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ABSTRACT

Natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, storms, droughts, and wildfires force millions of people around the world to leave
their homes every year, resulting in the phenomenon of internal forced displacement. This displacement is undoubtedly one of
the greatest challenges facing the contemporary world. According to the Global Report of the Internal Displacement Monitoring
Centre (IDMC, 2025), there is a record number of more than 83 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) worldwide, a
significant portion of which is attributed to natural disasters. Many internally displaced persons, due to being uprooted from their
habitual residences, are often highly vulnerable individuals who find themselves in long-term situations of fragility, dependency,
and legal insecurity. They frequently face either a lack of opportunity or active deprivation of the means to rebuild their lives. In
the absence of adequate and effective protection of their human rights, they may even, in certain cases, become exposed to
international crimes. Given the vulnerability of internally displaced persons, this article provides a comprehensive examination
of the concept of internal displacement in the context of natural disasters, focusing on the impacts of this phenomenon on
vulnerable individuals, the legal obligations of states to protect them, and international legal frameworks such as the United
Nations Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (1998) and the Kampala Convention (2009). It further analyzes the human
rights protection gaps and the challenges of implementing state obligations in this regard, and proposes recommendations to
enhance protection mechanisms. The study is developed through a human rights—based approach, grounded in international
legal instruments and United Nations reports.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes,

droughts, and storms have become one of the
leading causes of forced internal displacement
in the modern world, creating a humanitarian
and legal crisis that transcends borders. The
intensification of climate change has
magnified the frequency and severity of these
disasters, forcing millions to flee their habitual
residences without crossing international
boundaries, thereby giving rise to internally
displaced persons (IDPs). According to global
statistics, nearly 83 million people were
internally displaced worldwide in 2025, with
natural disasters accounting for a significant
portion of these movements (Internal
Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2025). The
World Bank estimates that by 2050, 216
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million people across six regions could become
internally displaced due to climate change—
related events if immediate action is not taken
(World Bank Group, 2021). The crisis of
internal displacement threatens not only the
right to life, housing, food, and health but also
the achievement of sustainable development
goals. Displacement caused by natural
disasters often results in protracted conditions
of legal insecurity, dependency, and
marginalization, which can, in extreme cases,
give rise to international crimes such as forced
eviction and inhumane treatment. This study
therefore investigates the phenomenon of
internal displacement caused by natural
disasters and examines the obligations and
international responsibilities of states under
international law, with particular reference to
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the United Nations Guiding Principles on
Internal Displacement (1998) and the
Kampala Convention (2009), while also
identifying gaps in human rights protection
and implementation mechanisms.

The concept of internally displaced persons
(IDPs) was formally defined in the Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement as
individuals or groups who have been forced or
obliged to flee or leave their homes or habitual
residences—particularly as a result of or in
order to avoid the effects of armed conflict,
situations of generalized violence, violations of
human rights, or natural or human-made
disasters—and who have not crossed an
internationally recognized state border
(United Nations Representative of the Secretary-
General, 1998). Two essential criteria
distinguish IDPs from refugees: the
involuntary nature of their displacement and
their remaining within the borders of their
own country. Refugees, as defined in the 1951
Refugee Convention ("Convention relating to
the status of refugees," 1951), cross
international borders due to persecution based
on race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion,
whereas IDPs remain legally under the
protection of their national authorities. As
such, they retain entitlement to all rights
guaranteed by international human rights law
and, where applicable, by international
humanitarian law. The Global Protection
Cluster Working Group emphasizes that the
definition of IDPs is descriptive rather than
legal—it does not create a distinct legal status
but identifies persons already entitled to
existing rights under human rights and
humanitarian law (Global Protection Cluster
Working Group, 2010). Moreover, internal
displacement is not limited to temporary
movements; slow-onset disasters such as
droughts or rising sea levels may result in
long-term or even permanent displacements,

necessitating differentiated forms of state
protection and durable solutions.

Natural disasters profoundly affect the lives of
internally displaced persons, often trapping
them in cycles of vulnerability and
deprivation. IDPs typically lose their homes,
access to land, livelihoods, and basic social
networks, which exposes them to multiple
protection  risks, including  poverty,
exploitation, and social exclusion.
Displacement frequently leads to the
disintegration of family structures, increased
gender-based violence, and heightened risks
for children, the elderly, and persons with
disabilities. As observed by the Inter-Agency
Standing Committee, human rights are often
neglected during and after natural disasters,
particularly the economic, social, and cultural
rights of displaced populations (Inter-Agency
Standing Committee, 2006). Women and
children are especially susceptible to sexual
exploitation, forced labor, and trafficking in
overcrowded shelters or camps. In some
extreme cases, forced displacement may
amount to crimes against humanity, as defined
in the Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court ("Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court, Article 7(1)(d) and
(2)(d)," 1998), when conducted through
coercion, discrimination, or acts intended to
cause physical or psychological harm. The
protection challenges faced by IDPs include
the loss of legal documents, restricted freedom
of movement, and discrimination in
humanitarian assistance. These conditions
underscore the wurgent need for a
comprehensive rights-based approach to
displacement management that integrates
both emergency response and long-term
recovery measures under international law.
The protection of IDPs requires proactive and
sustained measures by states, international
organizations, and humanitarian actors. The
Global Protection Cluster Working Group
defines protection as all activities aimed at



