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The vast majority of the 1.1 million people displaced by the 1998-2000 border war 
between Ethiopia and Eritrea have long gone home. But Ethiopia's refusal to accept 
the decision of an international arbitration commission has left some 40,000 Eritrean 
internally displaced people (IDPs) still unable to return. Discussions between the two 
countries and the Ethiopia-Eritrea Border Commission (EEBC) in May 2006 ended 
without result, apart from the UN Security Council’s decision to further reduce the 
border monitoring presence of the UN Mission to Eritrea and Ethiopia (UNMEE). 
Precise IDP figures are unavailable, but the total was expected to fall throughout 
2006 from the 2005 total of 45,000. The Eritrean government gave a figure of 8,900 
households as of March 2006.    
 
In an attempt to boost self-reliance and to reduce its dependency on the international 
community which it feels to be too lenient towards Ethiopia’s rejection of the EEBC’s 
2002 border ruling, the Eritrean government has since mid-2005 been curtailing the 
activities of international agencies active in the country. It blocked UNMEE’s moni-
toring operations and expelled a large number of international NGOs. In a situation 
of great humanitarian need due to the drought affecting the entire Horn of Africa, the 
Eritrean government confiscated several tonnes of food supplies. It has so far not fol-
lowed up on its declaration to integrate them into its new cash-for-work policy which 
was to replace free distribution of relief assistance. At the same time, the government 
has stepped up its efforts to resettle tens of thousands of IDPs to their home villages in 
the Temporary Security Zone (TSZ) along the disputed border with Ethiopia. In doing 
so, the government hopes to boost self-sufficiency because the areas of return are 
some of the most fertile in the country. However, there is no information on the living 
conditions awaiting the returnees, and on their physical safety in these mine-infested 
areas.  
 
The interaction between the government and the remaining international agencies and 
NGOs has become very difficult. Improving this relationship and decreasing border 
tensions with Ethiopia are currently the two most important factors to be resolved in 
order to ensure safe return and sustainable livelihoods for Eritrea’s displaced.  
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Background: Eritrean IDP crisis is 
a result of border conflict 
 
Eritrea’s formal annexation by Ethiopia 
in 1962 was followed by a 30-year 
armed struggle for independence. The 
end of Ethiopian rule in 1991 was fol-
lowed by a referendum and Eritrea be-
came an independent state in 1993. The 
border was that established by the Italian 
colonial power in the early 20th century. 
But Ethiopia and Eritrea differed over 
where the colonial frontier lay and in 
1998-2000 fought a bloody war over the 
border demarcation (HRW, 30 January 
2003). 
 
Internal displacement in Eritrea started 
in May 1998, when fighting broke out 
between the two countries over a dis-
puted border zone in Gash-Barka region. 
Out of a population of 3.8 million, some 
19,000 fighters and an unknown number 
of civilians were killed during the fero-
cious conflict, while more than one mil-
lion were forced to flee their homes.  
 
A large number of the displaced quickly 
returned to their villages in the affected 
regions following a ceasefire in June 
2000, the partial withdrawal of Ethiopian 
troops from border areas, and the Algiers 
Peace Agreement six months later. By 
the end of 2000, the total number of 
IDPs had fallen from 1.1 million at the 
height of the crisis, to about 210,000 
(USCR 2001, p.77). It continued to fall 
and by 2005 was estimated to be around 
45,000.  
 
A demilitarised Temporary Security 
Zone was established along the 1,000-
km Eritrean-Ethiopian frontier in April 
2001, and 4,200 peacekeeping troops 
were deployed under the auspices of the 
United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and 

Eritrea (UNMEE) to monitor the cease-
fire. An independent Ethiopia-Eritrea 
Boundary Commission (EEBC), man-
dated to delineate and demarcate the 
border between the two countries, re-
leased its legally-binding decision in 
April 2002. Ethiopia, however, promptly 
rejected it, contesting elements such as 
the decision to place the symbolic town 
of Badme – where the conflict originally 
flared up – in Eritrea. The physical de-
marcation, which was first due to start in 
May 2003, has repeatedly been post-
poned ever since.  
 
