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In the aftermath of conflict, repression, and large-scale human rights abuses, 
survivors have a right to know the truth about the violations inflicted on them, 
their families, and their communities.1 In recent decades, more than forty truth 
commissions have been established around the world to investigate atroci-
ties and support transitions from conflict to peace.2 Often directly affected 
by the crimes that these commissions seek to expose, refugees and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) have a major stake in the success of transitional jus-
tice processes, which can shape the stability of post-conflict communities as 
well as the prospects for safe, dignified, and durable solutions to displacement. 
However, in many cases displaced persons have not been recognized as criti-
cal stakeholders in truth-telling processes, and truth commissions have often 
failed to substantively address forced migration as a human rights violation. 
 In this chapter, I examine efforts to address displacement through truth-
telling processes and to engage the displaced as key players in truth commis-
sions. I first identify frameworks and principles supporting the inclusion of 
displacement in truth commission mandates and analyze the ways in which 
different truth commissions have incorporated displacement into their reports 
and recommendations. I then explore the direct involvement of refugees and 
IDPs in truth commissions, highlighting international frameworks and prin-
ciples that may inform efforts to facilitate their participation, obstacles to 
their equitable engagement, and innovations that have helped to overcome 
these barriers. This analysis suggests that while many truth commissions have 
historically failed to devote sufficient attention to forced migration and have 
struggled to meaningfully engage refugees and IDPs, displacement is now 
increasingly recognized as a significant concern meriting the attention of such 
institutions. At the same time, displaced populations are increasingly being 
acknowledged by the international community as important stakeholders 
who not only have a right to participate in transitional justice initiatives but 
can also make valuable contributions to the success of truth-telling processes. 
Finally, I discuss the relationship between truth-telling and the resolution of 
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displacement, arguing that while it is important not to overinflate expectations 
of truth-telling processes, the strategic and timely implementation of truth-
telling mechanisms may support the provision of durable, dignified solutions 
to refugees and IDPs while also advancing the broader goals of transitional 
justice processes, such as the recognition of past abuses, the promotion of 
accountability for violations, and the restoration of trust between neighbors 
and between citizens and the state. 

ADDRESSING DISPLACEMENT IN TRUTH-TELLING PROCESSES:  

FRAMEWORKS AND PRINCIPLES

Priscilla Hayner offers a widely accepted definition of a truth commission as an 
institution that: “(1) is focused on past, rather than ongoing, events; (2) inves-
tigates a pattern of events that took place over a period of time; (3) engages 
directly and broadly with the affected population, gathering information on 
their experiences; (4) is a temporary body, with the aim of concluding with a 
final report; and (5) is officially authorized or empowered by the state under 
review.”3 While I focus in this chapter predominantly on official truth commis-
sions, there are many other types of truth-telling processes in which displaced 
persons may also have a stake, including commemorations,4 exhumations,5 
and the revision of school curricula.6 Trials also have a significant truth-telling 
function, which, in conjunction with the removal of offenders from return 
communities, may play an important role in opening up durable solutions 
for refugees and IDPs.7 It is important to recognize not only the diversity of 
approaches to truth-telling but also the connections between truth commis-
sions and other forms of transitional justice. For example, truth commissions 
may serve as a stepping stone toward trials, commemorations, or the provision 
of compensation for survivors. Including displaced persons and their concerns 
in the focus of truth commissions may help ensure that refugees and IDPs ben-
efit from the other forms of redress that often flow from the recommendations 
of truth commissions.
 As truth commissions are ad hoc institutions, the architects of each of 
these bodies must make difficult decisions about the crimes that will be inves-
tigated and the particular populations the commission will seek to engage. 
However, there are a number of crosscutting international frameworks and 
principles that support the equitable participation of displaced persons in the 
work of truth commissions and the inclusion of forced-migration issues in the 
mandates of commissions in countries affected by large-scale displacement. 
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While most of the frameworks linking displacement and truth-telling pro-
cesses focus on IDPs rather than refugees,8 the logic that supports addressing 
internal displacement through truth-telling processes also applies to refugees 
(although some elements of refugee situations can complicate matters, such as 
when refugees remain outside national borders during truth-telling, making 
engagement and participation, as well as political dynamics, more complex.)
 First, the 2004 report of the UN secretary-general “The Rule of Law and 
Transitional Justice in Conflict and Post-conflict Societies” underlines the 
importance of “comprehensive” rule-of-law and transitional justice strategies 
that “pay special attention to abuses committed against groups most affected 
by conflict, such as . . . displaced persons and refugees, and establish particu-
lar measures for their protection and redress in judicial and reconciliation 
processes.”9 
 Second, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, developed by 
the UN Commission on Human Rights, provides strong grounds for recogniz-
ing IDPs’ central stake in the work of truth commissions. According to Guid-
ing Principle 16, “All internally displaced persons have the right to know the 
fate and whereabouts of missing relatives.” It also indicates, “The authorities 
concerned shall endeavor to establish the fate and whereabouts of internally 
displaced persons reported missing.” Guiding Principle 28 also backstops the 
view that truth commissions should both actively engage displaced popula-
tions and substantively address forced migration as a human rights violation: 
“Competent authorities have the primary duty and responsibility to establish 
conditions, as well as provide the means, which allow internally displaced per-
sons to return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity, to their homes or places 
of habitual residence, or to resettle voluntarily in another part of the country. 
Such authorities shall endeavor to facilitate the reintegration of returned or 
resettled internally displaced persons.”10 Knowing the truth about the human 
rights violations at the root of their displacement is a vital precondition to a 
dignified return for displaced persons. Similarly, as I will discuss later in this 
chapter, honest recognition of the abuses that forced refugees and IDPs from 
their homes may play an important role in enabling sustainable and just reinte-
gration processes.11

 Third, the Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Per-
sons, developed by the former representative of the UN secretary-general on 
the human rights of IDPs, offers focused recommendations on maximizing 
the positive linkages between peace processes, transitional justice, and the 
resolution of displacement. The Framework recognizes that durable solutions 
“should be a specific goal of peace agreements” and calls for peace agreements 
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to tackle “the specific needs of IDPs, including . . . reconciliation and peace-
building . . . [and] remedies for violations suffered.”12 Furthermore, it acknowl-
edges that “community reconciliation and confidence-building mechanisms 
are often necessary, in particular where IDPs and the resident population or 
different groups within the IDP population are seen as having been associated 
with opposing sides in the conflict, but now live side by side.”13 Perhaps most 
important for advocates wanting to see truth commissions respond more 
effectively to forced migration, the Framework asserts that displaced persons 
“who have been victims of violations of international human rights or human-
itarian law, including arbitrary displacement must have full and non-discrim-
inatory access to effective remedies and access to justice, including, where 
appropriate, access to existing transitional-justice mechanisms, reparations 
and information on the causes of violations.”14

 Complementing these provisions, transitional justice expert Pablo de Greiff 
offers a general account of the attributes of well-designed reparations pro-
grams for the survivors of large-scale human rights violations, which I would 
argue, could also be applied to the development of truth-telling processes. The 
principles de Greiff identifies support the notion that it is important both to 
include forced migration in the investigatory mandates of truth commissions 
and to ensure that displaced persons themselves are able to participate in truth 
commissions and benefit from any other forms of redress, such as compensa-
tion, that may emerge as a result of commissions’ recommendations.15 
 According to de Greiff, the three primary goals of reparations programs are 
to (1) recognize past wrongs and victims’ individual worth, (2) build civic trust, 
and (3) develop social solidarity, all with a view to returning individuals to the 
status of citizens within trusting, trustworthy, and empathetic political com-
munities.16 To accomplish these goals, reparations programs must be appro-
priately comprehensive and complete. While comprehensiveness refers to the spe-
cific types of crimes these programs attempt to redress, completeness denotes 
an initiative’s ability to “cover, at the limit, the whole universe of potential ben-
eficiaries.” De Greiff argues that it “goes without saying that completeness is a 
desirable characteristic in a reparations program.” However, when the actors 
involved in a conflict have carried out a litany of abuses, from murder and 
torture to ethnic cleansing, forced sterilization, and rape, it may be difficult 
to address each type of crime in a meaningful manner. Yet “all things consid-
ered, comprehensiveness is a desirable characteristic. It is better, both morally 
and practically, to repair as many categories of crime as feasible. . . . Leaving 
important categories of victims unaddressed not only deprives a transitional 
administration of the gains in legitimacy that it might accrue by establishing 
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a comprehensive reparations program but it also virtually guarantees that the 
issue of reparations will continue to be on the political agenda.”17

