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On 8 October 2020, the Government of Iraq announced that it would close all camps and informal sites hosting 

people internally displaced since 2014 by the end of the year. This re-started similar efforts made in previous years 

to consolidate and close camps. In early October 2020, approximately 250,000 of the remaining 1.3 million internally 

displaced people (IDPs) in Iraq lived in 39 formal IDP camps, plus a number of smaller informal sites. By the start 

of December, at least 16 camps and sites had been closed, according to MoMD statements. This caused 

approximately 34,000 people to rapidly return to their home districts or secondarily displace without advance notice, 

preparation for alternative arrangements, or attention to basic principles on internal displacement and durable 

solutions. Only three camps under federal Iraq administration remain open at the time of writing: Jeddah 5, 

Salamiyah and Ameriyat al-Fallujah.1  

 

I. Background 
 

Profile of People Moved out of Camps 

Many of the 34,000 Iraqis affected by these sudden camp closures are more vulnerable than the 4.8 million people 

that returned home during recent years. They face significant barriers to their return, such as fully destroyed 

housing, inability to resume livelihoods activities due to uncleared UXOs, perceived affiliation with ISIL, and/or a 

myriad of other security, safety and/or political issues that prevent their return home. 

 

The majority are women and children. An estimated two out of five affected families are headed by women, some 

of them by grandmothers. In Hamam al-Alil camp, at least half the families were headed by women, while in Al-

Karama, 65 per cent of families were headed by either women or children. Overall, around 18,000 children have 

been affected by these closures. And approximately half of all people affected are missing some form of civil 

documentation, limiting their ability to regain a ‘normal’ life. (Source for all statistics is official CCCM data.) 

 

Destination 

To date, IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix has to date identified the ‘arrival’ of 21,000 out of the 34,000 affected 

people in another location. The location of the remaining 13,000 people is as yet unconfirmed at the time of writing.  

 

Of those successfully tracked, around 70 per cent have arrived in their location of origin and are classified as a 

“returnee” while the remaining 30 per cent are classified as secondarily displaced.2 Whether as returnee or IDP, the 

majority of people found so far (64%) have arrived in just seven districts: Mosul, Telefar, Khanaquin, Ba’aj, Hawiga, 

Muqdadiya and Hatra districts. In addition, significant numbers have also arrived in Fallujah, Ramadi and Al-Qaim 

districts in Anbar; Balad and Baiji districts in Salah al-Din; and Kirkuk district in Kirkuk. 

 

Needs 

Initial needs assessment findings indicate some of those affected by camp closures are in need of immediate 

assistance. According to follow-up surveys conducted by the Iraq Information Center, Protection Cluster and CCCM 

Cluster with nearly 1,000 households, around 25 per cent of those that returned to their area of origin have not 

 
1 All camps under the administration of the Kurdistan Regional Government remain open at the time of writing, with the KRG 
stating it would not implement closures until durable solutions are in place. 
2 Categories referenced here are as per Displacement Tracking Matrix and associated definitions, which is the most 
comprehensive source tracking displacement in real time in Iraq. Thus, DTM categories are used to create a common 
understanding of the current situation, in rapid fashion, so as to facilitate response. They do not ascribe any formal status to 
the people referred therewithin and particular recognition is given to the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, which 
refers to return in Principle 28 using the following language:  “… to return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity, to their homes 
or places of habitual residence, …” 



 

 

returned to their habitual residence. Eighty-five per cent of surveyed people report they did not return to their areas 

of origin due to the destruction, occupation or otherwise inaccessibility of their home property. Nearly all people 

surveyed report shelter as a top concern and 27 per cent report they are living in critical shelter such as an 

unfinished or abandoned building or a ‘makeshift’ shelter. At least 60 per cent report they have no income, are 

borrowing money, or selling assets to make ends meet. Significant protection concerns exist, in view of the 

incomplete reconciliation and social cohesion efforts and in view of the significant number of women and children 

affected by the camp closures.  

 

II. Response Approach 
 

Response to the camp closures can be categorized into three phases: during the closure of camps and movement 

of IDPs; immediately after IDP arrival at their subsequent location; and ‘regular’ programming and/or referral to 

organizations conducting Durable Solutions and stabilization activities for the ongoing/longer-term needs.  

 

The overall approach is to be guided by the Humanitarian Response Plan for 2020 and 2021 (forthcoming). Both 

HRPs include vulnerable returnees and out-of-camp IDPs as people prioritized for assistance, as well as a detailed 

list of activities appropriate to meet their acute needs. People who have recently been moved out of camps to other 

settings are now considered returnees or out-of-camp IDPs and as such, do not require a specific plan to facilitate 

the provision of assistance to them. Their needs – where these are assessed to exist, upon arrival in the new 

location – can and should be covered by the activities delineated in the 2020 and 2021 HRPs.   

 

What is to be done differently is the speed of the response, as well as the sequencing of response activities. Once 

people arrive to a new location, humanitarian organizations should move quickly to find and assist them, as many 

will have little access to shelter, basic services or protection. Regular programming will not be quick enough to help 

the most vulnerable families avoid the worst impacts of the unplanned movements.  

