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The authorities in the Russian Federation continue to deprive the victims of displace-
ment in the northern Caucasus of adequate protection. Two consecutive armed con-
flicts in Chechnya since 1994 have sent hundreds of thousands of civilians onto the 
roads fleeing large-scale violence and human rights abuses by security forces and 
Chechen rebel groups. Since the second conflict began in 1999, the priority of the fed-
eral authorities has been to contain the displacement crisis in Chechnya, by denying 
IDPs access to safety elsewhere and even pressuring IDPs to return there from 
neighbouring Ingushetia, where most had found temporary refuge. As a result, about 
60 per cent of the 340,000 IDPs in the Russian Federation are located in Chechnya, 
despite widespread insecurity and destitution. It is only thanks to the humanitarian 
assistance provided by the international community that the condition of IDPs in 
Chechnya and in neighbouring republics has somehow stabilised since the early 
stages of the conflict. However, even this fragile achievement is threatened by the ab-
sence of prospects for a political solution to the conflict and the spreading of violence 
outside Chechnya.  The killing of the Chechen leader Aslan Maskhadov by federal 
forces in March 2005 is expected to further aggravate the situation. Chechen IDPs 
elsewhere in the Russian Federation face widespread discrimination and have been 
denied access to essential services and benefits by the federal and local authorities. 
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Background and main causes 
 
Internal displacement in the Russian Fed-
eration is mainly the result of ten years of 
armed violence and conflict in Chechnya, 
a small territory with a population of ap-
proximately one million people on Rus-
sia's southern border in the Caucasus 
mountains. Annexed by Russia in the late 
18th century, it was an "Autonomous Re-
public" during the Soviet Union. In the 
wake of the Perestroika reforms of the 
1980s, Chechen leaders proclaimed the 
territory's independence in November 
1991, shortly before the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. Russian troops entered the 
rebellious republic in December 1994. 
Fighting between federal forces and se-
cessionist armed groups in Chechnya 
ended in 1996, when an agreement was 
signed between Chechen leaders and 
President Boris Yeltsin providing for the 
withdrawal of federal forces and postpon-
ing the decision on the future status of 
Chechnya to 2001. This conflict took the 
lives of 30,000 civilians and displaced as 
many as 600,000 people (Hansen 1998).  
 
The resumption of armed hostilities be-
tween federal military forces and Che-
chen separatists in 1999 plunged the 
northern Caucasus into a new humanitar-
ian disaster and a large-scale displace-
ment crisis. Both sides have conducted 
armed operations in disregard of humani-
tarian law, using disproportionate force, 
indiscriminate attacks, arbitrary arrest, 
torture and inhumane treatment. This 
catalogue of abuses, which human rights 
organisations attribute mainly to the fed-
eral forces, had compelled up to 600,000 
people to leave their homes by the end of 
1999. The majority of those internally 
displaced remained within Chechnya but 
a significant number of them (up to 

200,000 persons) fled to the neighbouring 
republic of Ingushetia during the winter 
of 1999-2000, the only escape route left 
open by the federal authorities (USCR 
2001). 
 
Most ethnic Russians, who often held 
high- level positions in local industries 
and infrastructure, and other non-ethnic 
Chechen people left Chechnya and other 
north Caucasian republics during the first 
conflict and resettled elsewhere in the 
Russian Federation (UNHCR, February 
2003).  
 
A smaller conflict in North Ossetia, an-
other republic in Russia's Caucasian bor-
der area, displaced several thousand 
people in 1992. Tensions between the 
Ingush and Ossetian communities in the 
Prigorodny district of North Ossetia trig-
gered the displacement of the ethnic In-
gush population to neighbouring 
Ingushetia. An agreement of cooperation 
signed in 1992 between North Ossetia 
and Ingushetia provided for the return of 
the displaced ethnic Ingushetians. How-
ever, more than 10,000 people originat-
ing from North Ossetia are still waiting to 
go home in Ingushetia. 
 