In November 2004 Ethiopia put forward 
a new peace plan but Eritrea rejected it, 
demanding Ethiopia’s immediate with-
drawal from the territory awarded to it 
by the EEBC ruling. Tensions between 
the two countries increased towards the 
end of 2005, leading to almost tangible 
fears that the war would break out again. 
The Eritrean government, angered by the 
lack of progress in resolving the border 
dispute and believing that the interna-
tional community was siding with 
Ethiopia, restricted UN peacekeepers 
patrolling the border and expelled West-
ern members of the UNMEE staff (IRIN, 
23 March 2006). In the wake of these 
border tensions, the EEBC, which had 
closed its field offices in May 2005 be-
cause of the stalemate in the physical 
border demarcation, has decided to re-
open them (UN SG report, 6 March 
2006). Meetings in London in May 2006 
between the two countries and the EEBC 
over the border demarcation ended in 
deadlock, with no decision. The United 
Nations Security Council reacted on 31 
May by extending UNMEE's mandate to 
the end of September 2006, but reducing 
the force from 3,373 to 2,300 troops. It 
demanded that both countries fully com-
ply with a UN resolution calling on 
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Ethiopia to accept the EEBC border rul-
ing and on Eritrea to lift restrictions on 
UNMEE’s movements (IRIN, 1 June 
2006).  
 
 
Figures of displacement  
 
In 2005, roughly 45,400 persons re-
mained displaced, out of whom 38,000 
lived in 16 camps in Gash-Barka 
(12,850), Debub (24,250) and Northern 
Red Sea (600), and the rest (7,700) out-
side camps in Gash-Barka (ICC, May 
2005). This figure corresponds roughly 
to the Eritrean government’s estimate in 
March 2006 of almost 8,900 displaced 
households in Gash-Barka and Debub 
(State of Eritrea, March 2006). The 
number was expected to fall throughout 
2006, due to a decision by the Eritrean 
government to return the large majority 
of IDPs to their villages or areas of ori-
gin. According to another source, as of 
the end of May 2006, about 960 IDP 
households had returned home in Zoba 
Gash-Barka and some 950 IDP families 
originating from Zoba Debub areas allo-
cated to Ethiopia by the EEBC remained 
in camps until the government identified 
resettlement areas (OCHA, email corre-
spondence, 31 May 2006). 
 
 
Humanitarian situation: Eritrea 
chooses the path of self-reliance 
 
On 11 May 2005, the Eritrean govern-
ment announced new regulations gov-
erning the operation of non-
governmental organisations. The proc-
lamation required imported relief items – 
including food – to be taxed and NGOs 
to have at least $2 million at their dis-
posal in the country, while registering 
annually with the government (Gazette 

of Eritrean Law, 11 May 2005). Subse-
quently, supposedly in connection with 
unpaid taxes, the government blocked 
the distribution of some 540 tonnes of 
food relief for over a month between 
July and mid-August 2005 (IRIN, 16 
August 2005).  
 
This action is linked to a radical policy 
shift from free food distribution to food-
for-work and later cash-for-work, in an 
attempt to make the country less de-
pendent on international agencies and 
donors. In September 2005, Eritrea 
started drastically reducing food distri-
bution to drought-affected populations, 
while stepping up the construction of 
general and agricultural infrastructure, 
aimed at ensuring food security. Mean-
while, at the time of writing, it had not 
yet announced any replacement for free 
food distribution, except for a general 
announcement of a cash-for-work policy 
in early May 2006 (GoE, 3 May 2006; 
IFRC, 10 May 2006, p.3; IRIN, 24 Oc-
tober 2005). There are concerns that 
such a policy will fail in Eritrea because 
a large number of people conscripted 
into the military (300,000) and to gov-
ernment infrastructure projects would 
not be covered by it. Also, agencies fear 
that the policy could mean further diver-
sion of food distribution, away from 
humanitarian programmes. 
 
As of May 2006, several thousand ton-
nes of food – 90,000 metric tonnes ac-
cording to OCHA – remained locked up 
and general food distribution suspended 
(OCHA, email, 5 June 2006). According 
to unofficial reports, some communities 
may start facing serious food shortage 
over the dry summer months. The Eri-
trean government had said in April 2006 
that it would distribute the food through 
its own cash-for-work projects (Informa-
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tion meeting with UN Special Humani-
tarian Envoy, Geneva, 8 May 2006). In 
the meantime, agencies were afraid that 
the food would be rotting in warehouses 
(IFRC, 10 May 2006). There were un-
confirmed reports of the stored food be-
ing sold in the streets of Asmara. Some 
targeted distribution by the World Food 
Programme (WFP) in Debub and South 
Red Sea Zone was to be carried out dur-
ing 2006 (HoA Information Exchange 
Meeting, 25 January 2006).  
 
