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Abstract 
Since the beginning of the conflict in 1958, Colombia has seen seven million of 

its population become internally displaced. Far from solving this issue, the peace 
agreement of 2016 seems to have increased this number. New solutions need to be 
implemented to ease the crisis. 
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Introduction 

Between 1958 and 20121, the conflict in Colombia caused the deaths of 220,000 
people, of whom 80% were civilians. Moreover, seven million have become “internally displaced 
persons”2, which is much lesser known. This situation is the result of criminal and violent groups’ 
activities across the country, fighting for territorial and ideological motives (a mixture of rural 
preoccupations and Marxism-Leninism). The main groups are the leftist guerrillas such as the 
FARC (Fuerzas armadas revolucionarias de Colombia, Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia), the ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional, National Liberation Army), and the 
paramilitary groups shaped as “special vigilance and private security services” as a response to 
the guerrillas3. The economic and political interests of not only the armed actors but also of 
companies prompted the violence that led to mass displacements.4 The violence was also 
perpetuated due to the involvement of armed actors in drug-trafficking and other criminal 
activities.  

In this paper, the following will be examined: how organised crime and violent groups 
have forced the Colombian population to displace internally, how the 2016 Peace Agreement 
was set up to help them, and what more needs to be done. 

A long history of violence 

Colombian society (as many of its neighbours) has long been extremely unequal: the 
elite retains political and economic power, whilst the poor are excluded. Furthermore, Afro-
Caribbean minorities are marginalised and rural areas have long been neglected. In 1948, a civil 
war broke out following the assassination of the leader of the liberal party. At the end of the 
Violencia, in 1953, a new political system was born: the Frente Nacional, which hoped to put in 
place precise parity for all positions and to institutionalise an alternation between the two main 
parties5. 

In the meantime, a group of farmers, under the lead of the Communist Party, created the 
FARC in 19646 (also known as FARC-EP, with EP standing for ‘Ejército del Pueblo’, i.e. ‘Army 
of the People’). Rural preoccupations combined with the ideology of Marxism-Leninism 
mobilised the creation of FARC.  Quite quickly, the group discovered the financial benefits of 
drug trafficking, especially of cocaine, and engaged in it as a method to finance themselves. 
They also resorted to kidnapping as a source of funding7. 

 
1 Guillaume Lasconjarias, “Colombie : la longue marche vers la paix ?”, Politique étrangère, no. 3 (2016/3) : 38. 
260,000 people had been killed by March 2019 according to Helen Murphy and Carlos Vargas, “Colombian 
Duque’s bid to change peace deal rattles sabers, but war unlikely”, Reuters, March 17, 2019. 
2 Murphy Vargas, “Colombian Duque’s bid.” 
3 Jacobo Grajales, “Private Security and Paramilitarism in Colombia: Governing in the Midst of Violence”, 
Journal of Politics in Latin America, 9, no. 3 (2017): 28. 
4 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya! Colombia: Memorias de guerra y dignidad, Informe general del 
Grupo de Memoria Histórica (2016): 71. 
5 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 39. 
6 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 39-40. 
7 Grajales, “Private Security”, 32. 
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 What is more, the FARC, being an heir of the Colombian culture of political violence, 
gave prominence to armed conflict. Contrary to what many believed, the end of the Cold War 
and the fall of the communist bloc did not weaken their position, nor did it change the group’s 
modes of actions and political programme8. 

Until 2002, the political authorities were completely paralysed, due to the complexity 
and the multiplicity of issues they are facing9. Failed attempts, such as the La Uribe Agreements 
of 1984, which gave the guerrillas the possibility of participating in Colombian politics, 
increased support for a military solution within both the government and the FARC.  