 De Greiff’s arguments on comprehensiveness and completeness give rise 
to a range of persuasive reasons to consider refugees and IDPs an “important 
category of victim” in the context of truth-telling initiatives launched in the 
aftermath of violence that has caused large-scale displacement.18 First, in many 
cases the uprooting of people is the result of violations, such as torture and 
rape, that have traditionally been at the center of truth commission investiga-
tions. Second, refugees and IDPs often continue to be subjected to grave human 
rights abuses even after they have fled their communities, as belligerents may 
attack displaced persons’ camps in order to intimidate the displaced, discour-
age their return, and quell militants who may seek shelter and regroup in civil-
ian camps. Third, forced migration itself represents a serious abuse that merits 
attention in its own right. For many displaced persons, losing their homes and 
enduring forced exile causes significant suffering that should be recognized in 
the context of efforts to develop comprehensive narratives of a community’s 
or nation’s experiences of repression and conflict. Fourth, displaced popula-
tions often have particular reintegration needs and justice claims (particularly 
relating to lost property); incorporating these concerns into the recommenda-
tions developed by truth commissions may fortify efforts to ensure that they 
are taken seriously and dealt with effectively by transitional governments and 
their international supporters. 
 However, labeling displaced persons “victims” for the purpose of truth-
telling processes raises a host of challenges. Refugees and IDPs are clearly not 
only victims but also survivors of human rights violations. The potentially 
disempowering effects of “victimhood” discourses are well documented, and 
it is arguably more productive, accurate, and respectful to stress displaced 
persons’ resiliency rather than their victimhood. Indeed, many displaced 
individuals and communities reject the victim label and may even refuse to 
identify themselves as refugees, owing to that term’s close connotation with 
ideas of helplessness and lack of political agency.19 Displaced persons and victims 
may even in some cases be made into mutually exclusive legal categories. 
For example, the Colombian government has instituted a legal distinction 
between “victims” of paramilitary violence, who have a right to access redress 
through transitional justice mechanisms, and the country’s four million regis-
tered IDPs. This definitional maneuver limits the government’s responsibility 
for redressing this large number of potential claimants, who in many cases 
have been victimized not only by paramilitary violence but also by state min-
ing and agribusiness policies. 
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 For conflicts, such as the Liberian civil war, where the majority of citi-
zens were directly affected by displacement, the extent to which it is helpful 
and appropriate, from a transitional justice standpoint, to define the majority 
of a country’s population as victims is an open question. Counting refugees 
and IDPs as victims to be included in truth-telling processes may raise expec-
tations for participation and tangible outcomes, such as compensation, that 
cannot ultimately be realized and may exacerbate competition between dif-
ferent types of victims, particularly when the distribution of material benefits 
results from the recommendations of truth commission reports. This leads 
to a general question about capacity: to what extent will a truth commission 
have the expertise and resources to address a problem on the scale of massive 
displacement? It will of course depend on the commission in question, but as 
with other matters, such as socioeconomic development, the more truth com-
missions expand their mandates, the greater the risk of institutional overload, 
watered-down recommendations, and unmet expectations. 
 Given these considerations, identifying displaced persons as victims of 
interest in truth-telling processes becomes a much more contentious decision. 
However, as I demonstrate in the following section, it is now increasingly com-
mon for truth commissions to be mandated to engage with displaced popu-
lations as an important category of victims. Despite the risk of competition 
between victims and the challenges associated with prioritizing different vic-
tim groups and ensuring that the victimhood discourse does not undercut dis-
placed persons’ agency and dignity, this is ultimately a positive development. 
If displaced persons are not recognized as critical stakeholders in truth-telling 
processes, the narratives and recommendations that emerge from these initia-
tives will inevitably be incomplete, consigning the displaced to remain on the 
margins of their societies.

TRENDS IN TRUTH COMMISSION MANDATES, REPORTS,  

AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Historically, the crime of forced migration and the abuses endured by dis-
placed populations have not been included in truth commission mandates 
and have not figured prominently in the reports and recommendations issued 
by these institutions. However, as I demonstrate in the following section, this 
trend is gradually changing.
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MANDATES

A truth commission’s mandate shapes the extent to which it can effectively 
address particular human rights violations, such as arbitrary displacement,20 
although some truth commissions may address displacement as a specific 
human rights concern or as a broader contextual factor without being spe-
cifically mandated to do so. Many early truth commissions were charged with 
very narrow mandates that precluded investigation of displacement. For exam-
ple, the Argentinean and Chilean truth commissions focused on “disappear-
ances” and torture, discounting the experiences of flight and exile that many 
dissidents endured in order to escape these fates. South Africa’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (TRC) did not have a mandate to examine displace-
ment, despite the fact that the apartheid system was fundamentally predicated 
on forced migration, which relegated millions of black South Africans to infer-
tile lands. Instead, the TRC examined “gross human rights violations,” defined 
as “killing, abduction, torture, and severe ill-treatment.”21 Critics such as Mah-
mood Mamdani argue that by excluding apartheid practices that affected ordi-
nary South Africans, the TRC proffered a “compromised truth” that “has writ-
ten the vast majority of victims out of history.”22

 Despite the exclusion of displacement from the mandates of these early 
truth commissions, it appears that the trend is now toward broader mandates 
amenable to addressing a wider range of abusive practices and human rights 
violations, including forced migration. This broadening of mandates poses 
challenges of its own, as truth commissions are expected to accomplish more 
without parallel increases in budgets or time frames.23 For example, truth 
commissions that are mandated to investigate displacement will likely have to 
engage with a much larger population of survivors, who may be geographi-
cally dispersed and difficult to contact. Refugees in protracted displacement 
situations may have taken on the language of their host communities and 
may not speak the working language of the truth commission, necessitating 
the use of translators. Nonetheless, Hayner argues, “as a general rule, terms of 
reference should be sufficiently broad and flexible to allow investigation into 
all forms of rights abuses, leaving to the commission the decision of what 
specific cases or practices to investigate and report.”24 There is no ideal truth 
commission, and what is preferable in terms of scope and powers for a com-
mission will depend on many factors, including the political context in which 
the commission operates. However, as argued earlier, it is in the interests of 
survivors and transitional societies more broadly for truth commissions to 
strive for comprehensiveness and completeness, which requires that they be 
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empowered not only to compile technical details but also to investigate how 
and why violations such as forced migration occurred.
 The flexible approach to truth commission mandates advocated by Hayner 
does not guarantee that forced migration concerns will be addressed ade-
quately. Indeed, while many recent, broadly mandated truth commissions 
have had the opportunity to investigate displacement, they have approached 
this challenge “in an ad hoc or constricted manner, and without a conscious 
strategy.”25 For example, the Liberian truth commission addressed the wide-
spread displacement that characterized the country’s civil war, but it lacked 
a conscious strategy for engaging IDPs and ensuring that their contributions 
and concerns were reflected in the final commission reports. However, sev-
eral recent and ongoing truth commissions have specifically incorporated 
forced migration and related crimes into their mandates. Morocco’s Equity 
and Reconciliation Commission (2004–5) was mandated to do the following: 
“Assess, research, investigate, arbitrate and make recommendations about 
gross human rights violations . . . [including] forced disappearances, arbitrary 
detention, torture, sexual abuse and deprivation of the right to life, as a result 
of unrestrained and inadequate use of state force and coerced exile.”26 Various 
bodies, including the truth commissions for Mauritius (2009–present), the 
Solomon Islands (2009–present), Ghana (2003–4), and Kenya (2009–present), 
have concertedly focused on the dispossession of land. The Solomon Islands 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission is mandated to investigate “the destruc-
tion of property, deprivation of rights to own property and the right to settle 
and make a living.”27 Timor-Leste’s Commission for Reception, Truth and Rec-
onciliation (Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação de Timor-
Leste—CAVR) was also mandated to investigate displacement but suffered 
from blind spots in its treatment of the issue: although it specifically aimed to 
investigate forced migration and contribute to the resolution of displacement 
through the return and reintegration of IDPs and refugees from West Timor, 
the commission failed to engage or address in detail the situation of the many 
refugees who sought asylum outside the Indonesian archipelago.28 The fac-
tors that lead to the formal inclusion of forced migration in truth commission 
mandates vary; however, it appears that in general when forced migration 
and the dispossession of land represent significant, current concerns for the 
international community and local elites, commissions are more likely to be 
directed to investigate these issues. When the displaced and dispossessed have 
no prominent backers, or when displacement crises have been sustainably 
resolved without the establishment of a truth commission, there is much less 
pressure for truth-telling initiatives to tackle these concerns.



