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E
ach year, millions of people around the globe are forcibly relocated and resettled away from 
their homes, lands and livelihoods in order to make way for large-scale development projects 
such as dams, reservoirs, power plants, roads, plantations, urban renewal, and oil, gas, and 
mining projects. This forced relocation is known as development-induced displacement and 
resettlement, or DIDR.

This issue paper provides an overview of DIDR: how many people it affects, primary causes and 
key impacts, important gains in safeguarding communities threatened by displacement and challenges 
that remain. It concludes with recommendations for redesigning development to ensure that it minimizes 
DIDR, benefits project-affected people and communities, respects their rights and supports local priorities 
for sustainable development. 

Who is Affected And hoW? 

Development is one of the primary causes of forced 
migration in the world today. Figures on the number of 
people forcibly uprooted from their homes and communities 
are incomplete and are careful approximations at best.1 They 

do, however, give us a clear indicator of the magnitude of 
the problem. experts estimate that over 250 million people 
worldwide have been displaced in the name of development 
over the past twenty years.2 In India alone, development 
projects have displaced more than 60 million people over 
the past 60 years.3 In China, development is estimated to 
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A bulldozer is used to intimidate people who refused to 
relocate for Cambodia’s Highway One Project in 2007.
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have displaced more than 40 million people over the past 
half-century.4 

The number of people forcibly displaced each year 
is also increasing. During the last two decades of the 20th 
century, development uprooted more than 10 million people 
each year.5 By contrast, during the first decade of the 21st 
century, an estimated 15 million people were displaced by 
development each year.6

The vast majority of DIDR is involuntary, with 
government authorities, security forces, or private militias 
forcing people from their homes and lands. Displacement 
can be physical, economic, or both  Physical displacement 
refers to the actual relocation of individuals, families 
or communities from one place to another. economic 
displacement occurs when people lose access to vital 
natural resources that they need to sustain their livelihoods 
such as forests, grazing lands, and fresh water. 

The impact of a project is rarely limited to people 
within the identified project area. The construction of a 
dam or a mine, for example, typically does not displace 
only those people and communities located on lands used 
for the project. People living downstream from a dam may 
suffer the loss of fisheries needed to sustain themselves. An 
entire community may suffer health impacts due to pollution 
from a mine. Both circumstances commonly force people 
to move, and both are examples of development-induced 
displacement.

People forcibly uprooted by development are typically 
displaced within the borders of their own countries. This 
distinguishes them from refugees, who are legally defined as 
having fled across an international border to escape danger 
or a fear of persecution. This legal distinction is important, 
because internally displaced people, or “IDPs,” are not 
protected by the instruments of international law that 
protect refugees. There is no international body specifically 
charged with protecting the rights of internally displaced 
people or addressing their needs. In fact, it is often much 
more difficult for outside assistance to reach people who 
are internally displaced.

WhAt cAuses didR? 

The primary causes of DIDR over the past half-
century include: water supply (dams, reservoirs, irrigation); 
transportation (roads, highway, canals); energy (mining, 
power plants, oil exploration and extraction, pipelines); 
large mono-crop plantations (oil palm, grains, sugarcane, and 

soya), parks and forest reserves; population redistribution 
schemes; and urban infrastructure.

Open pit mining, a method of extracting coal and other minerals, 
from the earth, displaces millions of people worldwide.  A major 

cause of deforestation, open pit mines also use and generate toxic 
chemicals that contaminate soil, ground water, and surface water, 

and pose serious health risks.

With rapid urbanization occurring on a global scale, 
projects aimed at providing transportation, housing, 
electricity, water, sanitation, and other services to rapidly 
growing cities have emerged as major drivers of DIDR. 
urban renewal and beautification schemes—often aimed at 
making cities attractive to tourists—have displaced entire 
neighborhoods. It is likely that the number of people affected 
by DIDR will continue to grow in the coming years; with 
urban growth rates exceeding six percent annually, the uN 
estimates that more than two billion people will be living 
in large cities with populations of more than one million 
people by the year 2025.7 

Who finAnces pRoJects thAt dispLAce peopLe?