In 2000, Plan Colombia was born: the country’s “spreading lawlessness and seeming 
near-collapse of democratic governance”10 worried the United States. The US government was 
in fiscal surplus, and the Colombian population was increasingly angry: 1 million Colombians 
had joined a “No más” (“No more”) march against the FARC in October 199911. The Plan lasted 
until 2015, and has evolved further since the 2016 Peace Agreement. Between 2000 and 
2016, the US spent nearly $10 billion on the initiative”12. Although the original Colombian 
version gave importance to development and social priorities, the “Plan” focused mostly on 
military assistance to fight against drugs – this paradox is key to understand the issue.  

The effects on the population 

The consequence for the population of both the conflict and the military repression has 
been violence. In 1999 alone, the Colombian Ministry of Defence evaluated “nearly 2,000 
terrorist acts and more than 3,000 kidnappings”13. Between 1958 and 2015, more than 25,000 
people have disappeared, including the “falsos positivos” (around 4,300 civilians were killed, 
who were falsely announced as guerrillas by some units of the army to receive awards such as 
a bonus or leave)14. 

This situation pushed numerous Colombians, many from the middle-class, to leave their 
homes: over 700,000 migrants and asylum seekers between 1995 and 2000. As Michael 
Shifter writes, “despite the sharp drop in killings and kidnappings nationwide, the human rights 
situation in Colombia barely improved in some conflict zones”15. In the meantime, “the number 
of internally displaced persons (IDPs)—among the world’s highest—remained essentially 
unchanged.”16 By 2012, about four million people had been forcibly displaced in Colombia, 
according to the Organisation Insight Crime17.  

 
8 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 41. 
9 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 41. 
10 Michael Shifter, “Plan Colombia: A Retrospective”, Americas Quarterly (Summer 2012). 
11 Shifter, “Plan Colombia”. 
12 Claire Felter and Danielle Renwick, “Colombia’s Civil Conflict”, Council on Foreign Relations, January 11, 
2017. 
13 Shifter, “Plan Colombia”. 
14 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 38. 
15 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 38. 
16 Lasconjarias, “Colombie”, 38. 
17 Insight Crime, The New Face of Forced Displacement in Latin America, 25th September 2012. 
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As explained in the report ¡Basta Ya! by the National Centre for Historic Memory, forced 
displacement affected 97% of the national territory, although not homogeneously: 139 
municipalities registered 74% of the displaced persons, out of the 1116 that registered 
population expulsions18. 

These displacements were caused by economic and political interests, on part of the 
armed actors but also companies.19 The two seem to be closely related, as revealed by a 2018 
report written by Dejusticia, a Colombian think tank and summarised by Insight Crime. 
Dejusticia examined how private groups financed paramilitary groups, mainly to protect 
themselves against guerrillas. However, some private groups went one step further and 
benefitted directly from violent action on part of the paramilitary20. According to Adriaan 
Alsema, “most of Colombia’s internally displaced people (IDP) were displaced between 1995 
and 2008, when far-right paramilitary forces embarked on a territorial expansion and usurped 
the lands that were abandoned by the locals”21. This is further confirmed by the ¡Basta Ya! 
report, which adds the deficiencies of the demobilisation processes of 2005, the regrouping 
and rearming of some of the demobilised men, the military offensive for territorial recuperation 
by the state, and the indiscriminate spread of antipersonnel mines by the FARC as other 
reasons for this increase in displacement22. The lands were then occupied, bought for cheap 
prices, or sometimes taken and their possession formalised afterwards. The scorched earth 
tactic was applied by paramilitary groups and was another reason for displacement. In some 
municipalities, the violence was so extreme that the number of inhabitants decreased from 
25,000 to 5,000; and villages disappeared under vegetation after being abandoned23.  

Undeniably, these displacements have brought despair to many, who, as they explain in 
the report from the Centro de Memoria Histórica24, felt uprooted, having lost their land, their 
community and their lifestyle. Those displaced insist on the impression of feeling “poor” despite 
better material conditions, because of the separation from what they hold dear25. What is more, 
the fact that they often flee from rural to urban areas (a situation common in developing 
countries but heightened by the violence) makes it difficult for them to find employment that fits 
their skill-set. As of now, and despite the progress made by the governments, the majority of 
IDPs find themselves living in precarious situations, which then overwhelms the response 
capacity of the state26.  