 

Phase 1. Response During Camp Closure and Movement of IDPs 

Given the uncoordinated nature of the camp closures, and the number of residents who report they do not want to 

leave the camps, the Humanitarian Coordinator has issued guidance to the Humanitarian Country Team that 

humanitarian organizations should not provide any assistance to the physical movement of people out of the camps, 

the authorities’ organization thereof, nor contribute material assistance in preparation for the movement. 

 

However, humanitarian organizations operating in the camp would be advised to conduct limited activities in 

anticipation of the camp closure, focused on the monitoring of protection issues and incidents, the identification of 

partners for transfer/referral of case files, and sharing information about assistance or services in areas of return 

that is confirmed. Such activities should be conducted independently from the authorities’ own plans and decisions. 

 

The only material assistance that should be provided during the actual movement of people out of the camps, or 

during related preparations by the authorities, is in response to the sudden emergence of life-threatening conditions 

that may occur in transit. For example, a government-organized movement of IDPs from Baghdad to Anbar became 

stuck at a checkpoint in Anbar for an extended period of time. Families did not have access to water or food, nor 

toilets. The Humanitarian Coordinator gave exceptional approval to intervene in the situation, to alleviate those life-

threatening conditions.  

 

Phase 2. Immediately After IDP Arrival at the Next Location 

After IDPs arrive at their destination, whether as returnee or as secondarily-displaced IDP, their needs should be 

assessed and immediate assistance should be provided according to assessment results, to help them avoid the 

worst impacts of the unplanned move from the camp.  Humanitarian organizations already operational in Iraq are 

requested to respond to any immediate needs in a rapid manner. However, assistance must be provided based on 

assessed need, not based on status. Not all families affected by the recent camp closures will require assistance. 

Families that are the most vulnerable should be prioritized over others with less vulnerability.  

 



 

 

Organizations and donors are requested to demonstrate flexibility and to include this ‘new’ out-of-camp and returnee 

caseload into ongoing funding and projects as possible, in order to facilitate a rapid response. In particular, it is 

requested that existing projects and funding for camp-based services be rapidly adjusted to allow use of residual 

funds to address acute needs amongst out-of-camp IDPs and returnees. 

 

Phase 3.  Inclusion into ‘regular’ programming and/or referral to Durable Solutions and stabilization 

organizations for recurrent or longer-term needs 

After immediate humanitarian needs are addressed through rapid response (phase 2), those recently moved out of 

camps should be included into ‘regular’ humanitarian programming, as indicated by ongoing assessments. As with 

Phase 2, all humanitarian assistance is to be provided on the basis of need, with those most vulnerable prioritized.  

Where longer-term assistance is needed, such as the reconstruction of housing or support for social cohesion, 

referrals should be made to organizations that are implementing stabilization and durable solutions-oriented 

activities in the relevant target area, directly where such organizations are known or via the relevant coordination 

structures available for the area. Reconstruction, recovery and reconciliation activities, among similar others, fall 

outside the parameters of the Humanitarian Response Plan for Iraq.  

 

III. Guiding Principles 
 

Several principles underpin the response outlined above. These include the “do no harm” principle and the principles 
of humanity and impartiality. Organizations must work in a manner that does not further harm the population that 
has recently been moved out of the camp and they must ensure that all assistance is provided on the basis of need 
alone, without bias for or against identifying characteristics. 
 
In practice, these principles translate to a commitment to provide assistance to all people in need in a given location, 
not just those that have recently arrived as a result of the 2020 camp closures. Any assistance provided only to 
those that arrived from recently closed camps may cause or exacerbate resentment and rejection of the recently 
arrived person or family. This is particularly true in locations where local communities may also be in need, and/or 
where other IDPs or returnees may already exist, and where those groups are not receiving assistance.  
 
To avoid creating or increasing tensions and conflict within communities, particularly where other IDPs and/or 
returnees exist in the same area and are also in acute need, humanitarian organizations are requested to provide 
assistance to all families in need, regardless of arrival date to the community.  
 
Similarly, all assistance must be provided on the basis of documented need alone, not on the basis of being a 
person or family moved out of the camp. As evidenced by the follow-up surveys conducted by the Iraq Information 
Center, Protection Cluster and CCCM Cluster, some families do have access to resources and are not as vulnerable 
as others. Therefore, the needs of all prospective families must be rapidly assessed and determined to be among 
the most vulnerable before assistance is provided.  

 
The needs of host/local communities should be addressed where possible and appropriate, according to need. 
These needs are not covered under the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) for Iraq nor are they formally 
coordinated by the humanitarian coordination system, however, organizations are encouraged to address needs as 
they are able and their individual funding allows, for the purpose of not stigmatizing the newly arrived population by 
seeming to “favor” them over other people with needs. Where the need of the local community is for, for example, 
reconstruction or stabilization interventions, these should be referred to the Durable Solutions Taskforce and local 
authorities. 
 


