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I. Background 

 

COVID-19, a global pandemic declared by the World Health Organization (WHO), poses a threat to the 

immediate health and socio-economic well-being of millions of the Ethiopians, with the impact amplified for 

those already in dire need of humanitarian assistance, especially internally displaced persons (IDPs). IDPs have 

different vulnerabilities to COVID-19, as they live in different settlement types and face varying degrees of 

access to services. COVID-19 disproportionally affects IDPs if measures to fight the virus result in loss of income, 

restricted movement, disrupted access to markets, and inflation. These persons, who have been forced to flee 

their homes due to conflicts and disasters, are at a particularly high risk from immediate and longer-term health 

effects of the pandemic for a multitude of factors, including poor nutritional status, insufficient water and 

sanitation, protracted living in overcrowded conditions, and fragmented social networks. Overstretched coping 

mechanisms negatively affect the well-being, living standards and protection of displaced persons living in 

collective sites and camp-like settings, as well as in rural areas where they are mixed with host communities 

that are often living with similar socio-economic conditions as those of IDPs in Ethiopia. Those displaced in 

urban areas are also in needs of comprehensive support, because their livelihoods – frequently, in forms of 

petty trade, domestic work and begging on streets – were disrupted during this time of COVID-19. On top of 

that, they are exposed to high risks of infection for the rapidly increasing number of COVID-19 cases and 

population density in urban centers, which are exacerbated by lack of any protection mechanisms and 

insufficient access to adequate housing or public services. As such, IDP settlement context makes containment 

and implementation of response measures considerably more challenging because of the severe infrastructure 

and service deficits, including access to basic sanitation and hand washing facilities.  

 

II. Aim of the position paper  

 
It is important at this time to take all measures to curtail the spread of COVID-19 and lower associated risks, 

especially for IDPs and other displacement-affected populations. Movements are being restricted to prevent 

spread of the disease, and thus, larger-scale movements can be risky in this regard. This position paper sets out 

key principles for durable solutions during the COVID-19 pandemic to promote the continuation of durable 

solutions planning for when conditions are deemed right to begin implementation, without compromising 

measures to contain or mitigate COVID-19 transmission. Immediate emergency preparedness and response 

actions to mitigate the risks of COVID-19 transmission within this category of population are essential, but long-

term planning for durable solutions should continue in parallel. It is vital not to lose the momentum around 

the progress towards durable solutions, previously accelerated by the launch of the Durable Solutions 

Initiative (DSI) by the Government of Ethiopia (GoE) in December 2019, so that IDPs are able to exercise their 

rights stipulated in international frameworks and to make fully informed and voluntary choices of durable 

solution once conditions become conducive.1 Premature returns or relocations, which often entail large 

                                                           
1 Kindly note that in this paper, in line with the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally 
Displaced Persons (2010), “durable solutions” is referred to a situation in which the IDPs “no longer have any specific assistance 
and protection needs that are linked to their displacement and can enjoy their human rights without discrimination on account 
of their displacement.” Durable solutions can be accomplished through following ways: 

(i) Sustainable reintegration at their place of origin (hereafter, “return”); 
(ii) Sustainable local integration in areas where IDPs take refuge (hereafter, “local integration”); and 
(iii) Sustainable integration in another part of the country (hereafter, “relocation”). 
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movements of people, could result in further harm or even displacement of affected populations due to risks 

of COVID-19, limited access to services, and security concerns, among others. It is also critical to note that 

returns or relocations should be considered the last resort only in extremely exceptional circumstances where 

the following conditions are fulfilled: (i) other available options such as decongestion and temporary local 

integration were exhausted and thus, proved to be infeasible in a site in question; (ii) strong grounds have been 

established that IDPs can be exposed to significant health, security and other types of risks in case they continue 

to stay in current locations of displacement; (iii) IDPs have voluntarily expressed their preference for return or 

relocation in view of such circumstances in a clear and non-disputable manner; and (iv) sufficient measures 

have been placed for the effective COVID-19 containment and mitigation in sites of destination, including 

adequate physical distancing and pre-positioned basic services and supplies.2Besides, any movements related 

to returns and relocations, when planned and executed, must be aligned with basic humanitarian and human 

rights principles stated in relevant policy frameworks and legislations at international, regional and national 

levels.3 Furthermore, the areas that people are being moved to have to be prepared to receive people especially 

with the host community, given stigmatization against and fear of the ‘others’ and people ‘bringing’ disease 

into communities, which are commonly found in the time of COVID-19.  

 

III. Key Principles 

Ensuring continued planning for Durable Solutions is essential during COVID-19. 

 

 Applicable Infection Prevention and Control (IPC) measures should be assessed in IDP settlements in 

question. Relevant support need to be provided both to strengthen already available measures and to put 

necessary measures in place if currently available in targeted IDP sites or areas where IDPs live with host 

communities. Expansion of health services can be pursued with additional support, as well as already available 

resources within displacement-affected communities. Relevant government authorities and local health 

workers in vicinity of IDP settlements should be fully trained on IPC as well. 