The most destructive and controversial development 
projects involving DIDR are often made possible and 
supported by financing from global institutions. each year, 
international financial institutions or “IFIs” such as the World 
Bank and Asian Development provide hundreds of billions 
of dollars in grants, loans, insurance and other financing 
to governments in the Global south, as well as to local or 
international companies operating in those countries. This 
funding goes to support projects in sectors ranging from 
transportation and infrastructure to legal reform, health and 
education to name a few. Many of the “high risk” extractive 
industries and energy projects in which the IFIs invest 
result in massive forced displacement and relocation of 
peoples. For instance, a World Bank review estimated that 
4 million people were displaced annually between 1986 and 
1993 by the 300 large dams (on average) that entered into 
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construction with support from the World Bank every year 
during this period.8

Through their financing relationships, the IFIs exert 
enormous influence over policy-makers in lending and 
borrowing countries alike, shaping development norms 
and paradigms - including definitions of what constitutes 
“development.” The role that IFIs play in shaping standards 
and policies is particularly critical for DIDR, because few 
borrower countries have a national resettlement law or 
policy framework governing DIDR and national frameworks 
that do exist are often inadequate. This absence of domestic 
law means that the policies and guidelines generated by IFIs 
serve as the de facto standard or model for many private 
sector companies operating in the Global south.9

Despite their influence, the IFIs have failed to adequately 
protect the livelihoods of people affected by their operations. 
According to a 2008 publication on development and 
displacement, 

the paradox that afflicts numerous development 
projects aimed at alleviating poverty is that, during 
implementation, many such projects are causing, 
instead of reducing, impoverishment, by forcibly 
displacing large numbers of people.10 

impActs & inJustices 

New poverty and loss of community resources: 
The people who bear the brunt of the personal, social, 
and environmental costs of projects involving DIDR rarely 
share in the benefits. On the contrary, DIDR commonly 
leads to the impoverishment of those who are forced 
to move, creating new poverty in project-affected 
areas. A multi-year study of development-induced 
displacement concluded that impoverishment and 
disempowerment “have been the rule rather than 
the exception with respect to resettled people 
around the world.”11

One of the world’s foremost experts on DIDR identifies 
eight impoverishment risks posed by DIDR. These are: 

landlessness; homelessness; joblessness; significant 
deterioration in incomes and livelihoods; food 
insecurity, undernourishment and hunger; serious 
declines in health, Increases in morbidity, stress 
and psychological trauma; a spiral of downward 
mobility leading to economic marginalization often 
accompanied by social and cultural marginalization; 
and profound social disintegration {…}.12 

People displaced by development are known to be at 
increased risk of suffering life-threatening diseases, epidemics, 
and loss of physical and mental health, yet they commonly 
have less access to hospitals and health clinics. Families often 
lose access to educational facilities as well, resulting in lost 
or delayed educational opportunities for children. existing 
patterns of leadership, social organization, and subsistence 
are dismantled. Kinship ties and other informal networks 
that provide mutual support are dispersed or unraveled 
precisely when the need for them is the greatest.

Disproportionate impacts on the most vulnerable: 
It  is the poorest and most vulnerable members of a community 
who typically bear the heaviest costs of DIDR. Women, 
children, the elderly, and indigenous groups are particularly 
vulnerable to impoverishment and disempowerment when 
forcibly displaced.

For those indigenous peoples who value land as the 
core of their identity and way of life, the impacts of DIDR 
are particularly devastating. 

3

A woman and her son wade through their village in 
Bangladesh, where the Khulna Jessore Drainage and 
Rehabilitation Project has dangerously exacerbated 
the natural seasonal flooding, inundating villages and 
destroying people’s lands and livelihoods.
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Documented effects included hunger, debt-bondage, 
and cultural disintegration.13 The forced displacement of 
indigenous people violates Principle 9 of the uN’s Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement, which stipulates that: 
“states are under a particular obligation to protect against 
the displacement of indigenous peoples, minorities, peasants, 
pastoralists, and other groups with a special dependency on 
and attachment to the land.”14 Despite formal protection 
afforded by the uN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, tribal groups and ethnic minorities have been 
disproportionately affected by DIDR. India, the country 
thought to have the largest number of people affected by 
DIDR in the world, serves well as an example: it is estimated 
that 40 percent of all the people displaced by development 
projects during the first 40 years of India’s independence 
were tribal people. This is despite the fact that tribal people 
comprise only 8 percent of the country’s population.15

