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Macedonia: fear prevents remaining
IDPs from returning home

Macedonia has been regarded as a “ success story” for having achieved the fastest
returns of people displaced by conflict in the Balkans. Over 95 per cent of the people
uprooted during the brief but intense conflict between ethnic Albanian armed groups
and Macedonian security forcesin 2001 have been able to return. But the achievement
of large-scale return conceals the persistent division between the ethnic communities
and the failure of returnees to reintegrate socially and economically. And while inci-
dents of serious violence remain isolated, returnees continue to face underlying pres-
sure to leave areas where they are a minority. In total the conflict, which ended with
the signing o the Ohrid Peace Agreement in August 2001, displaced over 170,000
people, of which 7,000 were internally displaced. For the majority of the nearly
2,700 who remain internally displaced the fear of security threats is preventing them
from going home. However, with the completion of the reconstruction of their homes,
a number of internally displaced people (IDPs) are expected to return in 2004. To en-
sure the success of returns in the country, it is necessary that the national authorities
and the international community continue to monitor the needs of the remaining dis-
placed population, support their right to return or provide alternative durable solu-
tions.
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Background and main causes of
displacement

I nter-ethnic tensions between ethnic Ma-
cedonians and ethnic Albanians in the
Former Yugosav Republic of Mace
donia (hereinafter Macedonia) culmi-
nated in violent corflict in 2001
Amongst the Macedonian population,
some 25 per cent are ethnic Albanian,
while some 64 per cent are ethnic Mace-
donian (FRC 5 February 2004). Rela-
tions between the two groups were
marked by geographic, economic and
socia separation (IHF 8 June 2001). The
conflict erupted when an ethnic Alba
nian armed opposition group, the Na
tional Albanian Liberation Army (NLA),
took control of the village of Tanusevci
on the Kosovo border. The NLA shared
with ethnic Albanian political parties the
goa of achieving equal political, social,
economic and cultural rights for ethnic
Albanians, ncluding the recognition of
Albanian as an officia language and the
revison of the Congtitution which re-
ferred to Macedonia as the state of the
Macedonian people (Al 30 May 2002).

Between February and August 2001
fighting between ethnic Albanian armed
groups and Macedonian security forces
resulted in the displacement of over
170,000 people of which approximately
74,000 were internally displaced
(UNHCR 2003). Along with the fight-
ing, widespread human rights abuses
were reported (Al 1 September 2001).
Peace was established with the Frame-
work Agreement signed in Ohrid on 13
August 2001 which provided for in
creased rights to ethnic minority groups
and set out the framework for the return
of the displaced population (OCHA
March 2002).
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Estimates in early 2004 indicate that
there are a total of 2,678 IDPs in the
country of which approximately 42% are
ethnic Albanian, 37% ethnic Macedo-
nian, 17% Serb, and the remaining Roma
and Bosniac (ICRC 11 February 2004;
UNHCR 16 February 2004).

Large-scale return

Macedonia has been regarded as a “ suc-
cess story” for having achieved the fast-
et returns in the Bakans (ICG 23
October 2003; UNHCR 16 February
2004). Over 95 per cent of the people
uprooted during the conflict have been
able to return (OCHA 31 December
2002).

IDP figures between August 2001 and
January 2004

August 2001 74,000
31 October 2001 50,000
15 January 2002 21,200
1 September 2002 16,351
1 January 2003 9,442
1 April 2003 9,442
1 July 2003 6,060
1 October 2003 3,154
1 December 2003 3,154
1 January 2004 2,678

(Sources: UNHCR/ICRC/IFRC)

A closer analysis of the situation, how-
ever, suggests that the achievement of
large-scale return conceals the persistent
polarisation of ethnic communities and
the failure of returnees to reintegrate o-
cialy and economically. Although acts
of serious violence remain isolated, e
turnees continue to face underlying pres-
sure to leave areas where they are a
minority. Numerous acts of nter-ethnic
vandalism, harassment and violence
were reported in 2003 (ICG 23 October
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2003, EC Delegation FYROM/IMG 7
November 2003). For instance, in Opag,
in the Kumanovo area, 46 reconstructed
houses had been looted in 2003 (Reality
Macedonia 28 May 2003). Unemploy-
ment, poverty and an insecure economy,
particularly in rura areas, also serve to
aggravate inter-ethnic relations as well
as constitute barriers to return (OCHA
31 December 2002; ICRC January
2004).

For the small number of remaining IDPs
it seems that their most immediate con
cern, when it comes to return, is personal
security. According to ICRC statistics,
66 per cent of IDPs have expressed an
inability or unwillingness to return to
their homes of origin due to a perceived
or rea fear for their physical security
(ICRC 11 February 2004). There have
been cases of displaced people being
afraid of staying in their homes over-
night and only visiting their homes dur-
ing the day (ICRC January 2004). The
feeling of vulnerability is evident in the
common practice amongst minorities of
selling their property in former conflict
areas rather than returning (ICG 23 Oc-
tober 2003; Southeast European Times 2
June 2003). ICRC statistics also suggest
that return for approximately 34 per cent
of IDPs has been hampered by high
number of destroyed or damaged houses
(ICRC 11 February 2004).

