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Executive summary 
 
 At the invitation of the Government, the Representative of the Secretary-General on 
internally displaced persons, Francis M. Deng, undertook an official visit to Mexico, 
18-28 August 2002.  The objectives of the Representative’s mission were:  to enter into a 
constructive dialogue with the Government, civil society, the United Nations country team and 
other international partners; to gain a better understanding of the situation of internal 
displacement in Mexico; and to assess opportunities and make recommendations for enhanced 
national and international response to the plight of the internally displaced in the country. 
 
 For the last several years, Mexico has seen precipitous political changes.  The current 
Government has expressed its commitment to address long-standing human rights issues in the 
country, and has allowed international and regional human rights protection mechanisms to 
conduct inquiry missions.  Indeed, it has extended an “open invitation” to the United Nations 
special procedures mechanisms to visit the country, and it was in this context that the visit of the 
Representative of the Secretary-General on internally displaced persons took place.  
 
 While forced displacement in Mexico has multiple causes, the conflict in Chiapas is 
primary.  Other instances of forced displacement in Mexico have occurred for a variety of 
reasons, such as disputes over land, drug trafficking, religious intolerance, development projects 
and natural disasters, in states such as Oaxaca, Tabasco and Sinaloa.  
 
 Although the numbers of internally displaced persons in Mexico are relatively small 
compared to many other countries affected by internal displacement, their suffering due to their 
situation of displacement is very real and should not be understated.  No official statistics of 
those displaced in the country are available, but local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and other international organizations have estimated the number of internally displaced in the 
southern state of Chiapas to be between 16,000 and 21,000. 
 
 Prior to undertaking the mission, the Representative received information from a number 
of international and national observers regarding the situation of displacement in Mexico, in 
particular concerning communities displaced by the conflict in Chiapas.  Most of these observers 
believed that the Government of Mexico perceived the problem of displacement to be a very 
sensitive internal matter.  This alleged sensitivity of the Government on the issue apparently led 
the international community, and in particular the United Nations agencies and programmes in 
the country, to avoid open discussion of the problem with the authorities, which in turn impeded 
their ability to provide assistance to the displaced. An exception was the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC), which, in close cooperation with the Mexican Red Cross (MRC), and 
in its usual discreet manner, was providing assistance to internally displaced persons.  Local 
human rights and religious groups also provided important assistance to the displaced 
population, notwithstanding their limited resources and security concerns.   
 
 The Representative’s discussions with the authorities revealed a much greater willingness 
to address displacement issues than he had been led to expect prior to arrival.  While the mission 
revealed that internally displaced communities confront a number of serious protection and 
assistance problems, the Representative was encouraged by the Government’s willingness to  



  E/CN.4/2003/86/Add.3 
  page 3 
 
engage with him in constructive dialogue and its stated commitment to address the problems of 
internally displaced persons.  The Government’s invitation for the Representative to visit the 
country was clearly a positive sign of a policy change with regard to issues of displacement and 
human rights.  The formulation, adoption and implementation of a policy on internal 
displacement, as well as the current efforts towards adoption of a National Human Rights Plan of 
Action, present an important opportunity for the international community, international 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and local civil society, to cooperate with the 
Government in addressing the situation of internal displacement in Mexico. 
 
 This report presents the Representative’s assessment of the situation of displacement in 
Mexico, based on the exchange of views he had with the federal, state and municipal authorities, 
representatives of humanitarian, human rights and development organizations, including 
United Nations agencies and programmes, other members of the international community and 
non-governmental organizations, before and during the mission, as well as on his field visits to 
several communities with internally displaced persons in the states of Chiapas and Guerrero.  In 
the last section of the report, the Representative provides recommendations (reproduced below in 
the executive summary) to address the problem of internal displacement in Mexico.  These 
recommendations call for the speedy adoption and implementation of Government policies to 
help the displaced and encourage closer cooperation involving the Government, local civil 
society and the international community.  They also raise the importance of addressing the 
underlying causes of internal displacement, and, as part of the proposed new policies, supporting 
the voluntary return of internally displaced persons to their original homes in safety and dignity.  
Assistance for alternative resettlement of those not able or wishing to return and the integration 
of those wishing to remain in their present areas of residence should also be provided to ensure 
their general welfare, safety and dignity. 
 
 The recommendations of the Representative are as follows: 
 

− Formulation, adoption and implementation of government policies:  The federal, 
state and municipal authorities all assured the Representative of their commitment to 
effectively address the problem of internal displacement in the country.  There is an 
urgent need for these authorities to accelerate the formulation, adoption and 
implementation of policies on internal displacement.  Such policies should be linked 
to other human rights policies, plans and programmes.  They should seek to address 
issues of protection from arbitrary displacement, current needs for protection and 
assistance and the possibilities for the voluntary return, resettlement, or local 
integration of displaced persons in safety and in dignity.  Such policies should take 
into account the specific needs of children and women and ensure that gender issues 
are integrated into all strategies and programmes.  They should be developed in 
consultation with the displaced, and be widely disseminated;  