197

TRUTH-TELLING AND DISPLACEMENT

 Ensuring that truth commissions are mandated to investigate displacement 
has important implications for gender equity and the equal treatment of dif-
ferent age groups. While both men and women are subjected to abuses such 
as extrajudicial executions and arbitrary imprisonment, which have histori-
cally been the focus of truth commissions, these violations disproportionately 
affect young and middle-aged men. The majority of those uprooted, on the 
other hand, are women, children, and elderly people. By purposefully mandat-
ing truth commissions to investigate displacement, the architects of these bod-
ies can ensure that their work more comprehensively reflects the experiences 
and suffering of the entire population.29

REPORTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Reports are the major tangible outcome of truth commissions and can have a 
definitive impact on the construction of post-conflict national narratives. Con-
sequently, the acknowledgment and examination of displacement and exile 
in truth commission reports may significantly affect whether the experiences 
and suffering of refugees and IDPs are broadly recognized as a critical part of a 
conflicted country’s history.
 Of the thirty-two truth commission reports publicly released to date, at 
least nine of them address displacement, if only briefly,30 and at least eight 
were prepared by commissions operating under restricted mandates that pre-
cluded examination of displacement. Several of the reports that address dis-
placement do so in commendable detail. For example, the reports for Liberia 
and Sierra Leone indicate that forced migration was the most pervasive human 
rights violation in these interlinked conflicts, accounting for 36 percent of 
reported violations in Liberia and almost 20 percent of reported abuses in 
Sierra Leone.31 Chega! The Final Report of the Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation in East Timor addresses displacement in extensive detail and finds 
that forced migration resulted in more deaths than any other factor during 
Indonesia’s occupation of Timor-Leste.32 Guatemala’s Commission for Histori-
cal Clarification (Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico—CEH) focused 
on the social conditions surrounding the displacement of swaths of the coun-
try’s indigenous population, and its report specifically recognizes the suffer-
ing and stigma endured by the displaced, as well as the detrimental impact of 
state discrimination on return and reintegration. The CEH report also docu-
ments more than a dozen cases of occupation of refugee lands.33 Many of these 
reports address displacement as a consequence of other human rights viola-
tions, such as killing, torture, and rape, as a violation in and of itself, and as 
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a condition that rendered victims more vulnerable to further abuses, such as 
exploitation and violence in refugee camps.
 Truth commission reports often include recommendations for reforms and 
reparations programs; however, Hayner notes that those “countries that have 
crafted a reparations program independent of a broader truth-telling exercise 
have found a much cooler reception from victims.”34 Therefore, integrating 
the issue of forced migration into the work of truth commissions may help 
ensure that the recommended reparations programs include and are effective 
for displaced beneficiaries. Various commissions have made specific efforts to 
craft recommendations that respond to displaced persons’ specific concerns, 
such as the need for property restitution or land reform, the acceptance of dual 
nationality for those who have obtained another passport while in exile, the 
recognition of foreign qualifications, and the acceptance of the diaspora’s par-
ticipation in peacebuilding and development activities. Ghana’s National Rec-
onciliation Commission, for example, recommended the restitution of confis-
cated property,35 while the report of the Guatemalan CEH advanced perhaps 
the most comprehensive set of recommendations to date relevant to redress-
ing and resolving displacement.
 The CEH report set a clear remedial standard, stating that the government 
must undertake “measures for the restoration of material possessions so that, 
as far as possible, the situation existing before the violation [is] re-established, 
particularly in the case of land ownership.”36 The report also called for finan-
cial compensation for the most serious injuries, as well as psychological reha-
bilitation; medical, legal, and social services; and moral and symbolic repara-
tions. Although these different forms of redress were not, for the most part, 
specifically employed with a view to supporting the resolution of displace-
ment, many of these remedial tools were highly relevant to the needs and con-
cerns of the displaced.37 However, implementation of reparations has faced 
numerous delays and obstacles. After extensive negotiations, the Reparations 
Commission and National Reparations Program were agreed on in 2003, but 
implementation did not actually begin until 2005, and the program has been 
drastically underfinanced: approximately US$3.6 million was to be allot-
ted annually over ten years, significantly less than the US$48 million that 
advocates argued was required. Furthermore, in most of the years following 
2005, the actual allocation within the national budget did not come close to 
the $3.6 million that was promised. According to the director of the National 
Reparations Program, some thirty thousand victims have received compensa-
tion since the program began,38 but the amounts have been extremely limited, 
with cases of extrajudicial executions and disappearances receiving less than 
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US$3,000. The National Council of Displaced Guatemalans (Consejo Nacional 
de Desplazados de Guatemala—CONDEG) states that no IDPs have received 
settlements through the program, despite the fact that forced migration is one 
of the crimes eligible for compensation.39

 In addition to individual reparations, the CEH report called for collective 
redress initiatives in war-affected communities that would “promote recon-
ciliation, so that in addition to addressing reparations [they] . . . favor the entire 
population, without distinction between victims and perpetrators” and other 
community members.40 This approach fit with the Guatemalan government’s 
strategy of providing assistance to the displaced alongside the broader land-
less population, rather than through targeted programs.41 However, these 
attempts to provide redress and assistance without taking into account the 
particular experiences, claims, and concerns of the potential beneficiaries 
resulted in “neglect of the special needs of displaced persons, and an overall 
lack of justice and restitution for the displacement that they suffered.”42 More 
broadly, this approach to collective redress raised significant normative prob-
lems: although the reincorporation of perpetrators into society is essential 
to post-conflict transformation, transitional justice processes must make a 
moral and legal distinction between the actions of offenders and the offended; 
they should strive to rectify injustices experienced by victims, rather than reap 
benefits for the abusers.43

CONSULTATION AND PARTICIPATION OF DISPLACED PERSONS IN 

TRUTH-TELLING PROCESSES

As Diane Orentlicher, the United Nations independent expert on impunity, 
attests, the establishment of a truth commission “should be based upon broad 
public consultations in which the views of victims and survivors especially 
are sought.”44 Historically, however, debates on the creation and operation of 
truth commissions and other transitional justice initiatives have left out IDPs, 
refugees, and other members of the diaspora. Yet as I suggest in the follow-
ing section, a range of internationally negotiated frameworks and principles 
underpin the view that displaced persons are among the central stakeholders 
that must be engaged in truth-telling processes. At the same time, the involve-
ment of displaced populations in truth commissions in countries including 
Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Timor-Leste offer insights that may inform efforts to 
engage refugees and IDPs in future truth-telling processes.
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FRAMEWORKS AND PRINCIPLES INFORMING THE ENGAGEMENT OF  

DISPLACED PERSONS

A range of international frameworks and principles bolster the view that ref-
ugees and IDPs should have the opportunity to participate actively in truth-
telling processes, from the consultation stage to the implementation of recom-
mendations flowing from truth commission reports.45 First and foremost, the 
United Nations Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and 
Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law 
and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law, which recognizes 
that truth-telling processes may be an important aspect of efforts to remedy 
injustices, states that the principles must be applied “without any discrimina-
tion of any kind or on any ground, without exception.”46 It is therefore unac-
ceptable to exclude potential participants on the basis of arbitrary factors such 
as their being outside the country or internally displaced.
 The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and the Framework on 
Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons also backstop IDPs’ right 
to be included in truth-telling processes. Principle 22 of the Guiding Principles 
says that IDPs have the right to “participate equally in community affairs” and 
in “governmental and public affairs.”47 Principle 28.2 also speaks to the issue 
of participation: “Special efforts should be made to ensure the full participa-
tion of internally displaced persons in the planning and management of their 
return or resettlement and reintegration.”48 Since truth commissions bear on 
community, governmental, and public affairs and may have significant bear-
ing on return and reintegration processes (discussed later), IDPs clearly have a 
strong claim to participate actively in them. Indeed, as principle 28.2 suggests, 
it is incumbent on those responsible for truth commissions to institute special 
measures, if needed, to ensure that these bodies are accessible to displaced pop-
ulations. This view is echoed in the Framework on Durable Solutions, which 
states that IDPs “need to be fully informed about existing remedies,” such as 
truth commissions, “and should be involved in their design, implementation 
and evaluation.”49 As the Framework indicates, involving the displaced in these 
initiatives “contributes to providing a greater sense of justice and dignity and 
helps in redressing the relationship between the victims and the State.”50 The 
Report of the Secretary-General on the Rule of Law and Transitional Justice 
also recognizes refugees and IDPs as key stakeholders in transitional justice 
processes and calls for authorities to do the following:

Recognize and respect the rights of both victims and accused persons, 
in accordance with international standards, with particular attention 
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to groups most affected by conflict and a breakdown of the rule of law, 
among them children, women, minorities, prisoners and displaced per-
sons, and ensure that proceedings for the redress of grievances include specific 
measures for their participation and protection.51

PARTICIPATION IN TRUTH COMMISSIONS

IDPs, refugees, and other diaspora groups have engaged in truth commission 
processes in a range of ways—“as conceivers of the process, statement giv-
ers in the data collection process, advocates for justice or . . . as participants 
in all phases.”52 Displaced and diaspora populations have helped to establish 
truth commissions in countries such as Haiti, where the admittedly abortive 
National Truth and Justice Commission (1994–96) was created in part through 
the work of exiled Haitians.53 Refugees and IDPs from countries such as Gua-
temala and Liberia helped to gather testimonies from other survivors, which 
were then fed into truth commission reports.54 In various cases, displaced per-
sons have also served as witnesses in public truth commission sessions. The 
participation of displaced persons has been particularly extensive in commis-
sions such as the CAVR, which held hearings specifically focused on forced 
migration, with testimony from those displaced internally and across borders. 
The CAVR’s community-level “reception function” used the truth-telling pro-
cess to facilitate the return and reintegration of displaced low-level offenders, 
who participated as confessors seeking the opportunity to make amends and 
return to their homes; community members, many of whom were return-
ees themselves, served as decisionmakers responsible for determining both 
whether the offender was telling the truth and the forms of redress he or she 
would have to make before being absolved of past crimes and welcomed back 
into the community.55

