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CCCM Cluster Guidelines on Camp Closure

Like camp set-up, the closure of a camp is a context-specific process, which can take place for a variety of reasons, and in a diversity of ways or stages: from planned and orderly closure influenced by organised return movements or dwindling donor support, to abrupt and chaotic closure due to security threats or government coercion. 

The identification of durable solutions is an essential goal of best practice in camp management, whether this is:

• Return to the area of origin

• Integration into the area of displacement

• Resettlement to a third location (neither the area of origin nor of displacement).

Whatever the circumstances around phase-out and camp closure, careful planning and extensive coordination is crucial and should be carried out by the Camp Management Agency in collaboration with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency, the government authorities, local and international service providers, the camp population and the host community. The people of main concern are the displaced, and involving them in the process is imperative. Also, it is important to prepare the ground for an orderly closure with contractors and other involved stakeholders.

A principal task of a Camp Management Agency is to work with key stakeholders in the camp response, to ensure the identification of durable solutions for the camp population. The term ‘durable solution’ is used to describe the process when displacement comes to an end. Different durable solutions exist for refugees and for IDPs:

Conducting training and/or disseminating information at the camp level about durable solutions, the right to voluntary return and the corresponding duties of the government authorities, is the responsibility of a Camp Management Agency, in coordination with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency.

States have the primary duty to establish conditions which allow displaced persons to benefit from durable solutions. Whatever the solution is, it must be ensured that it is done voluntarily, in safety, security and with dignity.

Assessment

Perhaps most crucial in return exercises is to assess whether return is voluntary. Assessing the degree of camp communities’ free will to return is a responsibility of all stakeholders, including the Camp Management Agency.

The decision to return needs to be based on free and informed choices, both about the situation within the area or country of displacement, and the conditions of the area or country of origin. Voluntary choice – derived from the principle of non-refoulement (the stipulation in international refugee law preventing the involuntary return of refugees) – implies the absence of any pressure, as in physical force or threats against safety. Material pressure may involve ambiguous promises of land upon return or financial compensation. Psychological pressure may involve repeated warnings or threats, or disseminating hate messages.

Achieving a durable solution to internal displacement means that IDPs enjoy their full spectrum of human rights and, as a result, they are able to rebuild their lives. A solution can be achieved through one of following choices:

• Voluntary repatriation to the place of origin

• Local integration in the country of asylum

• Resettlement to a third country.

• Return to the place of origin

• Local settlement in the area where displaced persons have taken refuge

• Settlement elsewhere in the country.

The Camp Management Agency must collaborate with the authorities and the humanitarian stakeholders involved, such as the Sector/Cluster Lead Agencies, in verifying that people return voluntarily. The Camp Management Agency’s community mobilisers should make house visits and interview individuals and households to identify the camp residents’ interests and key motivations for return. The Camp Management Agency should use all forums, such as youth, women’s and older persons’ committees to discuss motivations for return. Focus group meetings could be effective in identifying motivations and possible ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors.

The terms ‘‘push’’ and ‘‘pull’’ factors are often used in the humanitarian field. In the context of a camp:

· A ‘push’ factor would be a feature or event that pushes a person away from or encourages a person to leave the camp environment. Reasons for this may be community conflicts, unfavourable conditions, oppression, the disregard of human rights or a lack of assistance and services.

· A ‘pull’ factor would be a feature or event that attracts a person to the camp. Reasons for this may be better living conditions and service provision, protection issues, and family or community reunification.

Voluntary Return

In order to be considered voluntary, a decision to return must be free and informed. It is essential that the displaced population have access to information about the situation in their place of origin, or resettlement that is accurate, objective and updated. Voluntary return is often spontaneous, and once the decision to leave the camp has been made, it can take place en masse very quickly or in smaller numbers over a longer period of time. Voluntary return may also be an organised effort planned by authorities and humanitarian agencies when conditions for return are considered conducive for the population.

The return or repatriation of IDPs and refugees is dependent upon the situation in the country or areas of origin, and the necessary pre-conditions – voluntariness, safety, security and dignity – for both groups are the same. Voluntary return or repatriation in safety, security and dignity involves a range of conditions that should be met. Safety and security conditions must be ensured both during and after return, and are measured against the following criteria:

• Physical security, such as protection from armed attack or any physical threats

• Material safety, such as access to land, property and access to a means of livelihood

• Legal safety, such as equality before the law, not being discriminated against as a result of having been displaced and having full access to resources and restoration of previously held rights.