 
− Collection of data to ascertain the magnitude of the problem of internal 

displacement:  There is a need for more comprehensive, detailed and reliable data, 
disaggregated by gender and age, on the numbers, location and profile of persons 
displaced in Mexico.  It is essential to obtain an accurate picture of the current  
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conditions and specific needs of the displaced.  The necessary resources, both human 
and material, should be made available for this purpose.  A centralized data  
collection, analysis and information system should be established to enable the 
effective use of this data, in particular for the elaboration of policies, strategies and 
programmes.  Local authorities should consider requesting technical and financial 
assistance from the international community.  Cooperation with experienced research 
and academic centres should also be explored; 

 
− Targeting special needs of the internally displaced in programmes and 

structures:  Government policies and sectoral plans and programmes should target 
the specific needs of the internally displaced population.  Establishing focal points on 
internal displacement at various levels of Government, (i.e., federal, state and 
municipal), could help to ensure that government services extend their coverage to 
internally displaced communities;  

 
− Coordination mechanisms:  Efforts by State authorities to address the problem of 

internal displacement have been initiated without much coordination with federal 
authorities.  In some cases, State authorities have been open to some coordination 
with civil society; such partnerships need to be expanded.  It is important to establish 
coordination mechanisms within the federal government, between the federal and 
state Governments, and with humanitarian, human rights and development NGOs, 
and the international community, to respond more effectively to the crisis of 
displacement; 

 
− Increasing protection and assistance for those still displaced:  Assistance to the 

internally displaced population has been very limited. The proposed new policies on 
internal displacement should seek to ensure that the protection and assistance needs of 
those still displaced are met.  While the process for the elaboration and adoption of 
such policies is under way, the federal, state and municipal governments in the 
meantime should work to ensure that the needs of the internally displaced, in 
particular for food, safe water, health services, and housing, are met.  Particular and 
urgent attention should further be paid to protecting internally displaced persons from 
continuing acts of intimidation and harassment by paramilitary or armed civilian 
groups and other such actors;  

 
− Facilitating safe humanitarian access to the internally displaced:  The limited 

access to displaced communities in the so-called “autonomous communities” in 
Chiapas is of particular concern in light of the current impasse in the peace 
negotiations.  The Government should consider seeking the cooperation of the 
international community to ensure that the urgent protection and assistance needs of 
internally displaced communities in these areas are met; 

 
− Assistance for return, resettlement or local integration:  The Representative was 

encouraged to see that assistance for the return or resettlement of displaced 
communities has been provided in some areas. As part of the proposed new policies,  
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the Government should seek to further promote and support the voluntary return of 
the internally displaced to their original homes, alternative resettlement for those not 
wishing to return or local integration of those wishing to remain in their present areas 
of residence, in safety and dignity.  Supporting internally displaced persons to 
reintegrate and regain self-sustaining livelihoods and access to land should also be a 
priority.  The Government should seek the assistance of the international 
community to implement projects to assist return, resettlement or local integration; 

 
− Cooperation with the international community:  The Representative was 

encouraged to see that federal, state and municipal authorities were generally 
receptive to the idea of cooperating with civil society and the international 
community in order to address the needs of the displaced.  To facilitate the 
identification of possible areas for coordinated response, the Representative 
encourages the Government, in cooperation with United Nations agencies and 
programmes, and other relevant actors, to consider organizing a workshop on internal 
displacement, in collaboration with his office and the Internal Displacement Unit of 
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA IDP 
Unit); 

 
− Strengthening the United Nations response to internal displacement at field 

level:  United Nations agencies and the international community have thus far not 
been involved with the problem of internal displacement, in particular in the state of 
Chiapas, mainly due to the approach of the previous Government to the conflict in 
Chiapas.  The policy of openness of the present Government to international 
cooperation raises the opportunity for a more engaged United Nations response to the 
situation of displacement.  To facilitate greater involvement by the United Nations 
country team in providing protection and assistance to the internally displaced, the 
OCHA IDP Unit should undertake a review mission to the country to assess the 
capacities and contributions of the operational agencies, identify gaps in the 
international response and assist the country team in developing a programme of 
action for responding to the needs of the internally displaced; 

 
− Disseminating the Guiding Principles at the regional level:  The Representative 

was encouraged by the expressed commitment of the Government to address the 
problem of internal displacement in Mexico and its acknowledgement of the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement as a useful tool for developing national policies 
and programmes for the internally displaced.  The Representative hopes that Mexico 
will become a model of positive response to the protection and assistance needs of 
internally displaced persons.  Given the extent to which the Guiding Principles have 
already been used within the country at different levels as a tool of response to the 
crisis, the Representative reiterates his appreciation for the Government’s willingness 
to host a regional seminar or workshop on the use and application of the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement, to be organized in collaboration with his office 
and other partners; and  
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− Seeking solutions to the conflict:  Finally, while promoting the peace process was 
outside the immediate objectives of the mission, it should be noted that the best 
remedy to the crisis of internal displacement would be the achievement of peace and 
national reconciliation which, in turn, would depend on addressing the underlying 
causes of the conflict, which involve political, economic and social grievances.  The 
Representative believes that the parties to the conflict in Chiapas, should make all 
efforts and seek opportunities to break the impasse, restore a degree of confidence, 
reactivate the peace process, work toward reconciling their differences, and ensure 
lasting solutions for the people the conflict has displaced. 
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Introduction 
 
1. At the invitation of the Government, the Representative of the Secretary-General on 
internally displaced persons, Francis M. Deng, undertook an official visit to Mexico, 
18-28 August 2002.  The objectives of the Representative’s mission were:  to enter into a 
constructive dialogue with the Government, civil society, the United Nations country team and 
other international partners; to gain a better understanding of the situation of internal 
displacement in Mexico; and to assess opportunities and make recommendations for enhanced 
national and international response to the plight of the internally displaced in the country.  
 