 

 In light of COVID-19, unplanned and premature durable solutions operations, especially returns and 

relocations that are likely to cause large-scale movements, should not be facilitated as much as possible, nor 

should they be considered under the premise of durable solutions. Such movements potentially expose 

people of concern to a heightened risk of disease transmission. Concerns about the virus infection amongst 

communities receiving returnees or those relocated may lead to the stigmatization, discrimination, exclusion, 

communal violence and conflict in areas of arrival, increasing protection risks and undermining the 

sustainability of durable solutions.  

 

 Meanwhile, support for IDPs and other affected populations in locations of current displacement must be 

continued or increased if and wherever necessary, as abject conditions in these sites can eventually lead to 

inevitable movements. Overcrowded IDP sites are exposed to high risks of COVID-19 transmission because of 

poor shelter, nutrition and hygiene conditions, along with insufficient absorption capacity of health services to 

                                                           
2 IFRC and ICRC, “Reducing the Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)”, p.5 
3 Please consult The Guiding Principles of Internal Displacement (1997), Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Framework on 
Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons (2010), African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of 
Internally Displaced Persons in Africa (2009, hereafter “Kampala Convention”), and DSI Ethiopia (2019).   
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accommodate a large size of displacement-affected populations in vicinity. Therefore, based on an area-based 

approach, IDPs and host communities in current locations must continue to benefit from interventions (i) to 

guarantee an adequate level of physical distancing, (ii) to ensure the sufficient availability of and communities’ 

equitable access to social services (e.g. health), and (iii) to improve shelter, nutrition and hygiene conditions. 

Additionally, it is of utmost importance that the government authorities assess the availability of extra plots of 

land that can be allocated to IDPs and conducts advocacy for host/receiving communities’ acceptance, so that 

IDPs would not be left to choose between return or relocation as the only option available during the time of 

COVID-19 especially.    

 

 Durable solutions planning and implementation must be a priority, so that when conducive conditions 

are in place, IDPs can find safe, dignified, and voluntary durable solutions choices, as is their right.4 Ensuring 

funding for durable solutions is a key to continuing durable solutions support. Although many funds or 

programmes were re-directed to COVID-19 emergency response globally and Ethiopia was no exception; IDPs 

during the COVID-19 pandemic are in a state of uncertainty. This makes it necessary to ensure that durable 

solutions planning must not be de-prioritized despite the emergency. Meaningful consultations about durable 

solutions with IDPs and other affected populations should continue, therefore, with appropriate measures to 

safeguard against COVID-19 and cautions taken against large-scale movements.  

 

 Durable solutions planning should be cognizant of decongestion activities and other emergency measures 

so as to ensure cohesive planning. Strengthening linkages between emergency responses and durable 

solutions for IDPs is crucial to avoid working in silos and to foster the humanitarian, development and 

peacebuilding (HDP) nexus. For this purpose, the federal-level Durable Solutions Working Group (DSWG) will 

closely coordinate with various emergency coordination and disaster risk management forums, such as 

Emergency Coordination Centers (ECCs), Inter-Cluster Coordination Groups (ICCGs), and Disaster Risk 

Management Technical Working Groups (DRMTWGs). Relevant information will be shared with the members 

of the group on a timely basis, for the represented humanitarian, development and peacebuilding actors to 

stay abreast of the situations. Additionally, discussions on how development and peacebuilding interventions 

can be conducted should be further facilitated in collaboration with emergency responders when necessary. 

Provided longer-term socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 on IDPs and other affected populations, there 

would be extensive needs for recovery activities, particularly those in areas of awareness creation on COVID-

19, reconstruction of basic social services facilities, social cohesion, education support for distance learning, 

and livelihoods (e.g. cash-based interventions).          

There must be a distinction between durable solutions and decongestion, the two concepts must not be 

conflated (Please refer to ICCG position paper on ‘decongestion of IDP sites’) 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 African Union,  Kampala Convention, 23 October 2009, available at: 
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ae572d82.html [accessed 3 July 2020] 
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DECONGESTION 

 Aims to provide adequate space between 

shelters/structures to enable social distancing for 

IDPs, to lower the risk of virus transmission. 

 Decongestion should take place within or as close 

as possible to the existing IDP site, so that 

movements can take place in a socially distanced 

manner, while retaining access to existing 

humanitarian services. 

 Other risk mitigation measures are possible, as 

decongestion is one of multiple measures to mitigate 

the spread of COVID-19 by increasing social 

distancing. 

 Decongestion is an emergency humanitarian 

response that requires planning and consultation 

with IDPs and surrounding communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DURABLE SOLUTIONS 

 Aim to support the durable solutions of 

displacement-affected communities by 

comprehensively addressing physical, material, and 

legal safety to obtain voluntary, dignified, informed, 

and sustainable durable solutions 

 Durable solutions can be done through 

sustainable reintegration at the place of origin 

(voluntary return), local integration in areas where 

displaced persons take refuge or in another part of 

the country based on their choice (relocation). 