Whilst there is no universally accepted concept of the term dignity, in practice, it means that the thoughts and wishes of displaced communities are respected. It means that displaced populations are free from harmful or degrading treatment, and are treated in accordance with international standards and laws. It is the role of the Camp Management Agency to coordinate closely with government authorities and the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency, and to advocate for the conditions for an appropriate voluntary returns process, and to inform the camp community of the roles and responsibilities of those involved.

During voluntary return, freedom of movement must be guaranteed throughout, which implies that displaced people should be allowed to either return or to resettle voluntarily in another part of the country. Displaced people must be able to return unconditionally and travel at their own pace. Family unity must be considered at all times. Where necessary, special consideration should be given to groups at risk. Displaced people should be permitted to bring their moveable possessions with them. Planning for voluntary return should also consider schooling and planting seasons.

Spontaneous Return

The spontaneous return of displaced people may happen quite unexpectedly. Spontaneous return may be triggered by sudden changes in the home areas or may be provoked by a change in security in the areas of displacement. The Camp Management Agency may provide transport support where required if conditions for return are conducive. The transport needs of those most at risk should not be forgotten, nor should the needs of persons with specific needs that may be left behind during the first phase of return.

Displaced people may decide to return home or depart for other areas even when conditions along the road or at the selected destination are insecure. The Camp Management Agency should aim to identify motivations for return or departure. This may identify other issues, such as political or military motivations or increased tensions. It may, however, also indicate that certain groups feel discriminated against or made insecure by the presence of other groups within the camp. Overall conditions of continued hardship, such as lack of sufficient food and water or other services, may also force people to leave.

In collaboration with authorities and service providers, issues around hardship, security and increasing tensions must be addressed by the Camp Management Agency. Whether or not to advise against return is context-dependent and should be decided in consultation with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency, service providers and authorities. The term “spontaneous return” may also be used to describe people choosing to return on their own rather than as part of agency-organised return programmes.

Forced Return or Relocation

When pressure by authorities is exerted to have people return or relocate to unsafe areas, the Camp Management Agency has to rely on its advocacy role. Advocacy must, however, always be an interagency initiative and be closely coordinated with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency. Forced return or relocation furthermore calls for a strong international response and senior UN-level interventions and is therefore beyond the scope of this chapter. Relocation of displaced people may be necessary in certain circumstances, provided that peoples’ safety and security in relocation areas can be guaranteed. Any relocation process of displaced people must at all times take place under similar conditions of voluntariness, safety, security and dignity.

Camp management responsibilities

The responsibilities of a Camp Management Agency during phase-out and closure of the camp it is operating in include the following tasks – which are outlined in more detail below:

• Planning for exit and camp closure from the beginning

• Assessing the voluntariness of return or resettlement

• Coordinating and ensuring the participation of all stakeholders in the process

• Liaison and dialogue with the government authorities and with the Sector/ Cluster Lead Agency

• Implementing information campaigns around camp closure and durable solutions

• Promoting the particular protection of persons with specific needs and groups at risk

• Administration and termination of contracts and agreements

• Managing the documentation and data, including confidential personal records

• Managing the distribution or decommissioning of the camps assets

• Promoting the protection of and future provision for any people staying behind in the camp

• Ensuring that the site is left fit for the purpose it was used for prior to camp set-up

• Ensuring that environmental concerns are addressed.

Planning for Exit from the Beginning

As previously mentioned, planning for exit and the eventual closure of the camp should be seen as an integral part of the set-up process. Documentation and agreements made during the camp set-up phase, including all relevant legal documents, can be very important during closure. Hand-over plans with government partners or other service providers should be in place from the beginning, as should agreements with the host community and camp residents about camp infrastructure and assets. Likewise, the Camp Management Agency must develop its relationship with the camp residents in such a way that from the beginning, whilst feeling safe, secure and motivated to participate in the life of the camp, the camp population is aware that it is a temporary measure and are focused on opportunities for the future and finding durable solutions. Working with the camp population from the start on issues of durable solutions can help reduce the shock of a camp closing, and also support hope and anticipation within the population. Likewise, the active development of participation, skills and self-management strategies within the displaced community can help to decrease their dependence and reduce vulnerability, therefore empowering the camp population to retain and develop independence and self-reliance.

Coordination and Participation

Ensuring participation and coordination among all stakeholders in the camp during its closure is the Camp Management Agency’s responsibility. This responsibility also includes monitoring, information sharing, negotiating and facilitating the movement of displaced people from the camp site. The Camp Management Agency should initiate the formulation of an exit strategy as soon as possible after establishment of a camp, including continuous focus on looking for durable solutions to the displacement of the camp population.