2. For the last several years, Mexico has seen precipitous political changes.  The current 
Government has expressed its commitment to address long-standing human rights issues in the 
country, and has allowed international and regional human rights protection mechanisms to 
conduct inquiry missions.  Indeed, it has extended an “open invitation” to the United Nations 
special procedures mechanisms to visit the country, and it was in this context that the visit of the 
Representative of the Secretary-General on internally displaced persons took place.  
During 2002, at the invitation of the Government, and within the framework of their mandates, 
the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of 
migrants and the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing also conducted fact-finding missions 
to Mexico. The invitation extended by the Government to the Representative of the 
Secretary-General on internally displaced persons can therefore be interpreted as a positive step 
on the part of the current Government to address the issues affecting the internally displaced 
population in the country.   
 
3. This report presents the Representative’s assessment of the situation of displacement in 
Mexico, based on the exchange of views he had with the federal, state and municipal authorities, 
representatives of humanitarian, human rights and development organizations, including 
United Nations agencies and programmes, other members of the international community and 
non-governmental organizations, before and during the mission, as well as on his field visits to 
several communities with internally displaced persons. In the last section, the report provides 
recommendations to address the problems of displacement in Mexico, including the development 
of closer cooperation among various actors, specifically the Government, local civil society and 
the international community, and greater emphasis on addressing the underlying causes of 
displacement.  
 
4. Prior to undertaking the mission, the Representative received information from a number 
of international and national observers regarding the situation of displacement in Mexico, in 
particular concerning communities displaced by the conflict in Chiapas. Most of these observers 
believed that the Government of Mexico perceived the problem of displacement to be a very 
sensitive internal matter.  This alleged sensitivity of the Government on the issue apparently led 
the international community, and in particular the United Nations agencies and programmes in 
the country, to avoid open discussion of the problem with the authorities, which in turn impeded 
their ability to provide assistance to the displaced. An exception was the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC), which, in close cooperation with the Mexican Red Cross (MRC), and 
in its usual discreet manner, was providing assistance to internally displaced persons. Local 
human rights and religious groups also provided important assistance to the displaced 
population, notwithstanding their limited resources and security concerns.   
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5. The Representative’s discussions with the authorities revealed a much greater willingness 
to address displacement issues than he had been led to expect prior to arrival.  While the mission 
revealed that internally displaced communities confront a number of serious protection and 
assistance problems, the Representative was encouraged by the Government’s willingness to 
engage with him in constructive dialogue and its stated commitment to address the problems of 
internally displaced persons.  The Government’s invitation for the Representative to visit the 
country was clearly a positive sign of a policy change with regard to issues of displacement and 
human rights.  The formulation, adoption and implementation of a policy on internal 
displacement, as well as the current efforts towards adoption of a National Human Rights Plan of 
Action, present an important opportunity for the international community, international 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and local civil society, to cooperate with the 
Government in addressing the situation of internal displacement in Mexico. 
 
6. The programme of the visit, as described in section II, was coordinated at the local level 
by the Office of the Under-Secretary for Human Rights and Democracy of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs with the cooperation of the Office of the United Nations Resident Coordinator in 
Mexico, in close consultation with the Permanent Mission of Mexico in Geneva and the Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.  The Representative would like to 
express his appreciation to the authorities at all levels, in particular for their openness in sharing 
their views about the problems affecting internally displaced persons, briefing him on their 
policies, plans and programmes, and explaining the obstacles they face in assisting internally 
displaced persons.  The logistical support provided by the Government, including local 
authorities, the Office of the United Nations Resident Coordinator and others was also much 
appreciated.   
 
7. The Representative would also like to express his appreciation for the cooperation and 
support provided to him by representatives of NGOs, which facilitated his consultations with 
displaced communities in the states of Chiapas and Guerrero, as well as on-site visits, including 
to an “autonomous community” in Chiapas.  
 
8. The Representative regrets that the short duration of his mission prevented him from 
visiting more displaced communities in other parts of the country.  As previously disclosed in a 
public statement,a the Representative was not able to visit the communities of Tila and 
San Marcos, in the municipality of Salto de Agua, as originally planned because of logistical 
barriers. 
 

