
The Borno State Government (BSG) public commitment to close all IDP camps in Maiduguri during 2021 has translated
in recent weeks into concrete actions. The actual and planned camp closures coincide with the BSG’s ongoing agenda,
promoting the return of IDPs to their areas of origin, which is gradually implemented since August 2020.
                                                                  
The recent developments in three camps on the outskirts of Maiduguri, described below, raise serious concerns about
the safety and well-being of the affected communities throughout the process of closing IDP camps, especially when
such closure leads to the movement of IDPs to certain areas identified for return or resettlement. Recent attacks in
Damasak and Marte/Dikwa demonstrate the grave risks to civilians, including IDPs and humanitarian workers, and that
the situation on the ground has yet to improve before such Government-induced movements can safely take place. 

According to Sector’s partners,[1] as well as media reports, in March 2021 BSG officials, headed by the Governor,
visited two Maiduguri IDP camps, MOGCOLIS and NYSC. During these visits, which were held around midnight, the
imminent closure of the camps was announced. BSG officials also conducted a night headcount of IDPs present in
each of the camps, after blocking the camp entries. Those who were present, and ‘verified’ as IDPs, received tokens to
be used during food distribution. Hundreds of IDPs, however, did not receive the 'eligibility token' and, reportedly, were
excluded from distribution as a result.

In addition, BSG presented IDPs with two options following the planned camp closure. They can either i) relocate to
their area of origin or nearby location, deemed safe by the BSG, with cash support and food assistance for two months;
or ii) find alternative accommodation in Maiduguri with cash support.
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INTRODUCTION

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In MOGCOLIS camp, IDPs, originally from Mobbar and Abadam
LGAs, were given a one week notice ahead of camp closure,
which created panic among the IDPs. The BSG proposed the
option of resettling in Damasak (Mobbar LGA) or moving
elsewhere in Maiduguri. While at present the planned closure
has yet to be implemented, Damasak was repeatedly targeted
earlier this month by large-scale attacks by Non-State Armed
Groups (NSAGs), resulting in the loss of lives and serious
damage to civilian and humanitarian assets.[2] In addition, new
arrivals from Damasak have been reported notwithstanding the
closure announcement.

In NYSC camp, the camp closure is expected to take place by
the end of May 2021. Anticipating such closure, some IDPs have
already started looking for alternative options. They pointed the
fear of being relocated to areas that are unsafe, with no means
of livelihood or that are inaccessible to humanitarian assistance. Source: OCHA

In Bakassi camp, about 400 HHs, who arrived at the camp following NSAGs attacks on Marte and Dikwa in February
2021, have refused to register in Bakassi, fearing that the authorities would identify and send them back to Marte. They
were initially returned by the BSG to Marte in November-December 2020, and were de-registered when they left. When
Marte was attacked they fled the violence to Maiduguri. Their current ‘irregular’ status puts an additional strain on their
extremely vulnerable situation.
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Given that the movement of IDPs to new locations is due to camp closure, and in the absence of meaningful
consultation with the affected communities, IDPs do not have a real choice whether to move out of the camp or
not. Such Government-induced movements are not necessarily carried out with their informed consent.

It is possible that the decision to close down Maiduguri IDP camps is based on genuine health and safety
considerations. However, these were not clearly stated in the case of MOGCOLIS and NYSC. Moreover, the BSG
did not take appropriate measures to minimize the expected or actual harm to IDPs and their rights. The
decision to close these camps and the relevant reasons were not communicated to the affected communities well
in advance, allowing them to organize themselves. 

Instead, it was delivered in the middle of the night, without properly consult the IDP community and discuss its
potential implications, the way the camp will be closed, the expected timeline and the options available to them.
This caused confusion and anxiety – that could have been avoided – among already distressed communities.

The hasty closure of IDP camps, at short notice and without consulting the affected communities, negatively impacts
their rights and exposes them to serious risks, including to their physical safety:

 

While some IDPs wish to return, in many case, as already noted above, the movement triggered by camp
closure or the intended closure, is not voluntary. For example with respect to movement to Damasak, IDPs
have already expressed their concerns that their living conditions will be worsened following the move due to
insecurity, insufficient food, no access to farmlands, lack of livelihoods opportunities and education facilities. It was
also mentioned that the authorities did not properly assess the effect of the return on people with disabilities,
pregnant women and unaccompanied children, or the availability of GBV services in the new locations.

