
www.idpproject.org 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Displacement has been an endemic feature of the 40-year-long conflict in Colombia, and 
over three million Colombians have been internally displaced since 1985. The Colombian 
internal displacement crisis is the world’s worst after Sudan, disproportionately affecting 
Afro-Colombians and indigenous people, who are among the country’s poorest. The pro-
tection of people displaced and those at risk of displacement has not improved since 2002, 
when President Alvaro Uribe’s government stepped up efforts to end the conflict by mili-
tary means, under its policy of “democratic security”. While the Colombian army has re-
gained control of large parts of national territory, this has been at the cost of civilian lives 
and freedoms. The new strategy drew more civilians into the conflict, and armed groups 
displaced some 290,000 people in 2004 alone. At the same time, sexual violence, disap-
pearances and extra-judicial executions have been on the increase. The number of people 
newly displaced is widely believed to be under-reported, due to fear of persecution and the 
fact that many are refused official registration, notably those forced to flee due to the fu-
migation of coca crops and those displaced within their cities. Without this status, inter-
nally displaced people (IDPs) are often denied the limited assistance offered by the state.  
 
The government has made the return of IDPs a priority, but there are concerns that people 
have been returned to areas where insecurity still prevailed and with very little assistance 
to re-build their livelihoods. As a result, many have been forced to flee again. The empha-
sis on return has undermined the implementation of policies and programmes in support of 
what is the preferred solution of many IDPs: local integration. 
 
Although Colombia has arguably the world’s most progressive IDP legislation, the gov-
ernment has not implemented it adequately and several measures and amendments have 
actually undermined it and debilitated the rule of law all together. Through Sentence T-
025 of January 2004, the Constitutional Court declared the situation of Colombian IDPs 
unconstitutional and ordered the government to take remedial action. Whether the gov-
ernment complies with the Sentence remains to be seen, as it has so far demonstrated a low 
level of implementation of international human rights recommendations. 
 
On the political front, negotiations with the main rebel group have been frozen since 2002, 
and the government has launched the largest military operation in Colombian history 
against guerrillas. Meanwhile, controversial talks with paramilitary groups have contin-
ued despite serious violations of the ceasefire. Thousand of illegal fighters have already 
been demobilised, but there are fears that the perpetrators of forced displacement and 
other war crimes will go unpunished, which would jeopardise the rights of IDPs to regain 
their lost property and lands. 
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No end in sight to the conflict  
 
The displacement of civilians in Colom-
bia has been an endemic feature of the 
country's 40-year conflict. Colombia is 
burdened by a long history of socio-
political violence. One of the root causes 
is the economic marginalisation of low-
income farmers. Serious agrarian reform, 
which would improve their situation, has 
been blocked by a powerful clique of 
landowners, government officials and 
paramilitaries. Today, Colombia figures 
among the countries in the world with the 
most unequal distribution of land, a proc-
ess that has been exacerbated by war and 
displacement; about 0.4 per cent of land-
owners own 61.2 per cent of rural land 
(PCS, 22 December 2004). As the Emer-
gency Relief Coordinator of the United 
Nations noted in 2003, the Colombian 
humanitarian crisis is one of the worst in 
the world, and civilians are not just 
caught in the cross-fire, but are the delib-
erate targets of attacks within war strate-
gies aimed at territorial control through 
the illegal acquisition of land (CODHES, 
6 October 2004). 
  
Various armed factions have been re-
sponsible for displacements in this com-
plex war. Armed guerrilla movements 
first emerged in Colombia in the 1960s in 
reaction to the power-duopoly established 
by the Liberal and Conservative parties in 
1957.  The most notable of the groups are 
the Colombian Revolutionary Armed 
Forces (FARC) and the National Libera-
tion Army (ELN), which were both ini-
tially engaged in armed struggle for land 
and social equity. Paramilitaries – who 
act in connivance with some army offi-
cials and are opposed to the guerrillas and 
anyone suspected of sympathising with 
them – have been active since the 1980s. 

Both paramilitary groups and FARC have 
close links with the illegal drugs trade, a 
great deal of which finances their war 
activities.   
 