I.  OVERVIEW OF DISPLACEMENT IN MEXICO 
 
9. No official statistics on internally displaced persons in Mexico are available.  It is 
therefore difficult to assess their numbers, location, specific needs and how they are being met.  
The authorities acknowledged this problem and expressed interest in addressing it.  The 
indigenous population of Mexico, which represents approximately 17.8 million persons, has 
suffered the greatest internal displacement, concentrated in particular in the state of Chiapas.  
Local NGOs and certain international organizations have estimated the numbers of the internally 
displaced population in Chiapas to be between 16,000 and 21,000.b  Although the numbers of 
displaced in Mexico are relatively small compared to many other countries affected by internal 
displacement, their suffering due to their situation is very real and should not be understated.  
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10. While forced displacement in Mexico has multiple causes, the conflict in Chiapas is 
primary; no peace agreement between the parties to the conflict has been reached that effectively 
addresses the political, economic and social grievances of the indigenous population, which are 
at the heart of the conflict.  
 
11. Forced displacement has occurred in Mexico for a variety of other reasons as well, 
including disputes over land, drug trafficking, religious intolerance, development projects and 
natural disasters (earthquakes, flooding, volcano eruptions) in states such as Oaxaca, Tabasco 
and Sinaloa.  While each of these causes, and the needs of those internally displaced by them, are 
of concern to the Representative, this report focuses on the displacement resulting from the 
ongoing conflict in Chiapas.  
 
12. Large-scale and long-term displacement in the state of Chiapas can be mainly attributed 
to several developments:  the armed confrontation between the Mexican military and the 
Zapatista Army of National Liberation (known as “Zapatistas”), which commenced in 1994; 
the 1995 counter-insurgency operations by the military; and the 1997 massacre in Acteal by 
paramilitary groups.  While most of the displacement in the southern state of Chiapas occurred in 
the second half of the 1990s, continued smaller-scale displacement has been documented more 
recently, mainly due to ongoing harassment and intimidation of indigenous people by groups 
described by some as paramilitary and by the Government and others as armed civilian and 
criminal elements.  
 

II.  THE MISSION AND ITS FINDINGS 
 

A.  The programme of the visit 
 
13. The timing of the invitation from the Government and of the mission were very 
opportune, particularly in light of the current initiatives to elaborate a “National Human Rights 
Plan of Action”, with the support of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.  
The Government has declared its intention to develop a comprehensive policy on internally 
displaced persons and is interested in maintaining a dialogue with the Representative in this 
regard. 
 
14. The programme of the Representative’s visit included consultations with federal, state, 
and municipal authorities in Mexico City and in the states of Chiapas and Guerrero.  In 
Mexico City, the Representative met with the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, the Secretary of the 
Interior, the Under-Secretary for Human Rights and Democracy in the Secretariat of Foreign 
Affairs, the Under-Secretary for Social and Human Development in the Social Development 
Secretariat, the Under-Secretary of Public Education, the President of the Matias Romero 
Institute attached to the Secretariat of Foreign Affairs, several members of both chambers of 
Congress, including the President of the Human Rights and Justice Commission of the Senate, 
high-ranking representatives from the Secretariat of Defence, the Peace and Reconciliation 
Commissioner in the state of Chiapas, and the Director-General of the National Indigenous 
Institute.  He also met with the Executive Secretary of the National Human Rights Commission 
and the Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights regarding the situation of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people as well as with representatives of 
the Mexican Red Cross (MRC) in Mexico City and in San Cristóbal de las Casas in Chiapas. 
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15. In the state of Chiapas, the Representative met with the state Governor, the state Minister 
of the Interior, the General Government Secretary, the state Under-Secretary for Social 
Development, the state Minister for Indigenous People, the President of the state Human Rights 
Commission, the Reconciliation Commissioner for the Communities in conflict in the state of 
Chiapas, representatives of the Procuraduría General de la República (PGR), a high-ranking 
officer from a military base near the community of Los Chorros, and several other senior state 
officials.  He also met with community representatives and displaced persons and visited the 
communities of Polho, Los Chorros and Ocosingo.  The Representative regretted not having 
been able, for logistical reasons, to visit the communities of San Marcos (municipality of 
Salto de Agua) and Tila as originally planned. 
 
16. The Representative also paid a one-day visit to Chilpancingo, the capital of the state of 
Guerrero, where he met with the state Secretary of the Interior, the state Attorney-General and 
other senior officials, as well as with the President of the state Human Rights Commission.  
Given the limited time available for this visit, the Representative was not able to undertake any 
field visits in Guerrero, but received information on the situation of internal displacement, both 
from representatives of several communities and from representatives of several human rights 
NGOs monitoring the situation on the ground, who travelled to Chilpancingo to meet with him. 
 
17. The Representative had extensive consultations with the acting United Nations Resident 
Coordinator, representatives of some United Nations agencies and programmes, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), representatives of the donor community and several 
representatives of humanitarian, human rights and development NGOs, as well as with religious 
groups and representatives from different academic and research centres in the country. 
 
18. The Representative was invited to give a lecture on “The global crisis of internal 
displacement and State responsibility” at the Matias Romero Diplomatic Institute, affiliated with 
the Secretariat of Foreign Affairs.  In Chiapas, he also gave a lecture on the Guiding Principles 
on Internal Displacement at the National Autonomous University.  At the end of his mission, the 
Representative issued a press release and gave a press conference. 
 