Key statistics 
 

Total IDP population (estimate): 340,000 
(December 2004) 
Population of the Russian Federation: 148 
million 
 
Second Chechen conflict (from 1999): 
- IDPs in Ingushetia (February 2005): 33,650 
(UNHCR, Danish Refugee Council) 
- Total population in Ingushetia: 350,000 
- IDPs in Chechnya (June 2004): 209,600 
(government)  
- Total population in Chechnya: 1 million (of-
ficial 2002 census) 
- IDPs elsewhere in the Russian Federation: 
48,000 (UN estimate) 



Russian Federation: government ignores its responsibilities towards IDPs           14 March 2005 
 

 3 

 
Conflict in the Prigorodny district (North Os-
setia) (1992) and first Chechen conflict 
(1994-1996) 
IDPs with "forced migrant" status: 46,400 
(December 2004) 

 
All figures are based on information available in 
the Russia country profile 
 
 
Destitution and uncertainty 
 
Although the level of violence has not 
reached the levels recorded in the early 
stages of the conflict, guerrilla activities, 
reprisals against civilians, human rights 
abuses and the devastation in Chechnya 
continue to keep more than 300,000 peo-
ple away from their homes. The authori-
ties have alleged since 2001 that they 
have regained control of most of Chech-
nya and that cond itions have been met for 
an early return of IDPs from neighbour-
ing territories. Pressure on IDPs in In-
gushetia has resulted in significant return 
movements to Chechnya but most IDPs 
have remained displaced within the re-
public upon return. As a result, about 60 
per cent of the total IDP population in the 
Russian Federation is displaced within 
Chechnya itself (UNHCR, 23 February 
2005). 
 
The security conditions for the civilian 
population, including the displaced, re-
main extremely precarious, and the kill-
ing of the Chechen leader Aslan 
Maskhadov during a raid by federal 
forces in March 2005 increased the risks 
of an upsurge of violence in the region. 
Maskhadov, elected president of Chech-
nya in 1997 but subsequently branded a 
terrorist by Moscow, had consistently 
called for negotiations with the federal 
government and opposed attacks on civil-
ians. His death has left the field open to 

the more radical field commander Shamil 
Basayev, who remains at liberty and con-
tinues to perpetrate terrorist attacks and 
raids (RFE/RL, 8 March 2005). The pol-
icy of "Chechenisation", whereby the 
federal authorities have partly transferred 
the burden of Chechnya's pacification to 
pro-Moscow Chechen forces, has failed 
to stabilise the situation. The installation 
of a pro-Moscow Chechen administration 
has been a very fragile process (see chro-
nology). Alu Alkhanov was elected Che-
chen president in August 2004 after his 
predecessor, Aslan Kadirov, was killed 
by a bomb. Tensions are reported be-
tween Alkhanov and Kadirov's son, who 
commands a "presidential security force" 
of 2,000 to 8,000 men (the "kadirovsty"), 
feared for their brutality among civilians 
(RFE/RL, 10 December 2004). 
 
The conflict in Chechnya has also spread 
to other northern Caucasian republics, 
raising fears of increased violence and 
attacks on civilian populations (see chro-
nology). There have been reports of hun-
dreds of young men joining Basayev's 
militants, after the arbitrary arrest of their 
relatives by federal security and police 
forces, and their subsequent disappear-
ances (RFE/RL, 11 February 2005). This 
violence has further degraded the fragile 
condition of displaced Chechens and 
other minorities outside Chechnya, and 
fuelled tensions between ethnic groups in 
the northern Caucasus (RFE/RL, 9 Sep-
tember 2004; US DOS, 28 February 
2005, sect. 2d) 
 
Chronology: Violence in Chechnya and 
neighbouring republics 
 
5 October 2003: Aslan Kadirov elected presi-
dent of the Chechen Republic 
 
9 May 2004: Kadirov killed in an attack at the 
Grozny Stadium 
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21-22 June 2004: Rebel attack on law en-
forcement agencies in Ingushetia (98 people 
killed) 
 