Following the failure of a negotiated 
peace with the government’s main oppo-
nent, the FARC, in early 2002, President 
Alvaro Uribe took office in August of 
that year. In response to the intensifica-
tion of the conflict and the worsening of 
the humanitarian crisis, he launched a 
policy of “democratic security”. This new 
policy aimed at defeating insurgents and 
regaining control over territories held by 
rebels and paramilitaries by increasing 
the military presence, involving the civil-
ian population in the conflict and intensi-
fying the fumigation of illicit crops in an 
attempt to destroy the insurgents’ eco-
nomic base. In April 2004, the  govern-
ment launched “Plan Patriota”, the largest 
military operation in Colombian history. 
This campaign is a central element of the 
US-funded Plan Colombia and consists of 
a military offensive in the South of the 
country to regain command over territo-
ries long held by guerrillas. Colombia is 
the second largest recipient of US mili-
tary aid after Israel, with a budget of 
$600 million in both 2004 and 2005 
(USDOS, 28 April 2005). Out of this 
amount, about $150 million is planned 
for socio-economic assistance in 2005 
(CODHES, 31 August 2004). Prioritising 
military spending and debt payment at 
the cost of assigning more resources to 
social sectors has led to rising levels of 
poverty and inequality.  
 
While the administration reported con-
siderable progress in the fight against il-
legal armed groups, and in regaining 
control over large parts of national terri-
tory, anti-terrorist legislation and other 
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measures adopted to reach these goals 
have been declared unconstitutional by 
the Constitutional Court, including the 
Constitutional amendment by the gov-
ernment to give judicial police powers to 
the armed forces. Similarly, a number of 
other measures such as removing judicial 
supervision, restricting freedom of 
movement, systematic search and arrest 
procedures without sufficient proof, and 
interference with privacy were declared 
unconstitutional by the Court in Novem-
ber 2002 (UNCHR, 24 February 2003, 
pp.7-11; 45). The Office of the Attorney-
General continued to support mass and 
individual arrests based on accusations of 
doubtful credibility, frequently using 
false testimonies of informants or demo-
bilised persons in exchange for money or 
legal benefits (UNCHR, 28 February 
2005, p.24). The repeated denial of the 
existence of an internal armed conflict by 
the government and the affirmation that 
only a terrorist threat exists instead, con-
tributes to undermining the application of 
international humanitarian law as well as 
illegal armed groups’ accountability. 
 
On the political front, negotiations with 
the largest rebel group, FARC, have been 
frozen since 2002 and there is no end in 
sight to the conflict. The government 
military offensive initially led to the tac-
tical withdrawal of guerrilla troops in the 
western mountains; however, during the 
first half of 2005, guerrillas have 
launched a number of deadly strikes 
against the Colombian army as well as 
civilians (CODHES, 1 May 2005). 
Meanwhile, controversial negotiations 
between the government and the largest 
paramilitary group in the country, the 
United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia 
(AUC) have continued. The unilateral 
ceasefire declared by AUC in December 

2002, a pre-condition for the talks, has 
been systematically violated, and para-
militaries have since been reportedly re-
sponsible for over 2,200 killings and 
forced disappearances (CCJ, 3 March 
2005; AI, February 2005). While the 
AUC promised to demobilise all of its 
combatants by the end of 2005, only 
about 4,700 out of 13,000 have been de-
mobilised so far (CCJ, 3 March 2005; 
BBC, 1 May 2005). There are concerns 
that the process is  being conducted with-
out safeguards to guarantee the disman-
tling of paramilitary structures and 
effective removal of combatants from the 
conflict and to bring those responsible for 
crimes to justice. In the process, the vic-
tims’ rights to truth, justice and repara-
tion are being undermined through a bill 
currently discussed in Congress. If ap-
proved, the bill would not only lead to 
impunity, but displaced people might 
never be able to regain property and lands 
that were illegally appropriated by armed 
groups. Despite the truce, which was not 
signed by other paramilitary groups, the 
territorial expansion and institutional 
consolidation of the paramilitaries con-
tinues. 
 
 
Colombians continue to flee 
 
Forced displacement in Colombia is 
widely seen as a strategy of war rather 
than a by-product of conflict. People are 
deliberately displaced by armed groups 
who seek to establish control over strate-
gic territories, expand the cultivation of 
narcotics, or take possession of land and 
private properties. Colombians are forced 
to flee as a result of generalised violence, 
human rights violations including threats, 
attacks and assassinations, often selec-
tively targeting community leaders. Dis-
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placements have increased particularly in 
zones where military operations have in-
tensified, like those affected by the Pa-
triot Plan. Also, civilians are commonly 
“cleansed” from areas under the control 
of an “enemy” and those suspected of 
supporting the other side are the targets 
of retaliations.  
 