 It is difficult to assess the significance for displaced persons of these differ-
ent approaches to participating in the work of truth commissions. In the last 
section of this chapter, I examine the potential significance of truth-telling pro-
cesses, including truth commissions, for the resolution of displacement. But 
beyond potentially facilitating the attainment of durable solutions, has partici-
pation in truth commissions proved to be personally meaningful for the dis-
placed? Has it contributed to reconciliation on interpersonal, community, or 
national levels? The answers to such questions will of course vary among cases 
and people. In Guatemala, many victims indicated that they found testifying 
before the CEH and attending the release of the truth commission report to 
be powerful experiences. However, since many refugees and IDPs returned to 
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remote regions of the country, their opportunities to participate were typically 
“brief and superficial,” limited not only by their remote location but also by fear 
of reprisals.56 Some CEH investigators who hiked into the remote highlands to 
interview displaced civilians found that many people did not realize the war 
had ended or that a truth commission had been established. This experience 
underscores that the active and meaningful participation of the displaced is 
contingent upon effective outreach and awareness-raising activities. Once they 
were informed about the goals of the CEH, many displaced Guatemalans were 
eager to participate; indeed, the commission lacked the capacity to record the 
testimonies of all those who wanted to register their experiences.57

 When truth commissions have limited resources to carry out their man-
dates, collective testimonies that present communities’ experiences are an 
important way to make participation accessible to as many survivors as pos-
sible. Although refugee and IDP camps are typically temporary communi-
ties that disband when their residents have access to durable solutions, such 
as voluntary return or local integration, these communities often endure sig-
nificant abuses, such as cross-border military attacks and infiltration by armed 
elements. Enlisting current and former residents of these camps in the pro-
duction of collective testimonies may be a valuable avenue for increasing the 
participation of displaced persons and ensuring that the unique experiences of 
these impermanent communities are included in the historical record.

PARTICIPATION IN OTHER FORMS OF TRUTH-TELLING

Beyond truth commissions, displaced persons have also participated actively 
in truth-telling processes such as the exhumation, identification, and reburial 
of the bodies of those killed in genocidal violence. In the aftermath of the 
Srebrenica massacre in Bosnia, the information obtained through exhuma-
tion and identification processes played an important role in establishing the 
truth about this event. Many refugees and IDPs from Srebrenica returned, 
even if only temporarily, to participate in the reburial of their family members, 
which was an important way of publicly marking the genocide that took place 
there in July 1995.58 In Turkey, IDP groups such as the Saturday Mothers, who 
have successfully advocated for the exhumation of clandestine graves and the 
identification of the remains of disappeared family members, have also been 
pushing—so far without success—for the establishment of a national truth 
commission to examine abuses against the Kurdish population. Despite major 
political opposition to the creation of a truth commission in Turkey, the infor-
mation gained through these exhumations adds credence to IDPs’ calls for a 
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more comprehensive investigation of the government’s involvement in crimes 
such as displacement, torture, murder, and disappearances.59

 The return process itself can also be a powerful act of truth-telling. For 
example, before settling down on the land set aside for them, the first group 
of collectively organized Guatemalan refugees to return from Mexico under-
took a three-week, cross-country journey by caravan to raise awareness of 
their experiences and their goal of reclaiming their homeland and to renegoti-
ate their relationship with the Guatemalan state. The “grand tour” was both a 
“symbolic reappropriation of citizenship” and an astute strategy based on the 
returnees’ recognition that their security depended on “popular support and 
visibility in (the very limited) public opinion.”60 Before the returnees’ cross-
country tour in 1993 (four years prior to the establishment of the CEH), many 
Guatemalans indicated that they had no idea of the scope and severity of the 
violations inflicted on the country’s indigenous communities during the war, 
suggesting that the caravan had an important truth-telling function, one that 
paved the way for the country’s official truth commission.
 Refugees and IDPs have also participated in commemoration efforts that 
acknowledge experiences of displacement and other human rights violations. 
In some cases, commemorative activities such as the creation of memorials 
grow out of the recommendations of truth commissions; in others, they are 
instigated independently by the members of displaced communities and their 
supporters; but in both instances, they serve an important truth-telling func-
tion, as they direct public attention toward histories of forced migration and 
abuse. The preserved sections of the Berlin Wall where East Germans were 
killed while attempting to flee to the West is one of the most well-known exam-
ples of a memorial linked to the flight of refugees. In the early euphoria after 
the fall of East Germany, large segments of the wall were ripped down before 
authorities recognized that its preservation was essential to telling the history 
of the divided city and remembering the victims of the Communist regime. 
The Palestinian Ministry of Development and Planning has taken heed of this 
near-oversight by planning, in the event of a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, to preserve certain refugee camps in Gaza and the West Bank as 
memorials to the refugees’ losses and resilience. The Israeli nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) Zochrot is already involved in complementing these plans 
by erecting small memorials in Israel recognizing the Palestinian villages that 
were abandoned in 1948 and subsequently razed, while the descendants of Pal-
estinians displaced from the village of Lifta in 1948 are campaigning publicly 
and in court to halt the proposed development of the site as an upscale hous-
ing project. While the former residents and their families realize that the Israeli 
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government will not restore their properties to them, they want the ruins to 
stand as a “site of memory.”61 In Cape Town, the District Six Museum com-
memorates the more than sixty thousand black South Africans who were 
forcibly relocated to the barren Cape Flats when the apartheid government 
declared District Six to be a “white” neighborhood. The museum aims to “keep 
alive the memories of District Six and displaced people everywhere” and was 
developed with the active participation of the families of the displaced.62

 These examples demonstrate that commemorative activities, including the 
creation of memorials and museums, serve as a form of truth-telling about 
both different experiences of displacement and governments’ responses to 
forced migrants at different phases of the displacement cycle. Displaced popu-
lations and the descendants of the displaced participate in these commemora-
tive activities in a variety of ways. For example, the displaced may be involved 
in initiating and designing commemorative projects, participating in visits 
to and services at commemorative sites, and serving as staff or facilitators at 
memorials and museums, communicating their own stories of displacement 
and the experiences of their communities. Further research is required to bet-
ter understand how such commemorative activities may be made as meaning-
ful as possible for the survivors of displacement and other human rights viola-
tions whose histories are being recognized.

OBSTACLES TO PARTICIPATION

Despite clear calls for their participation, the actual engagement of refugees 
and IDPs in the work of truth commissions has generally been lackluster. In 
some instances, refugees have not been involved because participation in the 
process was purposefully limited to those within the country, as in the case 
of the Brazilian truth commission.63 Even if displaced persons are not techni-
cally barred from participating, however, they may lack national identity docu-
ments that confirm their eligibility to participate in truth commission hear-
ings. Furthermore, the physical inaccessibility of truth commission meetings 
can be another significant obstacle. Displaced persons who have sought refuge 
outside the country or in remote regions may not be able to travel to the cit-
ies where truth commissions typically meet. While some recent commissions 
have convened “satellite” hearings in countries with large diaspora popula-
tions and have sent investigators to gather testimony in refugee camps, these 
activities depend on the willingness of host states to provide access to those 
within their borders. In contexts where relations between refugees, host states, 
and states of origin are strained, such access may not be forthcoming.
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 Problems of impoverishment and social marginalization in displaced 
communities mean that even if refugees and IDPs can physically access truth 
commission hearings, they may not feel comfortable participating or may 
simply be too focused on making ends meet to be able to participate. As sur-
vivors of human rights violations often committed by state agents, refugees 
and IDPs may be fearful or distrustful of official institutions such as truth 
commissions and may be reluctant to “forego their anonymity” by testify-
ing.64 Indeed, testifying before a truth commission may provoke reprisals in 
divided return communities and may compel witnesses to flee their homes 
anew. To date, attacks against witnesses have been a more pressing concern 
during formal trials, but without effective precautions and protections, truth 
commission witnesses can also be intimidated, attacked, or forced to flee. 
This may be a significant deterrent for refugees and IDPs struggling to resolve 
their initial displacement.
 Lack of appropriate outreach and effective civil society engagement repre-
sent two of the foremost obstacles to the participation of displaced persons in 
truth commissions. In many cases, information about truth-telling processes 
may not be widely distributed outside the country or in remote areas where 
IDPs may be living. As pointed out earlier, this was a problem in Guatemala. 
Furthermore, as I will discuss, engaging humanitarian, peacebuilding, and 
development actors who work closely with displaced populations may be 
essential to effective outreach to forced migrants. Equally, local and national 
civil society organizations may play a central role in crafting and executing 
effective, innovative outreach strategies. For example, in light of the CAVR’s 
emphasis on return and reintegration, concerted efforts were directed toward 
enabling the participation of refugees in West Timor in the commission’s 
work. To reach out to this group, the CAVR sent eighteen representatives from 
a range of NGOs into the refugee camps in West Timor for six months to raise 
awareness of the CAVR process using tools such as radio programs tailored to 
address the refugees’ concerns.65