29 August 2004: Alu Alkhanov, former Inte-
rior Minister of Chechnya, elected president  
 
1-3 September 2004: 1,000 schoolchildren 
taken hostage at a school in Beslan (North 
Ossetia) (350 people killed) 
 
December 2004: Rebel attack against the 
offices of the federal drug agency in Nalchik 
(Kabardino-Balkaria) 
 
January 2005: Offensive by pro-Moscow 
Chechen troops against rebel groups in 
Dagestan  
 
8 March 2005: Chechen rebel leader Aslan 
Maskhadov killed by federal forces  

 
No safety for IDPs  
 
The physical security and personal liberty 
of IDPs in the northern Caucasus remain 
under constant threat, as violence in 
Chechnya continues to claim several hun-
dreds victims every year. Although the 
number of large-scale raids by security 
forces has fallen, serious human rights 
violations, such as arbitrary arrests, dis-
appearances and extrajudicial executions, 
continue to be committed during more 
targeted security operations against single 
houses or buildings. These types of 
abuses have also been increasingly re-
ported in other northern Caucasian terri-
tories, in particular Ingushetia. 
Safeguards announced by the Russian 
authorities in 2002 to curb the violence 
during military operations in Chechnya 
(presence of a prosecutor, identification 
of forces involved) have not been com-
plied with and do not apply to other secu-
rity forces. Impunity remains the rule for 
the crimes committed by federal or pro-
Moscow armed forces (AI, 24 June 

2004). Chechen rebels have also been a 
major threat to the security of civilians in 
Chechnya and elsewhere in the northern 
Caucasus, with reports of terrorist at-
tacks, killings, forced labour, and use of 
civilians as human shields (US DOS, 28 
February 2005). 
 
IDPs are particularly exposed to security 
operations conducted by military and se-
curity forces, often in response to rebel 
attacks. This pattern of violence has been 
reported in IDP settlements in Ingushetia, 
as for example in June 2004 following a 
large-scale rebel offensive, or in collec-
tive centres in Chechnya. During these 
police operations, arbitrary arrests, beat-
ings, and violent interrogations have been 
reported (Memorial 2004; IHF, 4 August 
2004). Landmines and unexploded ord-
nance also endanger IDPs and returnees 
as they move through or resettle in af-
fected areas (UN, October 2004).  
 
Assistance needs 
 
The social-economic vulnerability of 
IDPs has remained a concern to humani-
tarian organisations in northern Cauca-
sus. Most displaced households in 
Chechnya and Ingushetia continue to be 
dependent on external food aid, despite a 
relatively good harvest in 2004. Half of 
the population in Chechnya lives below 
the poverty level, and unemployment or 
under-employment affects 90 per cent of 
IDPs in Ingushetia. Health indicators in 
Chechnya and Ingushetia are generally 
below the average in the Russian Federa-
tion and have only stabilised thanks to 
the concerted efforts of local health struc-
tures and international organisations. 
Displacement, violence and social-
economic deprivation have increased the 
exposure of the population in Chechnya 
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and Ingushetia to tuberculosis and 
HIV/AIDS. Conditions in IDP settle-
ments and camps also expose women and 
children to serious health risks (UN, Oc-
tober 2004). A high number of displaced 
children living in collective centres in 
Chechnya do not attend school (Memo-
rial 2004).  
  
Shelter conditions for the vast majority of 
IDPs are deplorable. In Ingushetia, 35 per 
cent of IDPs continue to live in so-called 
spontaneous settlements, such as facto-
ries, farms and wagons, with insufficient 
access to utilities and inadequate protec-
tion against extreme climatic conditions. 
In Chechnya, about 35,000 IDPs live in 
Temporary Accommodation Centres 
(TACs) opened by the authorities to ac-
commodate IDPs returning to Chechnya, 
often in unsanitary and overcrowded 
conditions (Memorial 2004, MSF August 
2004).  
 