Because many actors are involved in return strategies, it is recommended that a working group be established. Roles should be clear and where necessary, formalised. Certain areas of responsibility may be tense, in particular between the Camp Management Agency and local authorities. Coordination meetings should function as a forum for continued sharing of information on the voluntary nature of the return according to agencies’ information from camp residents.

Dialogue with the authorities on return issues should be initiated as soon as possible. The authorities should at all times be part of in-camp coordination mechanisms – such as the working group on return – unless the government acts against the interests of the displaced.

Where required, in close cooperation with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency, the Camp Management Agency may initiate or conduct training days/workshops at camp level, and as appropriate, for NGOs and government officials interested in protection concerns specifically related to voluntary return. As such, workshops may cover gender-specific issues, the concept of voluntary return and the IDP Guiding Principles related to return, resettlement and reintegration.

In its coordination role, the Camp Management Agency has a responsibility to work closely with the Sector/Cluster Lead Agency and advocate with service providers and their donors to provide reintegration, rehabilitation and reconstruction assistance as appropriate. 

Information Campaigns

One of the main tasks of the Camp Management Agency is to provide as much accurate, objective and up-to-date information as possible to camp residents. This can include information about the situation at the place of origin, down to what shelter materials, documentation and other assets they should take when they leave. People must have access to unbiased information on the security and safety situation, including concerns such as landmines, access to shelter, land, livelihoods, health care and schooling. Reconnaissance missions, sometimes called ‘Go and See visits’, may be undertaken by the authorities and/or the displaced.

Often, information will most likely come from individuals who travel back and forth to assess the overall situation before returning with their families. Many displaced people will base their decisions to return on a variety of push and pull factors. These factors can be based on security or political motivations, material needs or a combination of these.

Asset Management

The Camp Management Agency is responsible for ensuring that all material assets in the camp are distributed through inclusive and transparent processes, and in coordination with all stakeholders. Exactly how this is achieved depends on the context. For example, shelters are often taken apart by the family and valuable materials taken with them, such as non-food items given in distributions – cooking pots or blankets – which are now their property. Water tanks may be collected by the service providers concerned, and electrical wiring in the site may need to be safely dismantled by the authorities. Wires and fittings may be the property of a municipal council. 

The camp buildings, such as schools, community halls, playgrounds or sports fields may be handed over to the host community and/or government authorities. Similarly, any communal furniture, such as desks, benches or filing cabinets, must be distributed equitably. The Camp Management Agency is responsible for the termination of any service contracts set up – such as with water delivery contractors – and must hand over the future maintenance of infrastructure – such as fences, paths, roads or drainage channels – to the appropriate authorities.

Most importantly, sanitation facilities need to be decommissioned or made safe. Latrines and defecation pits should be safely filled-in, latrine basins removed, and concrete bases around washing facilities and under shelters broken up and removed. In some circumstances, this infrastructure may be left safe but in place for future emergencies.

People Staying Behind

The Camp Management Agency is responsible for advocating that any remaining residents in the camp – sometimes called the ‘residual’ population – are protected and provided for. They may need to be relocated within the site into neighbouring shelters for reasons of safety or psychosocial health, and any contracts needed for their assistance should be modified and extended accordingly. Community workers should identify the needs and aspirations of those households and provide support for return when required.

Checklist for a camp management agency

· Phase-out, exit and camp closure is considered and planned for from the beginning.

· Assessments to ascertain whether return is voluntary are made.

· Participation and coordination is ensured among all stakeholders.

· Information campaigns are developed and implemented to ensure residents have accurate, objective and up-to-date information available regarding the situation, logistics and other procedures.

· Groups most at risk and vulnerable individuals are supported and protected throughout the process. Special information or awareness-raising programmes and links with longer-term development projects are developed, which will help camp residents integrate back home.

· Administrative procedures ensure that all documents are either with their owners before they leave, with lead agencies (Sector/Cluster/Protection), NGOs or are destroyed.

· The de-registration process is facilitated.
· The monitoring of the returns process is in place to ensure safety, security and dignity.

· Any camp residents staying behind have been provided with adequate assistance and protection.

· The camp assets and infrastructure are distributed fairly and transparently with due regard for the host community.

· The future maintenance/care of infrastructure is handed over to the authorities or appropriate people.

· Latrines, rubbish pits, and washing facilities are safely decommissioned.

· Service contracts and agreements are modified or terminated appropriately.

· A list of environmental concerns is made and plans developed concerning how they are going to be addressed.

· Information and support is provided to help camp residents deal with uncertainty: their questions are answered and they are given advice about the future.
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