 Civil society organizations composed of refugees and IDPs and dedicated 
to advocating on their behalf may play critical roles not only in terms of out-
reach but also in first getting displacement on truth commission agendas and 
then promoting the implementation of truth commission recommendations 
related to forced migrants’ concerns. For example, Peru’s national truth com-
mission investigated displacement after concerted lobbying from displaced 
persons’ organizations and civil society groups such as the National Commit-
tee for the Displaced (Mesa Nacional de Desplazados—MENADES).66 How-
ever, organization and mobilization among displaced populations is often 
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limited because of factors such as fear, government repression, and lack of 
resources and training. In countries such as Colombia, organizational efforts 
among the displaced are marked by a serious tension: IDPs organize in order 
to advocate their rights and thereby increase their collective security, but by 
challenging the state, paramilitaries, and powerful corporations, they become 
more insecure because of threats and violence from these actors.67

 Events in Liberia demonstrate the importance of organizing early in order 
to ensure that the concerns of displaced persons are addressed in both peace 
negotiations and truth-telling processes. Because internal displacement in par-
ticular was so ubiquitous during the war, no civil society group represented 
the IDPs in the Liberian peace negotiations. Rather, the assumption was that 
because such large numbers were affected by displacement, the concerns asso-
ciated with forced migration would naturally be addressed in the process. In 
practice, this assumption did not hold: while Liberian refugees were effectively 
represented in the peace negotiations, and special efforts were made to engage 
them in the national truth commission, those for whom internal displacement 
was particularly prolonged and problematic did not have their concerns con-
certedly addressed. After the Liberian IDPs were marginalized in the peace 
negotiations, it became difficult to meaningfully integrate their concerns in 
the truth-telling process. This case underlines the fact that displacement does 
not entail a uniform level of vulnerability; responding effectively to those who 
have not recovered from the insecurities associated with displacement neces-
sitates early organization to communicate these concerns and ensure that they 
are taken seriously.68

 Although the lack of organized groups dedicated to facilitating the par-
ticipation of displaced persons in truth commissions is a serious obstacle, it 
is also important to recognize the obstacles that may emerge when organized 
groups of refugees and IDPs compete against one another for attention and 
assistance. For example, the success Guatemalan refugees had in collectively 
negotiating their return from Mexico and obtaining redress through national 
restitution and truth-telling processes generated resentment in the much 
larger IDP population, which did not benefit from equally “generous” assis-
tance and redress policies.
 Even when they are well-organized and represented by respected organi-
zations such as Mama Maquín in Guatemala, refugee and IDP women may 
encounter significant obstacles to their participation in truth-telling processes. 
In particular, their meaningful participation has sometimes been limited by 
blinkered conceptions of the contributions they may make to truth-telling.69 
As Susan Harris Rimmer argues, when refugee women do participate in truth 
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commissions, their “script” has been limited because they are simply not asked 
a sufficiently broad range of questions that elicit important information about 
their gendered experiences of displacement.70 When interviewing female ref-
ugee witnesses, bodies such as the CAVR have tended to focus narrowly on 
issues such as sexual and gender-based violence, rather than exploring wom-
en’s experiences of the broader range of abuses to which the displaced are 
often exposed or the strategies displaced women employ to adapt and survive 
in these circumstances.71

 The negative effect of these obstacles on the participation of refugees and 
IDPs in the work of truth commissions has been exacerbated by the current ad 
hoc approach to involving them. Lessons learned about overcoming these hur-
dles and effectively incorporating displaced and diaspora communities have 
not been compiled or systematically shared, forcing each new commission to 
reinvent the wheel.

INNOVATIONS TO SUPPORT THE PARTICIPATION OF REFUGEES  

AND DISPLACED PERSONS

Various innovations have helped to overcome the obstacles discussed here and 
facilitate the participation of displaced persons and formerly displaced persons 
in the work of truth commissions. Even though it did not address forced migra-
tion per se, the first Chilean truth commission broke new ground in advertis-
ing internationally to seek contributions from exiles. The Chilean, Argentin-
ean, and Ecuadorian commissions built on this kind of outreach by allowing 
members of the diaspora to testify at embassies and consulates worldwide. 
Chile’s National Commission on Political Imprisonment and Torture (2003–5) 
accepted written submissions through more than forty Chilean consulates in 
different countries, discovering that many victims had never before shared 
their stories in detail.72 Outreach by the Argentinean National Commission 
on the Disappeared (1983–84) also prompted various survivors to return to the 
country to testify in person.
 Returning from abroad or testifying at a formal state institution, such as 
an embassy or consulate, may be emotionally daunting or financially prohibi-
tive for many refugees. The creation of “remote hearings” in communities with 
numerous diaspora members is an apposite response to this challenge. For 
example, the Liberian truth commission held hearings in St Paul, Minneapo-
lis, and in the United Kingdom, where there are large Liberian diaspora com-
munities. Paraguay’s Truth and Justice Commission (2004–8) convened public 
hearings in Argentina, as many Paraguayan exiles sought shelter there. Such 
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efforts may bring risks, though. “In one hearing that took place in Argentina,” 
Hayner writes, “the ambassador of Paraguay to Argentina was unexpectedly 
named as having collaborated with the Stroessner regime. As a direct result, 
he was quickly dismissed from his post.”73 This incident reflects the potential 
shortcomings of facilitating the participation of exiles through embassies and 
consulates, institutions that are not at arm’s length from the government and 
that may employ individuals who have not been carefully vetted to ensure that 
they do not have ties to abusive regimes.
 As discussed earlier, some commissions, such as the CAVR, have held spe-
cial hearings on forced migration, which may increase the active participation 
of refugees and IDPs by demonstrating strong interest in their experiences and 
perspectives. Several commissions, including the bodies for Guatemala, Libe-
ria, Timor-Leste, and Sierra Leone, actively sought out the perspectives of refu-
gees and IDPs by dispatching investigators to interview witnesses in refugee 
camps and remote IDP settlements, and the final report of Sierra Leone’s truth 
commission was informed by 175 statements from refugees in Nigeria, Guinea, 
Gambia, and Ghana.74

 The Liberian truth commission, in partnership with the Georgia Institute 
of Technology, has been at the vanguard of efforts to use new technologies 
to increase the participation of poor and displaced persons and members of 
the diaspora in truth-telling processes. The Liberian commission boasted the 
“world’s first truly interactive TRC web site,” which could be used by mem-
bers of the public to submit formal statements, upload news and memori-
als, and even apply for amnesty. Videos of the truth commission proceed-
ings are also available to watch online, and a Mobile Story Exchange System 
that traveled around the country was used to record and share statements.75 
In the abstract, these innovations may cost-effectively facilitate the participa-
tion of refugees and IDPs. However, serious hurdles and concerns remain. 
First, many displaced and impoverished Liberians who could hypothetically 
benefit from these tools lack access to computers and Internet services. Sec-
ond, the use of technology to gather statements raises important concerns 
about the protection of witnesses, defamation, the blurring of lines between 
official and unofficial truth-telling initiatives, and the “dehumanization” of 
truth-telling processes.76 Indeed, Liberians and Sierra Leoneans have proved 
very hesitant or simply unable to use the online testimony mechanisms devel-
oped by their national truth commissions. Despite “extensive pretesting, out-
reach to diaspora communities and security guarantees, the [Liberian Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission’s] online statement taking generated only a 
few statements. . . . The Sierra Leone web-based statement process generated 
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none,” demonstrating that “even in today’s tech-savvy environment personal 
interaction remains the most powerful tool for investigating human rights 
violations.”77