Human rights violations: “The international community 
is beginning to recognize misguided ‘development projects’ 
which displace millions of people and destroy their livelihoods 
for what they really are: violations of human rights.”16 DIDR 
frequently comes hand-in-hand with coercion, threats or 
violence and egregious corruption. IFIs and governments 
alike routinely fail to uphold their obligations to fairly 
compensate, resettle, and restore people’s livelihoods. 
Far too often, people attempting to claim their rights risk 
intimidation, degrading treatment or punishment, arbitrary 
arrest or detainment, violence and even torture from private 
or state security forces. Following relocation, people often 
face the risk of communal violence in resettlement areas 
where tensions between members of existing communities 
and new settlers are common.17

Loss of traditional environmental knowledge: 
The Convention on Biological Diversity—a legally binding 
international treaty established by the united Nations and 

ratified by 190 states and the european union—recognizes 
that conservation of our planet’s biodiversity and ecosystems 
is only possible if we conserve rapidly-disappearing traditional 
knowledge about how to care for and sustainably use our 
natural resources and ecosystems. When indigenous and 
farming communities are forced to uproot and vacate their 
traditional lands to make way for development projects, 
their entire way of life is lost—along with their practices for 
sustainable use of natural resources and ecosystems.

Climate change: DIDR is inextricably linked to climate 
change through a vicious cycle. Large, carbon-intensive 
energy-sector projects such as oil extraction, coal mining, 
and bio-fuel plantations forcibly displace millions of people 
every year. These projects then generate greenhouse gas 
emissions that contribute to global warming, with impacts 
that include desertification and rising sea levels.

Impacts of climate change are disproportionately severe 
for impoverished countries or regions with insufficient 
resources to effectively mitigate longer droughts, increased 
flooding, and the loss of agricultural land and crops —all of 
which can trigger further forced migration.

peopLe ARound the WoRLd ARe sAyinG no
to unJust dispLAcement

The past 30 years have seen the emergence of a 
global coalition that has successfully pressured IFIs to 
undertake significant reforms. Forging partnerships that 
bridge the Global North and Global south, a transnational 
advocacy movement driven by grassroots organizers and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) has challenged 

Hundreds of women and children unite and march in opposition to 
the Posco mega-project, in which a steel plant and ancillary industries 
threaten thousands of people with displacement in Orissa, India.4
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lenders, governments, and international financial institutions 
to develop and uphold rights-respecting and responsible 
policies governing displacement and resettlement, to ensure 
that project-affected peoples are informed participants 
in project planning and implementation, and to redesign 
development priorities to more directly focus on alleviating 
poverty.

As a result of decades of grassroots campaigns and 
international advocacy efforts, today many multilateral banks 
and private companies have established safeguard policies 
that outline the institution’s rules and requirements for 
protecting local people and the environment. A milestone 
was reached in 1980 when the World Bank adopted its first 
formal policy guidelines governing WB projects involving 
forced resettlement.18 Once in place, the bank’s guidelines 
served as a model for other IFIs and private sector companies. 
Today, every major multilateral development bank and over 
60 private financial institutions involved in development 
finance have policies providing at least minimum guidelines 
governing forced displacement.

Civil society groups have successfully drawn on 
the social, cultural, and environmental safeguards in IFI 
policies to influence project designs, mitigate social and 
environmental impacts, and secure greater project benefits 
for communities. The creation of independent, citizen-based 
accountability mechanisms at the World Bank and other 
regional development banks in the early 1990s was another 
major advance in the global struggle for development justice 
and accountability.  These complaint mechanisms, including 
the World Bank Inspection Panel and the International 
Finance Corporation’s Compliance Advisor Ombudsman, 
have the mandate to investigate charges from project-
affected communities that IFIs are violating their own 
policies, procedures and loan agreement, thereby providing 
a direct avenue of appeal and recourse for people who feel 
that they have been or may be harmed by bank-financed 
projects.

chALLenGes

Accountability is still problematic. Far too often, 
projects are implemented in a manner that does not comply 
with the IFI’s own policies. Complicating this issue, the World 
Bank and other IFIs are largely immune from prosecution in 
national courts. This impedes any attempt by civil society to 
hold such institutions legally accountable for their actions. 
Furthermore, resettlement laws and policies vary widely 

from country to country, including the rights guaranteed to 
people who are forcibly displaced.