B.  Approach of the Representative 
 
19. During his dialogues with government authorities and others, the Representative 
explained the approach of his mandate.  He affirmed his respect for national sovereignty, while 
noting that State sovereignty carried with it the responsibility of Governments to protect and 
assist their citizens in cooperation with the international community, including in the very 
challenging situations of internal conflict.  He explained that his function as Representative of 
the Secretary-General on internally displaced persons was to serve as a catalyst, raising 
awareness of the problem of displacement and exploring common grounds for international 
cooperation. 
 
20. The Representative also drew attention to the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement (E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2) and was encouraged to find that they had been very well 
received in Mexico by the federal and state authorities as well as by the NGOs.  The Guiding  
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Principles were cited by many as a good basis for the development of policies and operational 
programmes in response to the protection and assistance needs of the internally displaced, as 
well as for their voluntary return in safety and dignity. 
 

C.  Addressing the current conditions of the displaced 
 
21. As noted above, the mission of the Representative took place in a positive climate, with 
discussions between the Representative and the authorities revealing a spirit of openness and 
willingness to address the problem of displacement.  Consultations with the internally displaced 
and others directly assisting them were also held in a spirit of cooperation, with many expressing 
the hope that the visit of the Representative would translate into more attention to the problems 
of the displaced population. 
 
22. The missions of the Representative often generate opportunities for the authorities to 
become more closely acquainted with the situation of displacement in their own countries.  In 
preparation for the mission of the Representative, the federal Government and the state of 
Chiapas set up a task force on internal displacement.  At the invitation of the government of the 
state of Chiapas, a delegation headed by the Under-Secretary for Human Rights and Democracy 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs visited several camps of internally displaced persons prior to 
the Representative’s mission.  Given the stated goal of the federal Government of Mexico to 
undertake a comprehensive assessment of the situation of displacement at the national level and 
to formulate a state policy on internal displacement, the Representative hopes that these plans 
will soon materialize, and that all concerned will work together to address the needs of the 
people affected by displacement, particularly in the south of the country.  Toward this end, the 
OHCHR might consider extending technical assistance to the Government of Mexico as needed. 
 
23. While recognizing that instances of displacement have occurred in Mexico for decades 
for a variety of reasons, government officials primarily focused on explaining the steps taken by 
the current administration to promote and protect human rights as well as initiatives to improve 
the living conditions of the displaced, a problem inherited from past administrations.  The 
authorities of Chiapas also briefed the Representative on their efforts to facilitate the voluntary 
return and resettlement of those displaced by the armed conflict in that state, as well as on their 
many mediation and reconciliation initiatives to resolve communal conflicts due to religious 
intolerance, drug trafficking, land conflicts and other disputes. 
 
24. In Chiapas, state and municipal authorities expressed their commitment to effectively 
address the problem of internal displacement and assured the Representative that they were 
interested in finding durable solutions to the problems of the displaced.  The authorities stated 
that they had studied the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, and they acknowledged 
their primary responsibility to assist and protect internally displaced persons and to establish the 
necessary conditions to allow people to return or resettle in safety and in dignity.  The situation 
was described as being very complex, in particular given the current “impasse” in the peace 
process and the limited resources available to assist the displaced communities.  But, as noted by 
one state official, “Chiapas is a rich state full of poor people” and many of the needs of the 
displaced are also the needs of others in the state as well. 
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25. Local authorities recognized the importance of addressing the root causes and explained 
to the Representative that they had adopted a positive policy toward indigenous people, seeking 
to include them in the development of all state programmes.  Some cooperative efforts between 
the state and municipal authorities and civil society groups assisting the internally displaced have 
taken place.  Notwithstanding these efforts, the Representative perceived a strong sense of 
alienation and neglect on the part of the displaced population as well as the local groups.  To a 
certain degree, regional and local authorities shared the popular sentiment that the central 
Government was not sufficiently responsive to the needs of the people.  These sentiments 
contrasted sharply with the positive statements by federal authorities in Mexico City.  The 
Representative believes that it is important for the authorities to bridge this gap, to gain the trust 
of the communities and to work together to address their needs.  For the policies of the 
Government to be appreciated by internally displaced communities, they should be better known 
to them; the authorities need to ensure that the displaced are involved in the assessment of their 
needs, the planning and management of assistance, and their relocation.  The full participation of 
internally displaced women in these processes of consultation also must be ensured. 
 
26. Of particular concern is the lack of access to displaced people living in the so-called 
“autonomous communities” under the control of the Zapatistas.  The Representative was told 
that these communities do not accept any assistance from the Government and depend mainly on 
the limited assistance provided to them by the MRC, the ICRC, and some local groups since 
these are the only organizations that have access to them.  The Government expressed concern 
over its inability to assist these communities, in particular its inability to address the security 
problems reportedly due to the activities of paramilitary or armed civilian groups.  While the 
Representative was told that the communities prefer this situation to the presence of the army, he 
believes that it is important for all parties to agree on alternative measures (such as the opening 
of “safe passages” or “neutral zones”) to ensure, at least, access by the internally displaced to 
basic services and humanitarian assistance. 
 