 Despite the limitations of these high-tech tools, the Liberian commission 
nonetheless stands out for its innovative efforts to develop and execute a con-
certed diaspora engagement strategy, in cooperation with an overseas human 
rights NGO, the Advocates for Human Rights (the Advocates). Although the 
TRC had no official mandate for diaspora engagement, this partnership was 
highly successful, resulting in more than 1,600 statements taken from Libe-
rians living in the United States, the United Kingdom, and a refugee camp in 
Ghana, as well as in official public hearings in the United States. The diaspora 
project raised its own funds and published its own report, A House with Two 
Rooms, and also fed its findings into the official report of the Liberian TRC. The 
commission was motivated to engage the diaspora because Liberians living 
overseas were believed to have played a pivotal role in starting and financing 
the conflict, and because the commissioners were optimistic that the diaspora 
could help fund reparations for survivors. Indeed, the final report of the truth 
commission recommended that Liberians living overseas donate at least one 
dollar a month to the Reparations Truth Fund, “as the beginning of [their] 
contribution as citizens of Liberia to the economic and social development of 
their motherland.”78 This process yielded recommendations of special inter-
est to those outside Liberia, such as formal acceptance of dual citizenship and 
allowing diaspora members to vote in national elections. The process also 
underlined the importance of truth commissions not adhering too tightly to 
definitions of refugees and IDPs when they set out to engage the displaced. 
Although refugees and IDPs should generally be defined as important catego-
ries of victims to be engaged in truth-telling processes, it is important to recog-
nize that those who leave a war-torn country on a largely voluntary basis—for 
example, to pursue education or economic opportunities—may also be nega-
tively affected by the conflict in their state of origin and may thus have a strong 
stake in the success of truth commissions. Since refugees and IDPs are known 
to have experienced human rights violations, when commissions have limited 
resources for engaging with uprooted or nonresident populations, it may be 
broadly advisable to focus first and foremost on reaching out to these groups. 
Nevertheless, developing a holistic strategy that could engage Liberians who 
migrated for a variety of reasons proved effective in this case and has already 
sparked the interest of Zimbabwean, Somali, and Kenyan diaspora groups 
who wish to build on the Liberian diaspora project’s approach to advancing 
truth-telling processes in their own countries.79
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 Taken in total, these initiatives demonstrate that there is considerable scope 
for creativity and innovation with a view to facilitating the engagement of dis-
placed persons in the work of truth commissions. Relatively modest initial out-
reach efforts have given way to thoughtful and sophisticated initiatives such as 
the Liberian diaspora project; however, further steps are needed to make truth 
commissions more accessible and responsive to the concerns of displaced 
persons. First, there is a need for more strategic assistance to facilitate forced 
migrants’ participation, such as small grants to enable travel to truth commis-
sion sessions and more satellite hearings in refugee camps and diaspora com-
munities. There is also a need for more tailored outreach efforts that explain 
the purpose of truth commissions and how displaced persons may participate. 
Effectively facilitating the participation of displaced persons and substantively 
addressing forced migration as a human rights violation requires knowledge 
of both the transitional justice process and the dynamics of displaced and 
host communities. More strategic use of intermediaries who have in-depth 
knowledge of both truth-telling processes and displaced communities could 
advance the achievement of these goals. For example, displaced communities 
could nominate liaisons to represent their concerns, and they could be inte-
grated into the staff of the relevant truth commission. In nominating such liai-
son officers, it would be essential to ensure equitable representation of IDPs 
and refugees in different host states. Finally, there is room for greater innova-
tion in facilitating exchanges between refugees and IDPs who have met with 
some success in participating in past truth-telling processes and those who are 
struggling to be heard in contemporary efforts. By sharing their experiences 
and strategies, refugees and IDPs who have effectively engaged in transitional 
justice processes may inform and inspire their counterparts in other countries, 
giving them a clearer sense of what they may expect and demand.80

PARTICIPATION OF HUMANITARIAN, DEVELOPMENT, AND PEACEBUILDING 

ACTORS IN TRUTH-TELLING

Many of the agents most closely involved with displaced populations, includ-
ing humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding actors, have not histori-
cally been deeply involved in transitional justice processes such as truth com-
missions. As efforts to incorporate forced migration and displaced populations 
into the work of truth commissions become more systematic, these actors may 
have important roles to play in advising truth commissions on engaging refu-
gees and IDPs and addressing the substantive issues associated with displace-
ment. Because of concerns about maintaining neutrality and access to needy 
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populations, humanitarian actors such as the International Committee of the 
Red Cross have often been extremely reluctant to share information from 
the field with national and international criminal justice efforts. However, for 
some humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding organizations, sharing 
information with truth commissions on the scope and conditions of displace-
ment may be less problematic than cooperating with trials, as truth commis-
sions do not typically impose penalties on individual offenders and are there-
fore subject to less concerted opposition from authorities who may “punish” 
organizations by limiting access.
 Among humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding actors, the Office 
of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has played a particu-
larly important role in facilitating the work of truth commissions in a variety 
of post-conflict contexts. In Sierra Leone, the national truth commission and 
UNHCR worked together to facilitate refugees’ participation in the process.81 
In Timor-Leste, UNHCR and other actors such as the International Organiza-
tion for Migration cooperated with the CAVR on efforts to promote return, 
reintegration, and reconciliation, a natural fit in light of the CAVR’s mandate to 
support the resolution of displacement.82 The insights UNHCR gained through 
these and other experiences have not yet been collected and integrated into 
the organization’s operational handbooks for post-conflict settings, but doing 
so could help ensure more systematic and effective support for truth-telling 
processes.83

 Beyond supporting formal truth commissions, humanitarian, peacebuild-
ing, and development actors may help facilitate so-called coexistence activi-
ties that bring together members of different ethnic groups in divided return 
communities, which may open up more informal truth-telling opportuni-
ties. For example, in Burundi UNHCR has been involved in establishing a 
new village called Muriza, which provides a place where displaced, landless 
Hutus and Tutsis may settle peacefully together. The hope is that providing a 
concrete example of how Hutus and Tutsis may live together will help set the 
stage for the successful operation of the national truth commission and tri-
bunal.84 UNHCR also supported a range of coexistence activities in Rwanda 
and Bosnia designed to bring together members of opposing groups in divided 
return communities. These activities often involved income-generating initia-
tives and bringing members of different groups together to socialize or pursue 
education in shared spaces. Research on coexistence and income-generating 
projects in Bosnia suggests that these activities may have a positive effect on 
reintegration and peacebuilding in return communities. Although they are not 
truth-telling initiatives per se, such projects can create “space for dialogue” that 
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can be used to generate deeper, shared understandings of what happened dur-
ing the war and may thus be complementary to more traditional transitional 
justice mechanisms such as truth commissions.85

 One of the positive potential outcomes for humanitarian, peacebuilding, 
and development actors of supporting truth-telling processes is the establish-
ment of an ethos of open discussion with different stakeholders, which may 
helpfully inform not only truth-telling efforts but also the design and imple-
mentation of durable solution strategies and projects intended to improve 
conditions in post-conflict communities. This development of a culture of 
dialogue was evident in Timor-Leste, yet experiences there also underlined the 
risk that community members may gradually develop a kind of discussion or 
reconciliation “fatigue,” resulting in a situation in which dialogue is simply a 
matter of form, rather than a meaningful exercise.86 Another risk is that par-
ticipation in decisionmaking and dialogue processes may be seen as a substi-
tute for tangible accomplishments in tackling critical challenges. For example, 
in Guatemala the leadership of the UN peacebuilding mission (MINUGUA) 
reflected that the “imperative on participation and consensus-building has at 
times slowed the implementation process, enabling the Government and other 
State institutions to evade their responsibilities and substitute dialogue for 
action.”87 If humanitarian, peacebuilding, and development actors already jug-
gling a range of complex demands are to be convinced to contribute to truth 
commissions, the proponents of these processes will need to demonstrate that 
such undertakings can move beyond just talk and have a significant positive 
effect on primary goals such as the resolution of displacement.

IMPLICATIONS OF TRUTH-TELLING FOR ENDING DISPLACEMENT

The Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons makes 
some commonsense arguments about the role of transitional justice mecha-
nisms such as truth commissions in resolving displacement:

Securing effective remedies for the violations . . . which caused displace-
ment, or which occurred during displacement, may have a major impact 
on prospects for durable solutions for IDPs. Failure to secure effective 
remedies for such violations may cause risks of further displacement, 
impede reconciliation processes, [or] create a prolonged sense of injus-
tice or prejudice among IDPs, and thereby undermine the achievement 
of durable solutions.88
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The Framework goes on to indicate:

In some situations, it is therefore necessary in order to achieve dura-
ble solutions to formally address past violations by holding perpetra-
tors accountable, providing victims with reparations in a formal sense, 
(including compensation), and/or providing information on the causes 
of displacement. This would be particularly important in cases where 
IDPs became victims of war crimes or crimes against humanity, where 
they remain at risk from the perpetrators of violations or abuse, or 
where they themselves feel that formal justice must be done to enable 
them to physically, socially and emotionally overcome their displace-
ment experience.89

Indeed, in addition to formal court proceedings and legal sanctions, truth 
commissions may play a valuable role in enabling refugees and IDPs to “over-
come their displacement experiences” and benefit from a durable solution, be 
it resettlement, local integration, or voluntary return. 
 Further empirical research is needed to fully explain the practical links 
between truth-telling processes and the resolution of different displacement 
situations. As a first step toward understanding the connections between these 
processes, my aim in this section is to consider the possible ways in which 
truth-telling initiatives may affect efforts to resolve displacement, and to reflect 
on how truth commissions may best contribute to this goal. Achieving durable 
solutions to displacement has not typically been an explicit goal of most tran-
sitional justice actors, who have more often adopted goals such as recogniz-
ing and redressing injustice and building social trust. However, it is clear that 
these goals may be intimately connected to the resolution of displacement, and 
in particular to the long-term sustainability of return and local integration. 
Realizing solutions such as return and reintegration may require that the nar-
ratives of host and displaced populations be recognized, as a first step toward 
kindling social trust among the members of divided or fragmented societies. 
For humanitarian, peacebuilding, and development actors, the possibility that 
initiatives such as truth commissions may contribute to the resolution of dis-
placement represents one of the most persuasive reasons to cooperate with 
transitional justice processes.