 

 
18 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 76. 
19 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 71. 
20 Tristan Clavel, “Report Sheds Light on Private Sector Role in Colombia Conflict”, Insight Crime, March 8, 
2018. 
21 Adriaan Alsema, “Colombia has the highest number of internally displaced people”, Colombia Reports, June 
19, 2018. 
22 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 71. 
23 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 73. 
24 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 73. 
25 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 73. 
26 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 75. 
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Measures taken to prevent forced displacement and assist IDPs 

The situation faced by IDPs was recognised belatedly. Whilst in 1985, the Colombian 
Episcopal Conference did warn of the magnitude of these displacements, it was not until 1997, 
with attempts to address the situation of IDPs through Law 387 on internal displacement, that 
the government acknowledged them27. In this law, the government created a mechanism, the 
“National System for Comprehensive Assistance to Populations Displaced by Violence”, to help 
IDPs return to their land or be resettled, to “integrate public and private efforts for appropriate 
prevention […] and assistance” in these situations28. Safety, legal, political, economic and social 
measures should be adopted, and complemented by humanitarian assistance29. Even a National 
Fund to support this program was created, which was to be administered by the Ministry of 
Interior30. Furthermore, an early warning system was also put in place, to free funds, distribute 
phones or even send some military men. Finally, municipalities were assigned to be primarily 
responsible for responding and preventing forced displacement, as they were more familiar 
with the needs of IDPs 31. 

Two decisions by the Constitutional Court were taken on the subject of IDPs: T-268 in 
2003 and T-025 in 2004. The lesser known phenomenon of intra-urban displacement of 
families, in Medellin for instance, was recognised as forced displacement in 2003 by the 
Constitutional Court32. It also asserts the rights of IDPs to temporary housing, food, health, and 
education while they are being permanently relocated. The 2004 decision includes “disciplinary 
sanctions” for officials who avoid their legal responsibilities for IDPs, after highlighting situations 
where IDPs have been waiting for two years and have not received any aid, nor been advised 
on how to get support33. 

The World Bank has worked with the Colombian government from 2002 to 2014 to 
help with the “protection, formalisation and restitution of land rights”34. The objective was to 
“diminish the risk of impoverishment of the displaced population and support the peace-
building process by promoting measures for protection of land and other physical assets of 
IDPs”35. Additionally, the project “employed a range of activities to support this objective 
including systematic data collection to provide evidence of the magnitude of the conflict over 
land and record hectares actually abandoned”, and also “funded a range of research to address 
specific land tenure issues”36. 

 
27 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 71. 
28 Law 387, article 4 (1997). 
29 Law 387, article 10. 
30 Law 387, article 21. 
31 Brookings Institution—University of Bern, “Protecting Internally Displaced People: A Manual for Law and 
Policy Makers”, UNHCR website (October 2008): 24. 
32 Centro de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 75. 
33 Clara Atehortúa, Jorge Salcedo and Roberto Vidal, “Internally Displaced Outside of Camps and The Role of 
Local Authorities in Colombia: A Comparative Study of Bogotá DC and Cali”, Brookings, May 30, 2013. 
34 World Bank, “Colombia Protects Land and Patrimony of Internally Displaced Persons”, World Bank Website, 
August 13, 2015. 
35 World Bank, “Colombia Protects Land”. 
36 World Bank, “Colombia Protects Land” 
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As a result, a new law was passed in 2011, Law 1448 or Victims and Land Restitution 
Law, “creating the formal framework for restitution of land to IDPs”, with “three complementary 
decrees on ethnic minorities (Indigenous, Afro-Colombians and Roma)” 37. However, as 
analysed by TNI, since its implementation, it has not been applied successfully  and it 
contradicts with current development policies, including extractivist policies as well as land 
grabbing, and the dismantling of legal instruments of minorities regarding their territories or 
even the repression of dissent and protest38.  