27. During his visit to the “autonomous community” of Polho, the Representative addressed 
this issue with the community leaders.  He was able to see that people living in these 
communities have suffered greatly, and some may have been traumatized.  One woman told the 
Representative that she could not remember where she came from, recalling only that her entire 
family had been killed.  People in this community told the Representative that they wanted peace 
and for the Government to respond to their demands as a distinct group.  They wanted their 
culture to be recognized and they resented what they saw as the intimidation and marginalization 
of the poor indigenous people.  They complained to the Representative about the presence of the 
army, which, together with the police, they claimed supported paramilitary groups.  From the 
perspective of the Government, the security situation in the area makes the deployment of the 
military imperative.  The Representative was indeed informed about the social work being 
carried out by the military forces on behalf of some communities of returnees, such as in the 
community of Los Chorros, where they have been distributing food and other aid.  On the other 
hand, there is a clear and urgent need to protect the internally displaced population from the 
widely acknowledged acts of intimidation and harassment by paramilitary or armed civilian 
groups and other such actors.  The displaced also complained that the food rations provided to 
them by the Red Cross had recently been cut in half, noting in particular that they did not have 
any land to cultivate around the village.  Further, they explained that most of the nearby land was 
under the control of the paramilitary groups. 
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28. The Representative’s field visits to displaced communities, as well as the information he 
received from those directly assisting them, both in Chiapas and in Guerrero, indicated that 
important protection and assistance problems remained.  In Chiapas, the Representative was 
informed that the Government was trying to meet basic needs of food and housing facilities, but 
internally displaced persons with whom the Representative met all expressed concern about the 
inadequacy of the assistance they received. 
 
29. During meetings with the internally displaced, several persons described their needs, the 
type of assistance they received and their overall situation.  As in most countries affected by 
displacement, women and children make up the great majority of the displaced population in 
Mexico.  The Representative received reports that thousands of the displaced have been suffering 
food shortages and malnutrition, in particular children and women.  The living conditions of the 
internally displaced in the camps were very poor.  Some of the camps, especially those more 
recently created, lacked regular access to drinking water and other basic services.  Most 
internally displaced persons do not have land to cultivate and therefore must accept work at 
menial, low-paying jobs which do not enable them to support their families.  NGOs reported that 
indigenous children and women in displaced families have become more vulnerable to 
exploitation, and displaced children often have difficulty accessing the public school system for 
a variety of practical reasons, including lack of financial means for transport and other 
necessities.  Social groups and the internally displaced have called on the Government to 
investigate past human rights violations, to prosecute those responsible for abuses and to put an 
end to impunity.  The Representative was informed also that, in many communities, there was a 
serious lack of access to justice by indigenous people, who also demanded compensation and 
reparation for past human rights abuses. 
 
30. It is worth noting the important role that the MRC and ICRCc have played in assisting the 
victims of the conflict, the civilian population and displaced communities in Chiapas since early 
1994.  Assistance provided by the MRC and the ICRC has included medical services to injured 
victims, establishment of temporary camps for 20,000 internally displaced persons and 
humanitarian assistance in the form of food, blankets, firewood, basic cooking instruments 
(molinos para nixtamal, or corn-maize grinders, and tortilla-makers), agrarian instruments to 
work the land, materials for the construction of stoves and the elaboration of comales, tinacos to 
collect rain water, basic health and family planning services, medicines and vaccinations.  They 
also facilitated the safe transportation and passage of Zapatista leaders to places where the peace 
negotiations took place. 
 
31. During consultations with several academic and research institutions, both in 
Mexico City and in Chiapas, the Representative learned that important studies on the 
phenomenon of displacement had been undertaken.  In particular, he was informed about 
research undertaken on the impact of displacement on women and children, the psychological 
impact on victims of forced displacement, the health conditions of displaced women and girls, 
displacement by natural disasters, and related human rights research.  The Representative 
believes that it is important to encourage and support such initiatives to better understand the 
problem of displacement and the needed response.  He was also encouraged to learn that many 
organizations were interested in participating in new research, training, and expert meetings that 
could lead to a better understanding of the problem and which could be organized in 
collaboration with the Representative and other organizations. 
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32. United Nations agencies and programmes with a presence or representation in Mexico 
have not been involved in addressing the needs of the displaced population.  The fact that the 
policy of the Government on internal displacement is in the process of being developed, and is, 
therefore, still unknown to the representatives of the international community, may account for 
the absence of international cooperation with the Government in addressing the problem.  
However, the international community has in the past, on several occasions, successfully assisted 
victims of natural disasters in the country in contrast to its lack of involvement with those 
displaced by conflict. 
 
33. Not long after his mission to the country was completed, the Representative was 
informed that the Government had reconvened the inter-ministerial task force in order to assess 
the results of his visit.  The Secretariat of Public Education, the Secretariat of Health, the 
Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Agrarian Reform, representatives 
of the state of Chiapas and others joined the task force in this effort.  He was informed that the 
task force group would initiate a process of consultations to conduct a comprehensive assessment 
of the situation of internal displacement in the country. 
 

D.  Return, local integration or resettlement 
 
34. The implementation of concrete strategies and programmes, including in particular 
support for voluntary return, local integration or alternative resettlement in safety and in dignity, 
and development for the displaced population in Chiapas, should be encouraged, not least 
because they can greatly contribute to peace as well as to the restoration of confidence among 
the population.  The necessary conditions need to be established and the means provided for 
internally displaced persons to return, locally integrate or resettle.  Such conditions mean 
creating a safe environment and one that is economically sustainable. 
 