TRUTH-TELLING AND DURABLE SOLUTIONS

To the limited extent that humanitarian, peacebuilding, and development 
actors have considered the relationship between truth-telling and durable 
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solutions, they have tended to focus attention on the potential link between 
transitional justice and the “preferred” solution of voluntary return. This is evi-
dent in the work of UNHCR staffers90 and in the 2004 Report of the Secretary-
General on Transitional Justice and the Rule of Law.91 The Timorese CAVR is 
the sole truth commission to date to explicitly support the resolution of dis-
placement; its efforts in this regard focused predominantly on supporting 
return and reintegration in displaced persons’ communities of origin. By facili-
tating a local process through which perpetrators of “less serious” violations 
could acknowledge their crimes, carry out reparative acts identified by the 
community, and then return home, the CAVR contributed to resolving the dis-
placement of both former militia members and refugees,92 including approxi-
mately ten thousand former militia members and low-level offenders dis-
placed in West Timor. At the same time, the participatory nature of the process 
and the fact that it was rooted in traditional customs arguably strengthened 
governance structures at the local level, which in turn facilitated reintegration 
and community reconstruction processes. Unfortunately, the CAVR’s focus 
on supporting return and reintegration, which the political leadership saw as 
imperative to the stability of the fledgling state, effectively deprioritized other 
goals, such as ensuring accountability for sexual and gender-based violence.93 
This underlines the difficulty of ensuring that no elements of truth commis-
sion mandates are sacrificed when these institutions become involved in the 
complex task of supporting durable solutions to displacement.
 The potential links between truth-telling, resettlement, and local integra-
tion have received even less attention than the connections between truth-
telling and return, though truth-telling processes may also have an important 
role to play in making these solutions viable and acceptable for displaced com-
munities. Reflecting on the longstanding displacement of the Palestinian refu-
gees, Rashid Khalidi argues that solutions for the refugees “must be grounded 
in the difficult process of accepting the truth. This includes both the truth 
about what happened in 1948 and the truth about what is attainable [sixty] 
years later.”94 In cases such as the Palestinian refugee situation, truth-telling 
processes may perhaps lead to recognition of the refugees’ narratives and their 
claim in principle, if not in practice, to their lost lands. This type of recognition 
is perceived by many observers to be essential to unlocking this entrenched 
conflict. Such acts of truth-telling and recognition may make it more socially 
acceptable for the refugees to accept durable solutions other than repatria-
tion to their original homes, such as moving to a newly independent Palestin-
ian state or remaining in host states such as Jordan. Acknowledgment of the 
refugees’ narrative and rights claims (again, in principle if not in practice) may 
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also increase their willingness to accept compensation in lieu of restitution, in 
amounts that Israel can realistically finance.95 
 Truth-telling may also facilitate the equitable integration of refugees into 
host societies while durable solutions are being negotiated. For example, the 
Lebanese-Palestinian Dialogue Committee (LPDC) is a high-level initiative 
launched in 2005 with a view to reforming the country’s longstanding poli-
cies of discrimination against the Palestinian refugees sheltered within its bor-
ders. While not a truth commission, the LPDC is based on the recognition that 
regardless of the duration of the refugees’ stay in Lebanon, dialogue is needed 
to improve community relations. The LPDC dialogue focuses on critical for-
ward-looking issues such as arms control, livelihoods, and conditions in the 
camps, but it is premised on the acknowledgment of historical and contem-
porary truths about the relationship between the refugees and their host state, 
such as the fact that

the living conditions of the refugees within the camps are dire and 
unacceptable, and that the lack of opportunities available to the refu-
gees is an impediment to their welfare and their right to live a dignified 
and prosperous life under the rule of law. . . . By recognizing this we 
have turned a new leaf on a difficult and painful past full of mistakes on 
all sides and for which both the Lebanese and Palestinians have paid too 
high a price. We are looking towards a brighter future under the rule of 
law for all people living on Lebanese soil.96

These examples suggest that truth-telling processes may facilitate the real-
ization of durable solutions to displacement in a variety of ways. First, truth-
telling processes may acknowledge and affirm displaced persons’ narratives 
and experiences. Such acknowledgment and acceptance may make it more 
socially and politically acceptable for refugees to choose solutions other than 
a return to their original homes (which in many cases have been occupied 
by other families for decades), and may improve relations between displaced 
persons and their neighbors, whether in host or return communities. This is 
particularly important in cases where animosity toward refugees and IDPs 
has developed among the nondisplaced, who may feel betrayed by those who 
escaped, leaving them to bear the brunt of the conflict.97 Second, truth-telling 
processes may improve relations between displaced persons and their states. 
Formal recognition of the wrongs endured by refugees and IDPs may help 
reposition the displaced as full, rights-bearing members of the political com-
munity whose claims for protection and assistance must be taken seriously and 
treated equitably.98 Such reform of relations between the state and its displaced 
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citizens is essential to ensuring that solutions to displacement are truly dura-
ble. Third, by producing recommendations relevant to the pursuit of durable 
solutions, truth commission reports can support efforts to resolve displace-
ment in accordance with respect for human rights. For example, by developing 
recommendations on issues such as housing, land distribution, and property 
restitution, truth commission reports can help ensure that refugees, IDPs, and 
returnees can access resources and services essential to rebuilding their lives. 
Even when truth commissions do not specifically address forced migration or 
engage displaced populations, recommendations on issues such as security 
sector reform, lustration, and equal rights for marginalized and minority citi-
zens may be highly significant for displaced persons. Like their nondisplaced 
conationals, refugees and IDPs have vested interests in broad processes of state 
reform and accountability, and not only in targeted responses to the problem 
of displacement.
 Truth-telling processes often fail to contribute to the pursuit of durable 
solutions because of a lack of equitable participation of displaced populations 
in truth-telling initiatives, lackluster political commitment to implementing 
truth commission recommendations, and poor timing. Truth commissions 
often do their work after large-scale return or resettlement has already begun, 
thus reducing their potential positive influence on early phases of the durable 
solutions process, though they may still contribute to reintegration and rec-
onciliation processes in return communities. Indeed, the potential positive 
effects of truth-telling processes may have on the resolution of displacement 
are most likely to pertain to the long-term, sustainable (re)integration of dis-
placed persons.99 Nonetheless, better timing of transitional justice initiatives, 
including the prompt creation of truth commissions, could potentially aug-
ment their positive effects on the pursuit of durable solutions.
 Truth-telling processes, traditionally focused on the nation as a whole, 
could arguably further increase their effectiveness by more concertedly 
examining the regional dynamics of conflict and displacement and engaging 
a wider range of actors from across the affected region. Although reforming 
the state and increasing citizens’ ability to trust their government are vital 
goals that require a strong focus on the role of the state and its agents in con-
flict and human rights abuses, many recent and ongoing protracted displace-
ment crises in areas such as the Balkans in Europe and the Great Lakes region 
of Africa have a definitively regional character, with a wide range of govern-
ments, non-state actors, and agencies involved in instigating displacement and 
perpetrating abuses against the displaced.100 In many of these cases, the dis-
placed themselves represent important regional actors who may be involved 
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in transborder political movements, economic networks, and armed conflicts. 
While the barriers to effective regional transitional justice processes are formi-
dable, expanding truth-telling processes to engage and take into account the 
role of actors throughout the region may be an important step toward increas-
ing the relevance of these processes for the displaced and may be particularly 
important when the displaced are likely to integrate locally, rather than return 
to their countries of origin.101

 As has already been discussed, truth commissions can also negatively affect 
efforts to resolve displacement by fostering competition between groups, par-
ticularly when the recommendations are expected to translate into tangible 
benefits, and by identifying the displaced as victims, which may lead them to 
develop unrealistic expectations of the process. Furthermore, in some con-
texts, public truth-telling about past injustices is not inherently valuable or 
meaningful. Speaking about past wrongs and grievances may be deeply dis-
turbing for survivors and may generate anger and even violence on the part of 
perpetrators who oppose the truth-telling process. If the narratives produced 
by national truth commissions do not reflect displaced persons’ own concep-
tions of the truth, the entire process may be alienating, resulting in greater dis-
enfranchisement of the displaced from the political community, rather than 
the reestablishment of refugees and IDPs as respected, rights-bearing citizens. 
Similarly, if the truth-telling process is geared toward promoting a particular 
durable solution such as return, rather than opening up a range of choices to 
refugees and IDPs regarding the resolution of displacement, the process may 
ultimately be frustrating and disempowering, rather than helping to mend rela-
tions and restore to the displaced a stronger degree of control over their lives.