The total number of IDPs is expected to
decrease in 2004 with the further rehe-
bilitation and reconstruction of damaged
or destroyed houses. Based on planned
reconstruction, it B anticipated that -
proximately 300 IDPs from Aracinovo
and Skopska Crna Gora region (Brest)
and 200 IDPs from central Macedonia
will be able to return in 2004. However,
there are indications that between 1,400-
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1,700 IDPs from the villages of Araci-
novo, Matejce and Opae (Skopje and
Kumanovo region) and Radusha and Te-
tovo town may continue to refuse to re-
turn to their villages for reasons which
include physical security and inadequate
socio-economic infrastructure (ICRC 11
February 2004).

Of the total rumber of registered IDPs,
1640 are being sheltered by host fami-
lies, and 1038 live in collective centres
(ICRC 11 February 2004; UNHCR 16
February 2004). The national Ombuds-
man has expressed concern that living
conditions for IDPs in collective centres
are unsatisfactory. The Ombudsman’s
report highlights, in particular, difficul-
ties IDPs have faced in accessing health-
care as well as the inadequate hygiene in
collective centres (Ombudsman of
FYROM 13 October 2003).

National response

Under the Ohrid peace agreement the
national authorities are responsible for
implementing the right of the displaced
to return to their homes within the short-
est time-frame possible and to conplete
an action plan for the rehabilitation and
reconstruction of areas dfected by the
hostilities. The Macedonian authorities
have largely supported the right of IDPs
to return and implemented most of the
legal reforms required by the Framework
Agreement (USIP 30 November 2002).

Some organisations, however, have ex-
pressed concern that national authorities
have employed forcible policies to has-
ten the return process of the displaced
populations to restore the pre-conflict
ethnic composition of the communities
(IHF 24 June 2003; HCHR 7 March
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2003). The government has also been
criticised for faling to satisfy minimal
conditions for the return of IDPs, includ-
ing ensuring physical safety in return
areas (IHF 24 June 2003).

International response

The international community responded
rapidly to the needs of the displaced in
Macedonia during and immediately after
the conflict in 2001. The UN continues
to maintain a significant presence in the
country, supporting the implementation
of the peace agreement, and democratic
and legd reforms. A strong interre-
tiona monitoring effort by NATO ard
EU peacekeeping and police forces has
also improved the overall security situa
tion in the courtry.

The main humanitarian actor during the
conflict was the I nternational Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC), which pro-
vided immediate relief and assistance to
the displaced and resident populations.
Until June 2003, the ICRC assisted IDPs
with the regular delivery of food and
non-food items. The ICRC continued to
provide basic assistance to IDPs in col-
lective centres until August 2003. Other
international actors including UNHCR,
UNICEF, UNDP, WFP, WHO, IOM,
FAO, the European Commission and
numerous NGOs have provided a range
of services to IDPs including food and
non-food items, health and psycho-social
support, rehabilitation and reconstruction
assistance. The European Commission
and the Internationa Management
Group have been the primary actors in-
volved in the implementation of housing
reconstruction and rehabilitation. The
UN strategy outlined continued support
to IDPs in 2003, on the bass that the
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displaced population was identified as a
vulnerable group in need of protection,
humanitarian and rehabilitation assis-
tance (OCHA 31 December 2002).

The return process has largely been pos-
sible due to the presence of the interre-
tiona community, particularly in the
maintenance of security and the disar-
mament process. Security measures ini-
tiated by NATO in September 2001 were
largely shifted to EU police and peace-
keeping forces in March and December
2003. In 2003, UNDP assisted local ar
thorities in a 45-day weapors amnesty
programme which resulted in the hargd-
ing over of 7,500 weapons (DPA 16 De-
cember 2003). The OSCE and the EU,
among others, have also undertaken pro-
grammes, as directed by the Framework
Agreement, to ensure that the composi-
tion of the police forces reflect the
make-up of Macedonia; to provide trairn
ing and assistance to the police; and to
support confidence-building measures.

With improved security and large-scale
return, most organisations have, since
the end of 2003, phased out assistance to
IDPs. The focus of the international
community in the country has shifted
from relief ad to longer-term develop-
ment. The ICRC plans to continue to
support the most vulnerable among the
remaining IDPs in 2004 with income-
generating projects. The ICRC pro-
gramme is designed to meet the current
needs of the displaced population, by
providing livelihood support, in the tran-
sition phase between humanitarian assis-
tance and development (ICRC January
2004).

To ensure the success of returns in the
country, it is necessary that the national
authorities and the international commu-
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nity continue to monitor the needs of the
remaining displaced population, support
their right to return or provide alternative
durable solutions.

Note: The full country profile is avail-
able online at www.idpproject.org.
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About the Global IDP Project

The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1998 at the
request of the United Nations, is the leading international body monitoring internal dis-
placement worldwide.

Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25
million people around the globe, who have been displaced within their own country as a
result of conflicts or human rights violations.

The Global IDP Project runs an online database providing comprehensive and frequently
updated information and analysis on internal displacement in over 50 countries.

It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for
durable solutions to the plight of the interrally displaced in line with international star+
dards.

For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website at www.idpproject.org.
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