35. Most internally displaced persons with whom the Representative met wanted to return to 
their places of origin but, if the security conditions did not allow return, would agree to be 
relocated temporarily.  They told the Representative that their living conditions for the past eight 
years had been very poor.  The displaced communities called for full compliance by the 
Government with the 1996 San Andrés Agreements and the withdrawal of the army from their 
communities.  They also called for an end to the harassment and intimidation, which they 
allegedly suffered at the hands of members of paramilitary or armed civilians groups.  Most 
displaced persons who spoke with the Representative told him that they had lost all of their 
personal belongings as a result of their displacement.  They lost their cattle, their land and other 
means of survival.  They wanted assistance and compensation for their losses and suffering. 
 
36. The state authorities were well aware of the needs of the displaced communities and 
indicated to the Representative that they were committed to finding concrete and durable 
solutions to their problems.  The Representative was told that the Government’s policy of 
dialogue with the displaced communities had already resulted in the return of several 
communities to their original areas of residence.  The authorities had established mechanisms to 
assist the communities in the negotiation of their conditions of return and the assessment of their 
needs.  The authorities recognized that the conditions necessary for the safe return of all 
displaced persons had not yet been created and indicated to the Representative that they were 
ready to find alternative places for their resettlement if return were not possible.  The authorities 
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told the Representative that they were committed to assist the communities to return or to 
resettle, but that what they could do was limited because of lack of resources.  They also reported 
that they had assisted returnees to build houses in the north of the state and that they had set up 
health and social programmes. 
 
37. The MRC, with the support of the ICRC, had also been assisting displaced communities 
to return to their places of habitual residence.  They provided logistical support and 
transportation to the people, as well as medical assistance, construction materials and 
instruments, stoves and communal latrines and kits for basic hygiene.  They also assisted 
returning communities in building communal centres and facilitated training of health, nutrition 
and environment promoters. 
 
38. The initiatives to support the voluntary return and the resettlement of the displaced 
communities were encouraging.  However, the Representative received information indicating 
that some of the returns had not been voluntary, in light of the cuts in assistance at the camps.  
Concerns were also expressed about regional economic development plans promoted by the 
federal Government as part of regional efforts to expand the free market zone for the Americas 
which might represent a potential threat of further displacement to the population of the state of 
Chiapas. 
 
39. A primary obstacle to return remained the continuing harassment of the population by 
paramilitary or armed civilian groups.  This problem was raised with state and federal authorities 
who acknowledged having a problem with “delinquents”, but stated that all efforts and 
appropriate legal actions were being taken to address these situations.  It was suggested to the 
Representative that the Government should make an effort to dismantle these groups and to 
collect all arms.  Members of the paramilitary or armed civilian groups were said to be people in 
the communities who wished to influence the use of the land. 
 

III.  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
40. The expressed political commitment to the promotion and protection of human 
rights, as well as the interest of the authorities at all levels to address the problems of 
internal displacement in the country present an opportunity for the international 
community and local civil society to cooperate with the Government in addressing the 
needs of the displaced more effectively and supporting the voluntary return in safety and 
dignity, or seeking alternative resettlement and programmes of reintegration and 
development.  With this consideration in mind, the Representative makes several 
recommendations. 
 
41. Formulation, adoption and implementation of government policies:  the federal, 
state and municipal authorities all assured the Representative of their commitment to 
effectively address the problem of internal displacement in the country.  There is an urgent 
need for these authorities to accelerate the formulation, adoption and implementation of 
policies on internal displacement.  Such policies should be linked to other human rights 
policies, plans and programmes.  They should seek to address issues of protection from 
arbitrary displacement, current needs for protection and assistance and the possibilities for 
the voluntary return, resettlement or local integration of displaced persons in safety and in 
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dignity.  Such policies should take into account the specific needs of children and women 
and ensure that gender issues are integrated into all strategies and programmes.  They 
should be developed in consultation with the displaced and widely disseminated. 
 
42. Collection of data to ascertain the magnitude of the problem on internal 
displacement:  There is a need for more comprehensive, detailed and reliable data, 
disaggregated by gender and age, on the numbers, location and profile of persons displaced 
in Mexico.  It is essential to obtain an accurate picture of the current conditions and 
specific needs of the displaced:  the necessary resources, both human and material, should 
be made available for this purpose.  A centralized data collection, analysis and information 
system should be established to enable the effective use of this data, in particular for the 
elaboration of policies, strategies and programmes.  Local authorities should consider 
requesting technical and financial assistance from the international community.  
Cooperation with experienced research and academic centres should also be explored. 
 
43. Targeting special needs of the internally displaced in programmes and structures:  
Government policies and sectoral plans and programmes should target the specific needs of 
the internally displaced population.  Establishing focal points on internal displacement at 
various levels of government (i.e., federal, state and municipal) could help to ensure that 
government services extend their coverage to internally displaced communities. 
 