 Durable solutions processes require long-term 

multi-stakeholder engagement cutting across 

humanitarian, development and peacebuilding 

sectors to ensure access to services and protection, 

as well as social cohesion.  

 In line with an area-based approach, all plans 

aimed at durable solutions should comprise an 

inclusive process with both displaced and host 

community members through meaningful 

engagement ensuring men, women, boys, girls, 

including older and younger persons, persons with 

different disabilities, and other specific needs are 

consulted. 

 Peacebuilding efforts should involve local 

authorities, religious leaders, traditional leaders, 

police, the youth, school heads and other gender 

diverse leader

Way Forward 

1. Continue planning and resource mobilization for future durable solutions initiatives that can be 

materialized when conditions for safe, voluntary, dignified solutions are created: Coordinated planning 

and advocacy for funding for durable solutions must continue, so support can be provided to IDPs to 

achieve voluntary, safe, sustainable, and dignified durable solutions when conditions for durable solutions 

are appropriate in selected locations. It remains crucial for humanitarian, development and peacebuilding 

stakeholders to mainstream solutions in their policies and programmes. It should be done in a way in which 

both the displaced and the host/receiving communities can benefit, such as through the development of 

infrastructure, shelter, schools and health facilities. Even if initially temporary, these area-based 

interventions can be incrementally improved over time. Meanwhile, it is of absolute necessity to continue 

supporting IDPs and other affected populations in their current locations, so that the COVID-19 infection 

and other associated risks can be minimized.   

 

https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/wp-content/uploads/Ethiopia-IOM-Site-Management-and-COVID_v1.pdf
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2. Ensure receiving administrations acquire the tools and capacities to handle equitable delivery of quality 

services or the means to ensure safe integration of IDPs: Receiving administrations need to increase or 

reallocate resources to respond to the needs of a larger number of IDPs, and prepare land administration 

systems to incrementally deliver benefits, including secure tenure rights as per the Federal Democratic 

Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE) Constitution, affordably and within a relatively short period of time for IDPs 

and other affected populations. These processes need to be initiated ahead of large-scale movement 

planned for returns or relocations. In order to enable humanitarian, development and peacebuilding 

support in the provision of accessible essential services, sectoral responses for assisting sustainable 

reintegration or integration of IDPs need to be planned in line with geographic mandates of different multi-

sectorial government services to meet basic needs of all settlement dwellers, including IDPs. 

 

3. Scale up efforts for risk mitigation for COVID-19 in current IDP sites and other areas where the displaced 

groups currently live with host communities:  Efforts should be made to reduce the risk of COVID-19 for 

IDPs in locations of their current displacement and in order to plan for future durable solutions. Physical 

distancing in IDP camps and areas where IDPs are mixed with host communities should be increased and 

maintained to the greatest extent possible through a combination of measures, including: 

 Risk communication and education, particularly to minimize risks of stigmatization on IDPs and any 

associated communal violence; 

 Upgrading of shelters to achieve minimum standards; 

 Partitioning of existing communal structures (e.g. government offices, public halls, etc.) currently 

sheltering multiple households in one space;  

 Scheduled use of communal facilities; 

 Increased number of sanitation facilities, installation of handwashing facilities, deployment of 

hygiene products particularly for women, and increase the availability of health professionals' 

assistance on site; 

 Introduction of one-way systems for pedestrians and safer distribution of humanitarian assistance 

amongst others. As the UN Secretary General noted, “No-one is safe until everyone is safe.”;5 and   

 Expansion of availability and access to basic social services, especially health services. 

 

4. Support COVID-19 prevention without undermining opportunities for solutions, by expanding IDP sites 

and enhancing shelter conditions where possible: Decongestion of IDP sites should be undertaken where 

it is possible and within or close as possible to existing IDPs sites and benefits outweigh risks, in order to 

plan for future durable solutions. The agreement of the surrounding community and administration 

regarding the occupancy of additional land, including the duration of use, needs to be documented in order 

to avoid potential claims or complaints. For the displaced households living with host communities, support 

should be provided to ameliorate their shelter conditions to avoid overcrowding of those houses inside 

villages.  

 

5. Phased voluntary return or relocation to support livelihood adaptation/replication, incremental 

preparedness of sites to receive IDPs and improved social cohesion, after conditions for the movement 

are created:  Since the health advice is against large-scale movements at this time, they should be avoided 

                                                           
5 UN SG Policy Brief ‘COVID-19 and people on the move’ June 2020 
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as much as possible. Even if situations improve later on, return or relocation should not take place in one 

mass movement but rather towards prioritized locations where basic facilities are already prepared and 

health personnel deployed. It can be followed by the movement of displaced individuals and their families 

who can contribute to the physical construction and preparation work for the settlement to receive the 

rest of the IDPs. Voluntary movement of remaining IDPs can ensue afterwards. Meanwhile, investment in 

disaster preparedness, peacebuilding, and climate change adaptation in sites of return or relocation should 

continue to increase local capacity to mitigate disaster risks and to prevent further displacement.  

 