INSIGHTS FROM CASES WITHOUT FORMAL TRUTH-TELLING PROCESSES

In considering the potential impact of truth commissions on the resolution of 
displacement, it is also important to reflect on cases where there has been no 
official truth-telling process. For example, peacebuilding and the resolution 
of displacement in Mozambique is widely considered to have been a success, 
despite the fact that the egregious atrocities that characterized the war and 
prompted the massive uprooting of the civilian population were not tackled 
head on by formal national or international institutions. Edward Green and 
Alcinda Honwana argue that in the Mozambican cultural context, “to talk and 
recall the past is not necessarily seen as a prelude to healing or diminishing 
pain. Indeed, it is often believed to open the space for the malevolent forces to 
intervene.”102 In a similar vein, a detailed UNHCR study on the Mozambican 
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repatriation operation concluded that “despite the intensity of the Mozam-
bican conflict, the many atrocities which took place during the war and the 
enormous amount of social dislocation which it generated, there has been a 
remarkable absence of revenge and recrimination since the conflict came to 
an end. While War Crimes Tribunals and Truth Commissions may have an 
important role to play in other war-torn societies, the Mozambican experi-
ence demonstrates that some communities may be capable of reconciliation 
without such formal structures.”103 This is not to say that there was no redress 
process in post-conflict Mozambique. In this instance, redress was typically 
mediated at the local level, where, Carolyn Nordstrom argues, Mozambicans 
fought an extraordinary “war against violence” by creatively drawing on spiri-
tual traditions and indigenous medicine to treat, in the words of a Mozambi-
can curandeiro (traditional healer), the “rash on the soul” caused by conflict.104 
Although these traditional approaches did not necessarily involve explicitly 
articulating the nature and scope of past abuses, in some cases they nonethe-
less had an important truth-telling function, as it was through these traditions 
that community members were able to recognize and come to terms with leg-
acies of violence and reintegrate former community members, including per-
petrators and displaced survivors of egregious human rights violations such 
as rape. There are, however, inevitable limitations to customary approaches to 
promoting post-conflict reconciliation and dealing with the legacy of war. Reli-
gious or spiritual reconciliation rituals do not resonate universally, and many 
Mozambicans cannot simply “erase” their traumatic memories, as customary 
practices often require.105 In the longer term, a lack of formal recognition of 
the crimes that took place during the war may also foster denial and further 
social unrest, suggesting that room may remain for formal truth-telling pro-
cesses in Mozambique.106

 In other cases such as Bosnia, where there has been no official truth-telling 
process and where war crimes trials are criticized as far removed from the real-
ity of local citizens, the negative implications for the pursuit of reconciliation 
and durable solutions to displacement have been stark. Minority returnees 
have been subject to attacks and rampant discrimination, as well as flagrant 
denial or even celebration of the violations inflicted on them. For example, the 
Serb-run concentration camp of Trnopolji has reverted to being a primary 
school. However, local Serbs rescheduled the school’s annual celebrations to 
commemorate the day Trnopolji was transformed into a camp and invited 
former Bosniak prisoners to attend the party, underscoring the persistent ani-
mosity between Serb residents and Bosniak returnees.107 Establishing a truth 
commission for Bosnia would not necessarily have avoided these cruelties, 
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but by challenging ethno-nationalist myths and explicitly denouncing the 
intercommunal violence that characterized the war, a truth commission could 
potentially make such malicious actions less socially acceptable. Even today, 
years after the large-scale return of displaced persons to Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, an official renunciation of the atrocities that took place at Trnopolji could 
embolden some of the more open-minded locals to reach out to their neigh-
bors, thus advancing the ongoing process of reintegration.

CONCLUSION

More research is required to fully understand the links between truth-telling 
processes, accountability for forced migration, and the resolution of displace-
ment. While many past truth commissions have not investigated forced migra-
tion as a human rights violation, this issue is gradually being incorporated 
into the work of these institutions. Furthermore, important steps have been 
taken to facilitate the participation of refugees and IDPs in truth commission 
activities at all stages of the process. Nevertheless, an ad hoc approach persists 
both to addressing forced migration as a substantive concern and to engaging 
displaced persons in truth-telling processes; significant obstacles remain to be 
overcome to ensure that truth commissions respond to displacement as effec-
tively as possible.
 First, there is a need to raise awareness among transitional justice actors 
of the importance of incorporating displacement into truth commission man-
dates, reports, and recommendations and the value of making truth-telling 
processes accessible to displaced and diaspora populations. Second, a more 
systematic approach is required to engaging humanitarian, peacebuilding, 
and development actors that are closely involved with displaced populations 
in the work of truth commissions; compiling and communicating the lessons 
that organizations such as UNHCR have learned in the course of their involve-
ment with truth-telling processes would be an important first step toward 
more informed, consistent, and effective engagement of these actors. Third, 
more concerted, tailored efforts are needed to inform displaced populations 
of truth-telling processes and support their involvement. Mechanisms such 
as satellite hearings and the use of truth commission investigators to collect 
testimony in displaced persons’ camps represent important steps in this direc-
tion; other potentially positive steps could include appointing liaisons from 
displaced communities to work directly on the staff of national truth com-
missions. Fourth, more information sharing is needed on a range of levels, 
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between international transitional justice experts, national truth commission 
staff, civil society advocates, and displaced populations who have participated 
directly in truth-telling processes. Exchanges between these actors should 
ensure that insights gained through the work of truth commissions are incor-
porated into contemporary efforts, rather than leaving new initiatives to rein-
vent the wheel.
 Fifth, where possible, truth-telling initiatives and other transitional jus-
tice processes involving displaced populations should be designed and imple-
mented in a harmonized manner, ideally with a view toward supporting dura-
ble solutions to displacement. For example, property restitution, a matter of 
critical concern to refugees and IDPs, is often managed through administra-
tive mass claims processes that do not give displaced claimants or secondary 
occupants the opportunity to express their perspectives or concerns. While 
this leads to greater efficiency in processing claims, it arguably cuts short 
opportunities to use the property restitution process as a vehicle for interper-
sonal or communal reconciliation. Addressing land claims issues through the 
work of truth commissions may create a valuable opportunity for stakehold-
ers to air their grievances and generate some degree of consensus around the 
legitimacy of different claims and productive approaches to post-conflict land 
reform (although land issues tend to be complicated and highly contentious, 
so there is a risk of this leading not to consensus but division, depending on 
how the matter is handled). Similarly, high-level tribunals may be used in con-
cert with grassroots conflict resolution techniques, such as those pioneered by 
the CAVR to support the resolution of displacement by permanently removing 
war criminals from return communities while enabling low-level offenders to 
make amends for their actions upon returning to their homes.108 Truth com-
mission recommendations should also be closely connected to lustration poli-
cies, which ensure that the architects of large-scale displacement and human 
rights violations cannot access positions of power from which they could 
repeat their crimes.
 These recommendations represent only a small fraction of the ways in 
which truth commissions could more effectively engage with displacement. 
Making good on them is admittedly challenging, because of competing pri-
orities and limited financial resources and capacity in post-conflict environ-
ments, as well as the difficulty of timing transitional justice processes so that 
they effectively support efforts to resolve displacement. Truth commissions 
are often established after large-scale return processes have already taken 
place and thus may not have any effect on the early and volatile stages of the 
reintegration process. However, pursuing accountability for forced migra-
tion, supporting reconciliation, and crafting solutions to displacement are 
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long-term, nonlinear processes.109 Even if their work unfolds years after gov-
ernments have declared displacement crises to be resolved, truth commissions 
may still affect ongoing reintegration and settlement processes. Perhaps one 
of the thorniest unresolved questions surrounding the timing of transitional 
justice initiatives is how truth-telling processes may contribute to the reso-
lution of longstanding conflicts and protracted displacement. Cases such as 
the Colombian IDP and Palestinian refugee situations will arguably never be 
resolved until the protagonists accept or at least recognize displaced persons’ 
narratives of injustice and struggle. These cases bring the contentious, chang-
ing nature of “truth” into sharp relief and underscore the critical importance 
of having realistic expectations of the contributions truth commissions may 
make to resolving displacement: these institutions may play a pivotal role in 
denouncing past injustices and establishing inclusive national narratives, but 
they will never be able to establish universally accepted truths or tell the full 
stories of the suffering and resilience of refugees, IDPs, and other survivors of 
war and atrocity. Yet despite these challenges and limitations, it is increasingly 
clear that including forced migration in truth commission mandates and creat-
ing space for displaced persons to share their experiences promises to enrich 
the work of these institutions and may in turn enhance their contributions to 
peace and reconciliation.
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