44. Coordination mechanisms:  Efforts by state authorities to address the problem of 
internal displacement have been initiated without much coordination with federal 
authorities.  In some cases, state authorities have been open to some coordination with civil 
society; such partnerships need to be expanded.  It is important to establish coordination 
mechanisms within the federal Government, between the federal and state governments, 
and with humanitarian, human rights and development NGOs, and the international 
community, to respond more effectively to the crisis of displacement. 
 
45. Increasing protection and assistance for those still displaced:  Assistance to the 
internally displaced population has been very limited.  The proposed new policies on 
internal displacement should seek to ensure that the protection and assistance needs of 
those still displaced are met.  While the process of elaboration and adoption of such policies 
is under way, the federal, state and municipal governments in the meantime should work to 
ensure that the needs of the internally displaced, in particular for food, safe water, health 
services, and housing, are met.  Particular and urgent attention should further be paid to 
protecting internally displaced persons from continuing acts of intimidation and 
harassment by paramilitary or armed civilian groups and other such actors. 
 
46. Facilitating safe humanitarian access to the internally displaced:  The limited access 
to displaced communities in the so-called “autonomous communities” in Chiapas is of 
particular concern in light of the current impasse in the peace negotiations.  The 
Government should consider seeking the cooperation of the international community to 
ensure that the urgent protection and assistance needs of internally displaced communities 
in these areas are met. 
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47. Assistance for return, resettlement or local integration:  The Representative was 
encouraged to see that assistance for the return or resettlement of displaced communities 
has been provided in some areas.  As part of the proposed new policies, the Government 
should seek to further promote and support the voluntary return of the internally 
displaced to their original homes, alternative resettlement for those not wishing to return 
or local integration of those wishing to remain in their present areas of residence, in safety 
and dignity.  Supporting internally displaced persons to reintegrate and regain 
self-sustaining livelihoods and access to land should also be a priority.  The Government 
should seek the assistance of the international community to implement projects to assist 
return, resettlement, or local integration. 
 
48. Cooperation with the international community:  The Representative was 
encouraged to see that federal, state and municipal authorities were generally receptive to 
the idea of cooperating with civil society and the international community in order to 
address the needs of the displaced.  To facilitate the identification of possible areas for 
coordinated response, the Representative encourages the Government, in cooperation with 
United Nations agencies and programmes, and other relevant actors, to consider 
organizing a workshop on internal displacement, in collaboration with his office and the 
Internal Displacement Unit of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA IDP Unit). 
 
49. Strengthening the United Nations response to internal displacement at field level:  
United Nations agencies and the international community have thus far not been involved 
with the problem of internal displacement, in particular in the state of Chiapas, mainly due 
to the approach of the previous Government to the conflict in Chiapas.  The open policy of 
the present Government to international cooperation raises the opportunity for a more 
engaged United Nations response to the situation of displacement.  To facilitate greater 
involvement by the United Nations country team in providing protection and assistance to 
the internally displaced, the OCHA IDP Unit should undertake a review mission to the 
country to assess the capacities and contributions of the operational agencies, identify gaps 
in the international response and assist the country team in developing a programme of 
action for responding to the needs of the internally displaced. 
 
50. Disseminating the Guiding Principles at the regional level:  The Representative was 
encouraged by the expressed commitment of the Government to address the problem of 
internal displacement in Mexico and its acknowledgement of the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement as a useful tool for developing national policies and programmes for 
the internally displaced.  The Representative hopes that Mexico will become a model of 
positive response to the protection and assistance needs of internally displaced persons.  
Given the extent to which the Guiding Principles have already been used within the 
country at different levels as a tool of response to the crisis, the Representative reiterates 
his appreciation for the Government’s willingness to host a regional seminar or workshop 
on the use and application of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, to be 
organized in collaboration with his office and other partners. 
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51. Seeking solutions to the conflict:  Finally, while promoting the peace process was 
outside the immediate objectives of the mission, it should be noted that the best remedy to 
the crisis of internal displacement would be the achievement of peace and national 
reconciliation which, in turn, would depend on addressing the underlying causes of the 
conflict, which involve political, economic and social grievances.  The Representative 
believes that the parties to the conflict in Chiapas should make all efforts to seek 
opportunities to break the impasse, restore a degree of confidence, reactivate the peace 
process, work toward reconciling their differences, and ensure lasting solutions for the 
people the conflict has displaced. 
 
 

Notes 
 
a  Letter dated 26 August 2002, from the Representative of the Secretary-General on internally 
displaced persons to La Jornade newspaper, in response to an article published by the newspaper 
on 25 August 2002.  Letter published on 2 September 2002. 
 
b  The ICRC has reported that by the end of 2002, it was providing assistance to 3,591 
internally displaced persons.  The United States Committee for Refugees (USCR) estimates 
that 16,000 people remained internally displaced in Chiapas by the end of 2000 
(source:  USCR 2000 report).  According to the Norwegian Refugee Council, between 7,000 
and 10,000 people remained internally displaced in Chiapas at the end of 2001 (source:  Global 
IDP Survey, Global IDP Project, Second Edition, 2002).  
 
c  This information is based on data provided to the Representative by the MRC during his 
mission. 
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