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UN Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement 

Principle 23:  
1. Every human being has the right to education.  

2. To give effect to this right for internally 
displaced persons, the authorities concerned 
shall ensure that such persons, in particular 
displaced children, receive education which 
shall be free and compulsory at the primary 
level. Education should respect their cultural 
identity, language and religion.  

3. Special efforts should be made to ensure the 
full and equal participation of women and girls 
in educational programs.  

4. Education and training facilities shall be made 
available to internally displaced persons, in 
particular adolescents and women, whether or 
not living in camps, as soon as conditions 
permit. 

Why Education for Internally Displaced Persons? 

The UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement states that the responsibility for the 
protection of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) rests first and foremost with national 
governments and local authorities, but it is important for the international community, including 
UN, to see how best it can contribute to enhancing the protection of IDPs in conflict and crisis 
situations. 

Until recently education was not considered as 
part of humanitarian response by many donors 
but on the basis of experience of various 
emergencies this attitude has been changing as 
it has become clear that education can, and 
should, be part of the humanitarian response, 
and that ensuring access to education is vital to 
restore the routine of school and counter the 
destabilizing influences present when large 
number of children and youth no longer have 
that routine and the positive effects of 
education.   Lack of schooling may also 
represent a threat to regional and global 
security.  It is important to recognise that 
restoration of access to education is one of the 
key priorities of emergency-affected 
populations themselves, as it provides hope for 
the future.  Education is now considered as the 
4th pillar of humanitarian response, nutrition, 
shelter and health services being the other 
three. 

An individual’s right to education is important 
because: 

o The right to education is an “enabling right” – such rights provide an individual more 
control over the course of his or her life and, in particular, control over the state’s actions 
on the individual. 
 
- The enjoyment of many other rights – civil and political rights, such as freedom of 

information, expression, the right to vote and to be elected – depend on a  minimum 
level of education. 

- A number of economic, social and cultural rights – the right to choose work, to 
receive equal pay for work – can be exercised in a meaningful way only with a certain 
level of education. 

 
o Education can promote understanding, tolerance, respect, and friendship among 

communities and countries. 
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Specific reasons to support education in emergency and post-emergency situation? 

a. Education can help meet the psychosocial needs of crisis-affected populations; 
b. Education provides a channel for conveying survival messages and developing skills for 

conflict resolution and peace-building; 
c. Education is needed to prepare for reconstruction, and social and economic development; 
d. Education can provide protection from harm1; 
e. Education is a human right, promoting personal development and preparedness for 

responsible citizenship.  Access to education cannot be put on hold because the time lost 
by the children cannot be recovered. 

Will education for internally displaced persons prevent their speedy return to home? 

The answer to common and legitimate concern is ‘No!’  However, it does not prevent their return 
home.  Instead it can facilitate the return process, if matched by investment in activation of 
education systems back home and support to ensure continued access to education upon return!  
Experience shows that displaced communities naturally long to return home when they can do so 
in safety and with dignity.  Families who have recently been displaced will not delay their return 
home because of short-term emergency education arrangements.  They will return home to 
reclaim their land or property, or return alongside others for whom this is possible.  There is no 
better place than home. 

Right to education cannot be denied by withholding access to education in early emergency 
because of generally unsubstantiated fear that they might not return to their home.  The long and 
admirable legacy of U.S, U.K, Scandinavian, and Nordic Countries’ activism in humanitarian 
and human rights affairs needs to reflect the changing nature of international emergencies and 
broaden their support to include the 4th pillar of emergency.  Such focus might help prevent far 
larger and more costly interventions such as rising militancy and extremism arising out of 
deprivation or lack of access to proper public education.   

Policy benefit for international community 

A number of donors are grappling with the issue of worldwide increase in IDPs due to manmade 
and natural disasters.  Many are in the process of developing a strategy for effective response to 
IDP situation by undertaking humanitarian, developmental, and political interventions.  As all 
three interventions are inter-linked, any investment in immediate response, early recovery, and 
reconstruction of education will provide a test bed for appropriate and effective policy 
formulation or sharpening. 

 

 

****** 

                                                            
1   Including protection of vulnerable young youths being forced to take the kind of education that does not promote 

tolerance, peace, inclusion and diversity. 