Chechen IDPs elsewhere in the Russian 
Federation are denied access to registra-
tion, depriving them of access to essential 
services and rights. One main problem 
for these IDPs is the ir inability to register 
their residence or temporary sojourn. De-
spite the abolition of the system of resi-
dence permits inherited from the Soviet 
period (the so-called propiska system), de 
facto limitations on free choice of resi-
dence remain in place in numerous re-
gions, including major urban centres such 
as Moscow or St Petersburg. Furthe r-
more, Chechens displaced by the current 
conflict have not been able to gain the 
"forced migrant" status, granted in fed-
eral law to victims of forced displace-
ment from their original republic, but 
denied by the authorities to persons ex-
posed to violence committed by federal 
forces. Deprived of registration and any 

humanitarian status, most displaced Che-
chens in urban centres have been unable 
to access essential services and social 
benefits and have been exposed to ha r-
assment from police forces and local au-
thorities (UNHCR February 2003; 
Memorial 2004; Petrosyan, 2  November 
2004).  
 
Access of humanitarian organisations to 
the victims of displacement in the north-
ern Caucasus remains serious hampered 
by the lack of security. Human rights de-
fenders who voice their concerns about 
the situation in Chechnya have increas-
ingly become victims of serious abuses, 
including killings, disappearances, ill-
treatment, harassment and intimidation 
(AI, 9 November 2004). Bureaucratic ob-
structions, such as restrictive issuance of 
permits, clearance procedures at check-
points, and the lack of authorisation to 
use radio frequencies for communica-
tions, also affect the ability of NGOs to 
work inside Chechnya (COE, 20 Septem-
ber 2004; UN, October 2004). As a re-
sult, humanitarian organisations do not 
maintain any permanent international 
presence inside Chechnya, and access of 
humanitarian organisations to mountain-
ous areas remains impossible. In In-
gushetia, the rebel raid in June 2004 
forced humanitarian organisations to sus-
pend their operations during a short pe-
riod (UN, October 2004). 
 
Policy of premature return 
 
The closure of IDP camps in Ingushetia 
and the consequent return of IDPs to 
Chechnya dominated the agenda of the 
humanitarian community in 2004. The 
policy of accelerating the return of Che-
chen IDPs from Ingushetia, where the 
majority had found refuge in the early 
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stages of the second conflict, was offi-
cially endorsed by the federal, Ingush and 
Chechen authorities in a plan adopted in 
May 2002. As a result, the last three tent 
camps in Ingushetia were closed down in 
2004, with reports of undue pressure ex-
erted on IDPs to go back to Chechnya, 
including intimidation, removal from  
humanitarian distribution lists,  denial of 
registration to newly-arrived IDPs and 
disruption of utilities in camps. The com-
pensation scheme for lost properties cre-
ated in 2003 has also been a factor 
motivating IDPs to go back to Chechnya, 
despite its poor implementation (see be-
low) (UN, October 2004). 
 
Upon the insistence of the international 
community that return should remain 
voluntary, alternative shelter solutions 
were made available to those IDPs not 
willing to return to Chechnya. It is esti-
mated that 23 per cent of the IDPs living 
in tents in 2004 relocated to these alterna-
tive shelters (UN, October 2004). The 
pressure on IDPs in Ingushetia has not 
ceased with the closure of the tent camps 
and seems to be redirected at IDPs living 
in spontaneous settlements, where utility 
cuts and eviction threats have been re-
ported (OCHA, 22 November 2004; AI, 
23 June 2004).  
 
Inadequate national response 
 
Despite their official support of the Guid-
ing Principles on Internal Displacement, 
federal authorities have failed to fulfil 
their responsibility towards the victims of 
displacement in the northern Caucasus. 
On several occasions, the government of 
the Russian Federation has signalled its 
acceptance of the Guiding Principles as a 
"helpful" tool for the protection of IDPs, 
as during the visit of the Representative 

of the UN Secretary-General on IDPs, 
Francis Deng, to the Russian Federation 
in September 2003 or within the frame-
work of the OSCE (UNCHR, 24 Febru-
ary 2004; OSCE 2003). However, the 
reality on the ground shows a lack of 
concern for the fate of IDPs from Chech-
nya. The humanitarian assistance pro-
vided by the government in Ingushetia 
and Chechnya remains largely insuffi-
cient to cover the needs of IDPs, such as 
food or shelter (WFP 2003; UN, October 
2004). As illustrated by the premature 
return of IDPs from Ingushetia to Chech-
nya, the authorities do not give priority to 
the protection of IDPs from violence and 
human rights abuses. No serious efforts 
have been conducted to curb the violence 
perpetrated against civilians by the mili-
tary and security forces in Chechnya.  
 
