borders due to 
state and non-state conflict or violence, often being 
displaced for more than 20-25 years at a time in what 
we call “protracted displacement”, and other count-
less IDPs due to impoverishment, land grabs, climate 
change, slow onset disasters and drought, and extrac-
tive industries. The IDPs are often characterized by 
marginalization, vulnerability, poverty, and neglect. 

There is currently no international organization or 
global agreement that is working specifically on the 
issue of internally displaced persons – and this is one 
major issue that is missing from the GCM and GCR 
processes 

The GCM includes one point that is relevant for the 
protection of IDPs, namely the GCM’s Objective 2. 
This goal states: 2) Minimize the adverse drivers and 
structural factors that compel people to leave their 
country of origin: We commit to create conducive 
political, economic, social and environmental condi-
tions for people to lead peaceful, productive and sus-
tainable lives in their own country and to fulfil their 
personal aspirations, while ensuring that despera-
tion and deteriorating environments do not compel 
them to seek a livelihood elsewhere through irregular 
migration.”

It is good that this goal exists, but needs to be more 
elaborated in terms of a concrete process related 
IDPs known as the “Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement.”

To what extent are people that are forced to leave 
their homes thinking about or discussing interna-
tional, state-led processes (like the GCM, CRM, 
and others) about their futures?  

Here there is a disconnect. I do think that it is im-
portant to have an international process that con-
centrates on policy. However, for vulnerable people 
on the ground, their focus is of course on survival, 
especially during emergencies. While there is value 
in these international processes, there is rarely direct, 
immediate relevance.

For example, the GCM was never actually meant to 
address the day-to-day survival of people.  It was 
meant more to affect structure and policies that 
make these populations vulnerable. Now having said 
that, the ideal of these the GCM and GCR is to have 
a positive outcome for people on the ground, but 
whether or not these processes realistically help with 
day-to-day survival remains to be seen. 

I think if you look at the broad picture of this dis-
connect, it relates to the fact that it deals with two 
distinct issues: one issue is policy and one issue is 
survival. It is important that policy is eventually felt 
by the people, but the problem with the GCM, in my 
view, is that it did not really include the voices from 
the ground who are struggling for survival. We have 
included NGOs and civil society, but that’s the best 
we have. In terms of consultations of people on the 
ground, there has not been any bottom-up input to 
the official processes themselves. 
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You have made a reference to the disconnect 
between policy and survival within the GCM and 
GCR.   Do you also experience this in your work as  
Special Rapporteur?

Yes, one example I could give on the disconnect for 
IDPs is related to the question of access to justice 
to IDPs. I think it is important to not take only a 
humanitarian lens, but also a justice lens. Our focus 
tends to be purely humanitarian, which is important, 
but it is incomplete - it needs to include justice to be 
comprehensive. 

Among many issues, I’ve been working on the ques-
tion of IDPs and sexual violence.  This question is 
not only tackled at the level of the person itself, but 
the policies and provisions that provide the negative 
opportunity for such sexual violence to succeed. 

There has been a lot of work with guidelines to 
prevent sexual violence, but that hasn’t trickled 
down to where the reality is on the ground. That’s a 
real disconnect. And why is that? It may be because 
everything that has to do with the guidelines and 
policies are so theoretical that it doesn’t address the 
real concerns of those on the ground.  The victims of 
sexual violence are not always heard or taken seri-
ously. We need to not only hear their voices, experi-
ences, and concerns, but the cases need to go up to 
the policy level, since the objectives are both preven-
tion and accountability. 

How do you personally reconcile these tensions 
between the urgent needs of those most marginal-
ized, such as IDPs, and the state-led international 
processes related to issues of people forced to leave 
home, in this case the GCM?

Well, first of all, I was not directly involved in the 
GCM.  Yet, I found that the IDPs were left out, and 
the focus of the compacts was instead on refugees 
and migrants. It was hard to reconcile in my position 
that the two compacts did not discuss IDPs at all.  
IDPs remain in their own borders and so the respon-
sibility to host them are their own governments. It’s a 
tricky situation, because most of the time you really 
have to demand the government protect its own peo-
ple, generally, but especially with IDPs.   

For me, one of the main priorities, if not THE main 
priority, of the implementation of my mandate, 
is IDP participation.  Without IDP participation, 
anything that happens, at any level, be it local in the 

camps, the community level, or the international 
level, the outcomes of the processes are questionable.

So for me, one way that I reconcile the disconnect 
between international processes and the reality on 
the ground is to make sure that the vulnerable voices 
of those on the ground, the IDPs themselves, are up 
front and setting the agenda. It is the first message 
that I take with me in my mandate: IDP participation 
is essential. 

Cecilia Jimenez-Damary (Philippines) is a human 
rights lawyer specialised in forced displacement and 
migration. Ms. Jimenez-Damary has over three dec-
ades of experience in NGO human rights advocacy  
and also has teaching experience as an adjunct profes-
sor of international human rights and humanitarian 
law. She was appointed Special Rapporteur on the 
human rights of internally displaced persons by the 
Human Rights Council in September 2016. She can be 
reached at idp@ohchr.org. 

“One way that I reconcile 
the disconnect between 

international processes and 
the reality on the ground is 
to make sure that the vul-
nerable voices of those on 

the ground, the IDPs them-
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setting the agenda.  
It is the first message that 

I take with me in my man-
date: IDP participation is  

essential.”
 - Cecilia Jimenez-Damary