Challenges to peace in Colombia and to the implementation of the 2016 Agreement 

The peace agreement and its achievements have been celebrated. In the agreement, 
there were several clauses that were directed to IDPs and providing them support, such as the 
‘Fondo de Tierras’ (Land Fund) with priority given to women and displaced persons39 or the 
“Comprehensive system for truth, justice, reparation and non-repetition”40, and even 
programmes for the return of IDPs41. However, implementation has been limited. Although the 
FARC were obliged to hand over 14,000 weapons, they only relinquished 8,00042, and 
unfortunately, other violent armed groups filled the void left by the FARC (ELN, paramilitaries, 
or new guerrillas). As a result, in 2017, “more than 90,000 Colombians were forced to leave 
their lands by illegal armed groups, land-grabbers or combat”43. The return of IDPs has been 
made even more complex due to the refusal by many wealthy landowners, corporations and 
farmers to return stolen property44 – which is not unusual for a post-conflict situation, although 
extremely problematic. In January 2018, in just four days, over 1,000 people were displaced 
“due to fighting between criminal groups through various departments”45 in zones where coca 
crops and drug trafficking are prevalent. In short, despite the willingness shown in the 
agreement, “the authorities lack resources necessary to attend to victims of the conflict, and 
most people can only get help from the system if they have the UN or an NGO accompanying 
them to argue their case”46. 

Moreover, the flow of refugees from Venezuela puts additional pressure on the country: 
more than 1 million Venezuelans have fled to Colombia47. Many have no identity documents 
and since armed groups do not ask for any, Venezuelans tend to go to the areas ruled by them 
near the Colombia-Venezuela border. Frequently, these displaced Venezuelans are forced to 

 
37 World Bank, “Colombia Protects Land” 
38 Paula Martínez Cortés, “The Victims and Law Restitution Law in Colombia in Context: An analysis of the 
contradictions between the agrarian model and compensation for the victims”, Transnational Institute 
(December 2013): 3. 
39 Alto Comisionado para la Paz, “Summary of Colombia’s Agreement to End Conflict and Build Peace”, 
Website of the Alto Comisionado, 6. 
40 Alto Comisionado para la Paz, “Summary”, 28. 
41 Alto Comisionado para la Paz, “Summary”, 31. 
42 Charlotte Mitchell, “Colombia: Fragile peace a year after FARC referendum”, Al Jazeera, October 2, 2017. 
43 Alsema, “Colombia has the highest number”. 
44 Alsema, “Colombia has the highest number”. 
45 Parker Asmann, “Mass Displacements in Colombia Illustrate New Dynamics of Criminal Violence”, Insight 
Crime, January 23, 2018. 
46 Melanie Teff, “Colombia: Two Crises in One Country”, Refugees International, November 23, 2018. 
47 Jorge Galindo, “El millón de venezolanos en Colombia”, El País, November 8, 2018. 
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work48, in the coca cultivation fields or in sex work49 - which increases insecurity in those 
regions, therefore affecting IDPs.  

Potential policy options 

First of all, it is vital to ensure that IDPs are involved in the decision-making process, 
since they are in the best position to know what they need. One important aspect to keep in 
mind is that IDPs “do not tend to return to their place of origin, but rather tend to resettle in 
urban areas”50. Therefore, these urban areas need increased funding from the national state, 
which has not been able to provide for the IDPs. 

Second, further international aid should be considered – “appeal for humanitarian crisis 
in [Latin America] is one of the most poorly funded globally”51.  Such funds will allow 
municipalities to ensure access to housing, food, health, education, electricity, sewage, and any 
public service IDPs are entitled to. Although additional funds are always requested by 
governments and advised by think tanks and NGOs, the need for transparency and monitoring 
of how they are spent is equally important. 