The suspension of food distribution by 
the Eritrean government compounded a 
situation of widespread hunger, very 
weak household resilience and serious 
water and food shortages following five 
consecutive years of drought. Out of a 
population of 3.8 million, two-thirds – 
including IDPs, refugees, expellees and 
returnees – were threatened by hunger 
and extreme poverty in 2005 (Fews Net, 
10 May 2005). With high to very high 
malnutrition rates in many parts of the 
country (including return areas), the 
overall vulnerability to environmental or 
conflict-related shocks is extremely high 
(NFIS, October 2005). In the past, scar-
city of resources has prevented the gov-
ernment from meeting the enormous 
needs of its people and the country has 
for years been heavily dependent on 
food and non-food assistance. With the 
poverty level increasing, prospects for 
socio-economic improvement are reced-
ing (OCHA, December 2004, p.13; 
IRIN, 24 May 2005). 
 
Due to the stalemate in the peace proc-
ess, the military were not properly de-
mobilised, which added to the marked 
shortage of workforce in public and pri-
vate sectors (OCHA, 31 March 2005). 
Furthermore, the closed borders have cut 
off food supplies from Djibouti and 

Ethiopia, thus driving up prices and fur-
ther endangering livelihoods (IRIN, 27 
July 2005). 
 
IDPs’ humanitarian situation 
The internally displaced depend com-
pletely on relief assistance. Their living 
conditions are critical, with many emer-
gency needs unaddressed. They live in 
makeshift settlements in camps and with 
host communities. Serious water short-
ages and poor sanitary conditions and a 
lack of adequate schools and clothing are 
just some of the difficulties IDPs have to 
face. In order to rebuild their livelihoods, 
shelter is one of the basic needs, mainly 
for families headed by women and with-
out any income support (OCHA, 5 May 
2005, p.3; UNICEF, 27 May 2005). 
  
In addition to IDPs, there are other cate-
gories of people to be reintegrated and 
whose livelihoods need to be recon-
structed. Over one million former IDPs, 
expellees from Ethiopia and refugees 
who have returned to their home villages 
since the end of the fighting are unable 
to resume their livelihoods and remain 
dependent on humanitarian assistance. 
Host communities, equally affected by 
the ramifications of war and drought, are 
struggling to cope with the added burden 
of returns (OCHA, 5 May 2005, p.3). 
 
 
Return and reintegration 
 
In early 2005, the UN assisted the gov-
ernment in resettling over 14,000 IDPs 
and 4,600 expellees in 22 villages of ori-
gin within Gash-Barka. These returnees 
were provided with basic reintegration 
packages and each family was allotted 
one hectare of agricultural land. They 
received mine risk education and ICRC 
established water points around 12 of the 
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return villages to benefit both communi-
ties and their livestock (UNMEE, 17 
February 2005). Given the urgent need 
to rehabilitate water and housing infra-
structures and to provide basic social 
services in war-destroyed villages in the 
Temporary Security Zone, organisations 
like ICRC have assisted the returning 
IDPs in rebuilding their livelihoods 
(ICRC, June 2005). 
 
In 2006, the Eritrean government 
stepped up its return and resettlement 
efforts, with the goal of eventually re-
turning all IDPs and expellees to their 
home or resettlement villages by the start 
of the planting season in May 2006. The 
government hoped thereby to improve 
food security and to reduce its depend-
ency on international aid, as the IDPs 
were returning to Eritrea’s most fertile 
areas in or near the Temporary Security 
Zone, and which had not been cultivated 
since the outbreak of the 1998-2000 bor-
der war (State of Eritrea, 3 March 2006). 
The UN agencies set up a joint return 
assessment team, which at the time of 
writing had not yet been able to carry out 
missions pending mine risk assessment 
and the government’s approval (OCHA, 
Email, 31 May 2006). ICRC is involved 
in the return and resettlement, primarily 
by providing drinking water (ICRC, in-
terview, 13 April 2006). 
 