The authorities' policy of supporting the 
political and social-economic reconstruc-
tion of Chechnya has shown very limited 
results to far. Since a controversial refe r-
endum on a new constitution for Chech-
nya in 2003, the new Chechen 
institutions have remained very fragile. 
Several reconstruction plans have also 
been adopted since 2001, but their impact 
has been limited, in particular as a result 
of embezzlement of federal funds ear-
marked for Chechnya. The compensation 
scheme for lost property, launched in 
July 2003 by the federal government, is 
one example of the controversial re-
sponse in support of the integration of 
returnees. According to human rights or-
ganisations, the criteria for compensation 
lack transparency and compensation can 
only be received upon payment of con-
siderable bribes to intermediaries (Me-
morial 2004).  
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International humanitarian aid and 
protection 
 
The role of the international humanitarian 
community in filling the gaps of the gov-
ernment's response to the plight of IDPs 
and other civilians affected by the con-
flict in northern Caucasus is crucial. With 
the support of OCHA, the UN humanitar-
ian coordinator facilitates dialogue be-
tween UN agencies, government 
institutions, and NGOs about assistance 
and protection needs in the northern Cau-
casus. The UN Consolidated Appeal for 
2005 continues to focus on the humani-
tarian gaps, as instability and lack of 
transparency deters donors from support-
ing the authorities' long-term rehabilita-
tion plans for Chechnya (UN, October 
2004). However, attention is increasingly 
devoted to the sustainable integration of 
IDPs, as demonstrated by UNDP's plans 
to support durable solutions for IDPs in 
areas of displacement initiated in In-
gushetia and North Ossetia in 2004, 
through an "area-based" support for the 
recovery of local economies (UNDP, 21 
December 2004). As lead agency for the 
protection of IDPs in the northern Cauca-
sus, UNHCR has set up a network of lo-
cal NGOs in Chechnya and Ingushetia to 
monitor population movements, and pro-
vide legal and social assistance to IDPs 
and returnees (UNHCR 2004). Federal 
authorities have informed the UN hu-
manitarian coordinator that there would 
be no consolidated appeal for 2006 
(OCHA, 17 February 2005).  
 
The insistence of the federal authorities 
on portraying the military operations in 
Chechnya as a contribution to the global 
coalition against terrorism has made third 
states rather reluctant to voice their con-
cerns about the human rights crisis in the 

northern Caucasus, as illustrated by the 
failure of the UN Commission to adopt 
any resolution on the matter since 2001 
(HRW 2004). The Russian Federation 
also opposed the continuation of the 
presence in Chechnya of OSCE, which 
closed down its mission there in Decem-
ber 2002. However, various human rights 
institutions, such as UN treaty bodies and 
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Coun-
cil of Europe, remain seized of the situa-
tion in Chechnya (UNCHR, 6 November 
2004; COE, 20 September 2004, 7 Octo-
ber 2004). In February 2005, the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights released its 
first judgement against the Russian Fed-
eration in cases related to the conflict in 
Chechnya. The Court held that military 
operations were conducted without "the 
requisite care for the lives of the civilian 
population", including proper evacuation 
plans and protection for population in 
flight (ECHR, 24 February 2005). 
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in the 
Russian Federation. The full country pro-
file is available online here .  

http://www.db.idpproject.org/Sites/idpSurvey.nsf/wCountries/Russian+Federation
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million people around the globe, who have been displaced within their own country as a 
result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in over 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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