Third, and as highlighted by Martin Gottwald, solutions also need to be comprehensive. 
Indeed, as he points out, “the reintegration of [displaced people] will validate the post-
agreement political order and contribute to the recovery of licit local economies and to 
participatory development.”52 Currently, the presence of criminal groups and their illicit 
economies prevent safe returns. To ensure reparation, civil authorities need to be present in the 
areas most affected by forced displacement. Partly as a result of this deficiency, the coordination 
between central and local institutions is lacking, and given that it is also limited among different 
state institutions, they generate inefficiencies that need to be remedied as well53. Better 
coordination with and amongst humanitarian actors is imperative to provide for IDPs’ needs54. 
Regional cooperation would also prove very useful in the current context given the historical 
aspect of migration flows in times of crises across the continent, it will be greatly beneficial to 
construct a more sustainable development and relief framework for the future.  

It must be noted that whilst regional frameworks would be extremely useful, they are 
unlikely to be decided upon in 2019, when governments are abandoning regional organisations 
like UNASUR who find it too ideological55 because of its left-wing original creators. 

 
48 Venezuela Investigative Unit, “Guerrilla Groups Largest Employers at Colombia-Venezuela Border: Report”, 
Insight Crime, April 18, 2019. 
49 Teff, “Colombia: Two Crises”. 
50 Atehortúa, Salcedo and Vidal, “Internally Displaced”. 
51 Dana Sleiman, “UN Refugee Chief urges Security Council for firm response to record-high displacement”, 
UNHCR Website, April 9, 2019. 
52 Martin Gottwald, “Peace in Colombia and Solutions for its displaced people”, Forced Migration Review (May 
2016):14. 
53 Gottwald, “Peace in Colombia”, 15. 
54 Gottwald, “Peace in Colombia”, 16. 
55 Ustyanowski, Tristan, “Brasil se suma a Argentina y se retira de UNASUR”, France 24, 17th April 2019. 
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Furthermore, in terms of long-term economic sustainability for IDPs, the business sector 
can play an important role. Projects such as the “Strategic Regional Alliances”56 could be 
considered:  by bringing together funding administered by an organisation like the World Bank 
with businesses and local mayors, employment opportunities were provided to IDPs as 
subcontractors, providers, workers or salespersons. The national government provided training 
to IDPs with regards to technical, financial and psychosocial aspects, and ensured their access 
to seed money and jobs, with cofounding from various international or regional organisations. 
This allows for opportunities that are tailored to the context and needs of IDPs.  
 Finally, another key aspect to take into account is that many Colombians have fled the 
country, and some are currently trying to return. However, they do not receive help for 
reintegration unless they organise their return through consulates, which is next to impossible 
for those without a formal asylum status. There is no help from the Colombian government for 
those who decide not to return either57.  

Conclusion 

Although the 2016 Peace Agreement had specific provisions for IDPs, since then, the 
situation of IDPs in Colombia has been worsening. Although the violence and mass 
displacement started decades ago, IDPs are still living in very difficult conditions, facing 
challenges with regards to obtaining the aid they are entitled to. Most FARC members have 
disarmed; however, they were not the only leftist guerrilla group, and the paramilitaries remain 
active. What is more, many criminal groups are taking advantage of the absence of the FARC 
to take possession of land and resources. 
 The Venezuelan crisis puts additional stress on the Colombian system, and it is unlikely 
to improve in the following months. In a context where Brazil is closing its borders, the risk of 
the flow of displaced Venezuelans being redirected towards Colombia is significant.  
 Many solutions have been suggested by a number of authors, which have been 
presented in this paper. The current conditions faced by IDPs stress the urgent need for 
comprehensive policies, ensuring the safe return of the IDPs who are willing to return, but also 
to help those who have resettled in cities, or in other countries. Humanitarian actors are also 
encouraged to improve their coordination and ensure that the voices of IDPs are being heard in 
the decision-making process.  
  

 
56 Atehortúa, Salcedo and Vidal, “Internally Displaced”. 
57 Atehortúa, Salcedo and Vidal, “Internally Displaced”. 
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