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In contexts where forced migration is not preventable, planned relocation 
can be an effective measure for reducing the exposure of the vulnerable 
population and capital to disasters. This strategy is ideal for high-risk 
areas prone to either foreseeable (e.g. storms) or non-foreseeable (e.g. 
earthquakes) natural hazards, as well as for regions facing irreversible 
ecosystem degradation, be it induced by development projects (e.g. dam 
construction or mining projects), pollution (e.g. nuclear contamination) or 
environmental change (e.g. sea level rise, in the case of so-called “sinking 
States”).
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Planned relocations, however, are complex processes that often have multiple implications on aggregate risk 
levels. They are highly costly and have the potential to deplete the human, social and economic capital of 
both the relocated and host communities, thereby causing impoverishment and further vulnerability. Past 
experiences and success stories demonstrate that adequate participation of concerned households in the 
decision-making process and in the long-term support of their livelihood options is essential in designing and 
implementing relocation plans that can effectively reduce risk.

Actions

 Evaluate coercive (e.g. land use regulations) and 
non-coercive (e.g. financial incentives) measures 
to decrease the concentration of people and 
assets in the areas at risk.
 Make sure to prevent possible discriminations 
that policy- and market-based measures (e.g. 
disaster insurance cover) can induce, based on, 
for example, different access to assets, political 
representation and legal entitlements.

 Consider land tenure and property regimes 
in both the community of origin and in the 
community of destination, in order to avoid 
conflict and make relocation just. Example: 
Papua New Guinea. (See thematic brief 17.)

 In the case of cross-border relocation, adequately 
consider the issue of legal status and rights of 
the relocated population. (See issue 1.)

 Ensure that relocated households have sufficient 
access to resources and services for them to 
pursue safe lives, by restoring their livelihood 
options and community life, and by building 
their knowledge of the new context. Example: 
Sri Lanka. (See thematic brief 16.)
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 Whenever the relocated households’ previous 
assets cannot be restored, provide adequate 
compensation, taking into account the longer-
term consequences of relocation.

 Make sure both the relocated and the host 
communities are involved in the decision-making 
process, in order to better prepare them for 
change, as well as minimize intra-communal 
tension. Example: Papua New Guinea. (See 
thematic brief 13, issue 2.)

CASE STUDY 2: Relocation of the Bougainville Atoll communities in Papua New Guinea

The atoll communities of north-eastern Bougainville in Papua New Guinea reside on isolated and remote 
low-lying islands. They are faced with slow-onset changes to their environment, including seawater 
intrusion, salinization of soil, soil erosion, land loss and climate variability, leading to, among others, 
food insecurity and increased vulnerability to natural disasters. While climate change might have 
played a role in the degradation of the islands’ ecosystems, human activities, in particular dynamite 
fishing, are mainly responsible for the destruction of the natural barriers provided by local coral reefs.

In 2005 it was officially decided that the 1,000 residents should be evacuated, 10 families at a time, to 
the larger island of Bougainville, 100 kilometres away. IOM assisted with the relocation of the affected 
population. Plans to evacuate the local population were already being discussed in the early 1980s, but 
were interrupted by the war in Bougainville.

Finding land in Bougainville for the resettlement of evacuees was challenging: the island had just 
emerged from a civil war, and 96 per cent of the land area was governed by customary ownership and 
often subject to competing claims by landowners. Establishing clear titles was a complex process, mostly 
because the Government lacked the political will and financial resources to drive the resettlement 
process. Neither did the Carteret Islanders have sufficient resources to buy land for themselves.

It was only through the community-driven initiative Tulele Peisa that the issue could be addressed, and 
the relocated islanders were allocated enough land – most of the resettlement land was donated by 
the Catholic Church – to support sustainable crop production.

IOM is now assisting the Autonomous Bougainville Government in assessing the remaining communities’ 
(i.e. the Carterets, Fead, Tasman and Mortlock Atolls) vulnerability to environmental change and 
climate variability, as well as the need for them to relocate –temporarily or permanently – within the 
Autonomous Region of Bougainville. IOM will develop and test research methodologies and tools and 
train researchers on the field to allow for the production of vulnerability and resilience maps of atoll 
communities. The data will be used to provide guidance on the identification of resettlement priorities, 
as well as identify other government-led and community-based mitigation and adaptation measures 
for the communities who wish or are able to remain, temporarily or permanently, on the targeted 
atolls. In addition, the data will allow for establishing baselines to track future impacts and trends in 
environmental change and climate variability in the targeted atolls.

CASE STUDY 3: Relocating population at risk of landslide in Sri Lanka

Parts of Sri Lanka are frequently hit by heavy landslides as a consequence of strong precipitation 
events. Recently, in 2007 and 2008, landslides affected 4,000 families and displaced 219 households. 
In addition to supporting the Sri Lankan Government in the aftermath of disasters by providing 
humanitarian assistance to the affected populations and ensuring access to basic goods and services in 
IDP settlements, IOM also intervenes to create safer settlement options for at-risk communities.

In order to reduce the concentration of populations and assets in areas exposed to hydrogeological 
hazards, the Government considered the relocation of some settlements to a new area. A former tea 
plantation was identified and acquired, and the relocation of communities was duly arranged. IOM 
supported institutional efforts by constructing access roads, stormwater canals, culverts, water supply 
systems, community halls and sanitation facilities. In addition, the Organization provided vocational 
training and resources to promote adequate livelihood options, and trained relocated families and 
people on soil and water conservation practices, in order to reduce future landslide risk.