While the Eritrean government regularly 
publishes updates on the return of thou-
sands of IDPs, so far there is no informa-
tion available on the living conditions 
and livelihood opportunities of the re-
turned, particularly in a situation where 
food distribution has been curtailed and 
the activities of international agencies 
reduced (AFP, 11 May 2006; GoE, 30 
April 2006; IRIN, 26 January 2006). It is 
also unclear how far projects to build the 

necessary infrastructure and provide ba-
sic social services are successfully car-
ried out (State of Eritrea, March 2006). 
According to Eritrean media, people 
were pleased to return to their villages 
(Haddas Eritrea, 4 April 2006, unofficial 
translation).  
 
 
Obstacles to return 
 
The political and military tensions be-
tween Eritrea and Ethiopia in relation to 
the border demarcation have direct hu-
manitarian implications for IDPs in Eri-
trea. As the border demarcation is 
supposed to involve de-mining and 
transfer of territory as well as movement 
of people, the demarcation deadlock has 
long blocked any incentive for the re-
maining IDPs to return home. The preva-
lence of landmines and poor security 
constituted the major threats to the dis-
placed. Indeed, 20 per cent of IDPs' 
places of origin are impacted by land-
mines and 83 per cent of mine-impacted 
communities report blocked access to 
pastureland which severely affects food 
security (OCHA, December 2004, p.3). 
The worst-affected area is the Gash-
Barka region in the southwest, particu-
larly around Shilalo and Shambuko, Eri-
trea’s “bread basket”. The government's 
ban on UNMEE helicopter flights 
prompted UNMEE to suspend its mine-
clearance activities in October 2005 
(IRIN, 10 October 2005), although they 
were later resumed. 
 
 
Constrained national and interna-
tional response 
 
On a national level, the Ministry of La-
bour and Human Welfare replaced the 
Eritrean Relief and Refugee Commission 
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in May 2005 as the main government 
institution responsible for coordinating 
national and international humanitarian 
operations, including those targeting 
IDPs (Gazette of Eritrean Law, 11 May 
2005). According to humanitarian agen-
cies in Eritrea, this change seriously dis-
rupted their activities, as one year later 
the Ministry had still not established it-
self as a responsive counterpart to the 
humanitarian community. At the same 
time, a range of administrative hurdles 
had emerged, making it very difficult for 
those agencies still in the country to 
carry out their work (OCHA, email cor-
respondence, April and May 2006).  
 
The Eritrean government is making a 
clear statement by refusing Western help 
and boosting its development activities 
with the aim of becoming less dependent 
on Western donors. At the same time, it 
is trying to forge new economic and pos-
sibly military ties with countries such as 
China (Reuters, 12 April 2006).  
 
The operating environment for interna-
tional agencies and NGOs became in-
creasingly difficult after the 
government’s 11 May 2005 proclama-
tion on administering the activities of 
NGOs. Many national and international 
NGOs were forced to stop their activi-
ties, including USAID, Eritrea’s largest 
donor of food aid. Within one year, the 
number of NGOs had dropped by almost 
two-thirds, from 37 in early 2005 to 13. 
This change in policy is seen as an ex-
pression both of Eritrea’s perception that 
the international community favoured 
Ethiopia in the territorial conflict, and of 
its aim of becoming more self-reliant 
(IRIN, 23 March 2006).    
 
Because of the Eritrean government’s 
new approach to international aid, there 

was no Consolidated Appeals Process 
(CAP) for 2006. Only at the last minute 
did the government agree to participate 
in the Joint Revised CAP for the Horn of 
Africa, aimed particularly at drought re-
lief. Seven Eritrean projects are now in-
cluded in the second revision of the Joint 
CAP (CAP HoA, Projects, 24 May 
2006).  
 
According to a top UN representative, 
the lack of engagement between aid 
agencies and the Eritrean government is 
currently the biggest challenge to suc-
cessful aid delivery and long-term food 
security (IRIN, 27 April 2006). Progress 
in the physical demarcation of the 
boundary is another crucial step towards 
these goals, and towards assuring the 
safe return and reintegration of Eritrea’s 
displaced.  
 
 
Note: This is a summary of the IDMC’s 
country profile of the situation of inter-
nal displacement in Eritrea. The full 
country profile is available online here .  
 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/1FA60B01C8DC35E9802570A7004B273E?opendocument&count=10000
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal 
displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of 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 Geneva-based Centre runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries.  
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-
hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. 
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil 
society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org. 
 
 
Media contact: 
 
Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
Head of Monitoring and Advocacy Department 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch 
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