Despite the existence of a growing body of 
international conventions and agreements on rights-
respecting approaches to DIDR, these standards are rarely 
upheld. IFI lending operations commonly violate the legal 
rights and protections afforded by these conventions—as 
well as other international agreements on the environment, 
labor, and rights of women. Although independent recourse 
mechanisms are an important gain, there is a critical need 
to strengthen existing mechanisms and ensure that they are 
accessible to project-affected people and communities.19

Although the IFI’s safeguard policies require investors to 
minimize displacement, including by modifying project design 
to favor least-displacing options, investors and governments 
often ignore this requirement because the people who are 
targeted for displacement are largely marginalized and lack 
political power. In many cases, project proponents don’t 
fully account for the actual number of people displaced by 
a project, the costs of resettlement, job re-training, benefit 
sharing and other mechanisms needed to ensure that the 
standard of living and livelihoods of displaced persons are 
improved. Because of this, resettlement and rehabilitation 
schemes are commonly neglected, under-funded, and poorly 
planned and implemented. The end result is that the lives of 
millions of people who are deprived of adequate shelter or 
livelihood are devastated each year, with multi-generational 
socio-economic impacts.

Although civil society groups and academics are 
challenging IFIs to formally recognize their human rights 
obligations as international organizations and uphold human 
rights in their lending operations—including the right to 
development for all affected communities—enforcement 
of human rights law and other international standards is 
exceedingly difficult and time consuming, creating further 
hurdles for groups seeking redress. 

the need foR deveLopment 
thAt Benefits ALL 

IFIs and policymakers must ensure that DIDr 
is minimized. When unavoidable, projects that impose 
displacement must be designed to improve affected people’s 
standard of living and restore their livelihoods. To achieve 
this, the following key reforms are needed:
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project framework should be structured to ensure that 
there is an ongoing revenue stream from the project to  
the people who are threatened with displacement.

3) Know your rights. It is critical that people have 
the tools and resources they need to effectively demand 
development practices that do not violate their rights. We 
should draw on the media to ensure that the full impacts 
and costs of DIDR are visible to people worldwide and 
work to educate ourselves and others about what rights 
people and communities threatened by DIDR have and 
how to ensure their rights are upheld.

4) Promote a development model that does 
not unduly displace. A development model based 
upon excessive and brutal displacement is profoundly 
unsustainable, and is resisted by the people and communities 
it threatens and affects. However, the converse can also 
be true: often projects that are better for people are also 
better for the planet. This becomes clear if we honor 
existing resources and assets that have been undervalued 
in prevailing development models, including cultivation 
and grazing lands, forests, ecosystem services, waterways, 
community, and traditional knowledge on how to cultivate 
the earth’s resources in a sustainable manner. We need to 
work toward a world in which human connection to land, 
vibrant communities, healthy ecosystems, and democratic 
decision-making are not bulldozed as ‘obstacles’ to 
development, but rather are defended as the foundation for 
human health, justice, and sustainability.

1) Demand new rules governing DIDR and 
accountability systems that protect rights. We need 
to continue targeted advocacy efforts aimed at creating 
rights-respecting, responsible policies on displacement 
and resettlement that promote the principles of avoiding 
displacement, accountability for decision-making and 
project outcomes, participation by all segments of 
affected populations in all phases of project design and 
implementation, and transparency.  We also need to ensure 
that these policies are accompanied by strong systems and 
mechanisms for enforcement. Development policy-makers 
and IFIs should be held accountable for their role in funding 
projects that forcibly displace people and must uphold 
their obligation to restore the livelihoods of project-
affected people and communities, improve their standards 
of living, and support their visions and priorities for local 
development.

2) Include the risks and financial responsibilities 
related to displacement and resettlement up front 
in project costs. Development policy-makers and IFIs 
should recognize the full impacts and costs of DIDR, 
including the fact that forced displacement creates 
the very poverty that development purportedly seeks 
to eliminate and disproportionately impacts the most 
vulnerable members of affected communities. One way 
to effectively mandate this would be to require that all 
resettlement and rehabilitation work be fully carried 
out and financed before the project that will cause the 
anticipated displacement can be built. In addition, the 

A row of tin shacks provided to people resettled by the government in 
Maharastra, India.  These poorly built shacks are susceptible to flooding 

during the monsoon rains and brutally hot in the summer.
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A highway blockade by protesters opposed to India’s Dibang Dam succeeds in obstructing the route of government and project officials, who 
were unable to convene a public hearing intended to move the project forward. The planned dam, which would be India’s highest, is just one of 
160 hydroelectric projects currently threatening communities in North East India. 
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