In practice, IDPs may be pushed to move to areas in which their lives will be at risk, with limited to no access to
essential services. Indeed, serious and repeated attacks by NSAG were recorded since February 2021 in
Damasak, Marte and neighboring town Dikwa, resulting in civilian casualties, damage to civilian property and to
humanitarian facilities and equipment, as well as further displacement. Following these attacks, humanitarian
actors suspended or reduced humanitarian assistance and evacuated their staff.[3]

While some IDPs favor the option of moving to nearby locations, the conditions of staying elsewhere in Maiduguri
are not sufficiently clear. It seems that IDPs were not provided with all the relevant details or go-and-see visits, nor
were they consulted about, for example, the level and duration of BSG support, and if movement to another
location is a temporary or permanent arrangement. It is therefore questionable whether IDPs were able to make
an informed decision in this regard.

 

KEY PROTECTION CONCERNS

Hasty Camp Closure

Unsafe Returns and Relocations

MOGCOLIS - 3,550 Individuals
NYSC - 4,620 individuals
Bakassi - 33,900 individuals 

Camp overall population

Missing ‘Headcounts’ Cannot Negate Assistance

While IDPs in the concerned camps were offered to move to
locations close to their place of origin or to another location in
Maiduguri, these options cannot be considered durable solutions
under the acceptable international standards:

With regard to headcounts in MOGCOLIS and NYSC camps, it seems that a night headcount was unnecessary
and carried out in a way that negatively affected people’s dignity and their ability to access essential
services. IDPs reported that the night headcount has left them confused and anxious. Some pointed out the feeling of
injustice as they lost their eligibility for food distribution because they were not present at the camp that night. 



RECOMMENDATIONS TO HCT MEMBERS AND OTHER HUMANITARIAN ACTORS

Their movement is severely restricted. If they leave the camp, they might be stopped upon return to the camp.
They are unable to obtain ration cards.
Limited access to services and livelihood increases the risk of exploitation. Children are street hawking and
begging within the camps to support their families, a practice which exposes them to exploitation and sexual
abuse.

They explained that during the headcount they were in fact looking for food or livelihood outside the camp.[4] The
night headcount does not seem to respect IDPs dignity as it suggests that some camp inhabitants are non-IDPs who
manipulatively access aid which is dedicated to the IDP population.

It is important to note that registration and other technical arrangements, determining who is eligible for assistance,
are commonly used to facilitate, simplify and expedite the delivery of aid. However, they do not replace the
substantive test which is based on need alone and prioritizes the most vulnerable ones. In other words, those in
need of assistance cannot be arbitrarily denied of their right to receive protection and assistance because
they are not registered or do not have a token, and without looking at their personal circumstances.[5]

Indeed, the case of new arrivals from Marte to Bakassi camp illustrates this concern. IDPs fleeing the violence in
Marte explained the sensitivity around the issue of registration. On the one hand, they fear that their attempt to re-
register in Bakassi will prompt BSG to return them to Marte which is unsafe. On the other hand, without registration,
they cannot access essential services and face additional risks: 
                        

Continue to monitor and share evidence-based concerns regarding camp closure and lack of security or
services in locations identified for return or relocation.
Advocate with the authorities to suspend camp closure that may expose IDPs to further risks.
Only support movement of IDPs to safe areas where they are effectively protected and have adequate access to
essential services, in particular food.
Advocate with the authorities to suspend movements to Damasak or Marte/Dikwa given high level of insecurity
and limited to no access to assistance.
When health and safety reasons compel the closure of a certain IDP camp, provide as much information and
advance notice as possible to the affected community, and consult camp inhabitants about their options.
Advocate for the right of IDPs to leave areas where they do not feel safe without hindering their right to
assistance. Facilitate re-registration and other technical arrangements for this purpose. 
Support activities to improve living conditions in existing IDP camps and to decongest overcrowded camps in
accordance with the Decongestion Strategy. Leverage this support to advocate against unsustainable and
unsafe returns or relocations.
Advocate for increasing livelihood opportunities and agriculture activities inside and outside IDP camps and host
communities, as well as for safeguarding these activities by the authorities.
Ensure that any support which is provided to promote durable solutions aligns with the relevant international
standards, including the Kampala Convention, and is carried out in accordance with humanitarian principles.

ENDNOTES

1 IRC, NRC and the Nigeria INGO Forum (NIF) contributed to this note.
2 See OCHA, Flash Updates: Damasak Town, Mobbar LGA, 11 and 14 April 2021.
3 eg Statements by the UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator, 11 and 17 April 2021.
4 See also 'IDPs Condemn Zulum’s Declaration of 1,108 as Ghosts in Borno' Daily Post, 5 April 2021.
5 On the right of IDPs to protection and assistance, see for example the Kampala Convention, Articles V, IX.
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