ensuring full respect for the rights of the
individual in accordance with international
legal standards (Global Protection Cluster
Working Group, 2010). Such protection
encompasses not only physical safety but also
civil, political, economic, social, and cultural
rights. It involves three categories of action:
responsive activities (preventing or stopping
ongoing violations), remedial activities
(ensuring redress for past violations), and
environment-building activities (creating the
legal and institutional conditions necessary to
prevent future violations). Despite the
existence of these conceptual frameworks, key
challenges remain in implementing protection
for IDPs, particularly in post-disaster contexts.
These include lack of institutional capacity,
limited access to humanitarian aid, weak
national legal frameworks, and inadequate
participation of displaced communities in
decision-making processes. The Inter-Agency
Standing Committee (2011) notes that while
humanitarian actors play an essential role in
assisting IDPs, the primary duty of protection
lies with national authorities and must be
exercised without discrimination (Inter-
Agency Standing Committee, 2011). In
situations where states are unable or unwilling
to fulfill their obligations, the international
community bears a  complementary
responsibility to assist and to promote
accountability through international
cooperation.

International legal frameworks addressing
internal displacement consist of both “soft
law” and “hard law” instruments. Globally, the
United Nations Guiding Principles on
Internal Displacement (1998) represent the
principal normative reference for IDP
protection. Though not legally binding, they
derive their authority from established norms
of international human rights, humanitarian,
and refugee law (United Nations General
Assembly, 2001). The Principles articulate the
rights of IDPs before, during, and after

displacement and assign to states the primary
responsibility for their protection and
assistance. Regionally, the African Union
Convention for the Protection and Assistance
of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa
(Kampala Convention, 2009) provides the first
legally binding framework that
comprehensively addresses the causes,
prevention, and responses to internal
displacement (African Union, 2009). The
Kampala Convention, as interpreted by
commentators (Enigbokan, 2024), extends
beyond the Guiding Principles by recognizing
displacement  caused by  large-scale
development projects and environmental
degradation. Other relevant instruments
include the Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction 2015—-2030, which
emphasizes preparedness, resilience, and
community-based support systems; the Global
Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular
Migration (United Nations General Assembly,
2018), which urges states to adopt preventive
and adaptive measures; and the Nansen
Initiative (2015), which promotes regional and
international cooperation on disaster-induced
displacement. The United Nations Security
Council has also addressed displacement in
resolutions on women, peace, and security
(United Nations Security Council, 2000) and
the protection of persons with disabilities
during humanitarian crises (United Nations
Security Council, 2019). Collectively, these
frameworks underscore a growing recognition
of state obligations toward displaced
populations, though implementation gaps
persist due to their predominantly non-
binding nature.

State obligations toward IDPs can be grouped
into four primary duties under international
human rights law: to respect, protect, fulfill,
and ensure non-discrimination in the exercise
of rights. These duties require states to prevent
violations, halt ongoing abuses, and provide
effective remedies to victims. The Global
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emphasizes that the responsibility for
protecting IDPs remains a sovereign function
that cannot be transferred to external actors
(Global Protection Cluster Working Group,
2010). However, where states lack capacity or
political will, international agencies may
complement—but not replace—national
responsibility. The International Law
Commission’s Articles on State Responsibility
clarify that a state commits an internationally
wrongful act when it breaches an international
obligation through an act or omission (United
Nations General Assembly, 2002). Accordingly,
failure to protect IDPs or to prevent arbitrary
displacement may constitute an
internationally wrongful act engaging state
responsibility.  Although the  Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement do not
establish secondary rules of liability, they
restate obligations derived from customary
international law. Human rights bodies such
as the UN Human Rights Committee have
affirmed that certain rights, including the right
to liberty of movement under Article 12 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (1966), are non-derogable, even in
emergencies involving natural disasters.
Similarly, under the Rome Statute, acts of
forced displacement committed contrary to
international law can amount to crimes
against humanity, enabling the prosecution of
state officials responsible for such violations.
At the regional level, breaches of the Kampala
Convention may invoke responsibility under
both the Vienna Convention on the Law of
Treaties (1969) and general international law
on state responsibility.

In conclusion, internal displacement caused
by natural disasters represents a complex
intersection of human rights, environmental
vulnerability, and international legal
responsibility. While international
instruments such as the Guiding Principles,
the Kampala Convention, and the Sendai

Framework have significantly advanced
normative recognition of the rights of
internally displaced persons, their practical
implementation remains limited by political,
institutional, and financial constraints. States
must not only adopt a human-rights-based
approach to internal displacement but also
integrate disaster risk reduction, climate
adaptation, and social protection policies
within their legal and governance frameworks.
The absence of binding global mechanisms for
accountability continues to impede effective
protection, leaving millions of displaced
persons in protracted insecurity.
Strengthening  the  enforceability = of
international norms, enhancing cooperation
between national and international actors, and
ensuring inclusive participation of affected
communities are essential steps toward
realizing durable solutions. Ultimately,
protecting internally displaced persons in the
context of natural disasters is not merely a
humanitarian obligation—it is a test of global
solidarity and the commitment of states to
uphold the universal principles of human
dignity and justice.
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