“Democratic security” policy 
The “democratic security” policy, intro-
duced in 2002, ignores core principles of 
international humanitarian law by blur-
ring the distinction between civilians and 
combatants through the militarisation of 
society. Under this policy, a contingent of 
15,000 peasant soldiers and a network of 
over one million paid informants were 
established. The “security” measures 
have not resulted in better protection for 
Colombian citizens (UNHCR, 1 Decem-
ber 2004). In early 2005, military con-
frontations and attacks on civilians were 
reported in 18 out of the 32 departments 
of the country (UNCT, 28 February 
2005). In 2004, the NGO CODHES 
(Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos 
y el Desplazamiento), which monitors 
displacement and human rights, reported 
an exacerbation of conflict and a further 
deterioration of the humanitarian situa-
tion. Although there has been a fall in 
some indicators of political violence such 
as kidnappings, the number of cases of 
torture, sexual violence, forced disap-
pearances and extra-judicial executions 
has increased, most of them reportedly 
perpetrated by paramilitary groups and 
state agents (AI, 1 February 2005; CCJ, 3 
March 2005; UNCHR, 28 February 
2005). The epicentres of this deepening 
conflict are border areas, where 10 per 
cent of the total displaced population 
lived in 2004, an increase of 25 per cent 
compared to 2003 (UN CT, January 
2005). An increasing number of people 

sought protection abroad; for example, 
Caracas (Venezuela) registered twice as 
many asylum-seekers in 2004 compared 
to 2003 (UNHCR, 30 March 2005).  
 
Blockades 
Armed groups have increasingly resorted 
to embargoes in an attempt to weaken the 
enemy by depriving it of basic resources. 
As a result, entire villages are blockaded, 
with civilians unable to access the most 
basic subsistence goods such as food, 
medicines or fuel, and under constant 
harassment by belligerents. The areas 
most affected by this phenomenon in 
2004 were Chocó, Catatumbo, Putumayo 
and Nariño (CODHES, December 2004). 
In the department of Chocó, some 4,000 
indigenous Embera people who remain 
confined in their territories out of fear of 
losing their belongings and lands, were at 
risk of displacement because of block-
ades and fighting between guerrilla and 
paramilitary groups; about 1,200 had al-
ready been temporarily displaced in 
March 2004, but returned in July despite 
prevailing insecurity (UNHCR, 22 April 
2005). Between February and March 
2005, some 2,000 Afro-Colombians fled 
their villages in the Bojayá River area as 
a result of escalating armed activity and 
blockades (PCS, 12 May 2005). These 
communities were displaced in May 2004 
and only returned to their homes in Sep-
tember 2004 (UNHCR, 18 February 
2005; 22 April 2005).  
 
Fumigations 
An estimated total of 200,000 people 
(35,000 families) were uprooted between 
1999 and the end of 2003, as a result of 
counter-narcotics operations ordered by 
the government to deprive armed groups 
of a major source of finance (CODHES, 
29 October 2003, p.26).  Small farmers, 
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who have been forced to cultivate coca 
by armed groups or out of sheer necessity 
to survive, have been stripped of their 
basic means of survival by aerial spray-
ing, which indiscriminately destroys food 
alongside coca crops (CODHES, Decem-
ber 2004). Over 3,600 farmers were dis-
placed in the Samaná municipality of the 
department of Caldas as a result of fumi-
gations in April 2005 (CODHES, 1 May 
2005).  
 
 Most people displaced by fumigations 
remain unrecognised, as they are consid-
ered “voluntary migrants” by the authori-
ties and are excluded from official IDP 
registers (CODHES, 1 February 2005). 
The state has not provided affected popu-
lations with substitute crops, and it has 
ignored proposals to replace aerial pesti-
cide spraying with manual eradication of 
coca. While fumigations have diminished 
illegal cultivation in some areas, the 
number of departments affected by illicit 
cultivation has increased since 2002, and 
areas cultivated are increasingly frag-
mented and dispersed (ICG, 27 January 
2005). 
 
Numbers 
Colombia is the country with the second 
largest internally displaced population in 
the world, after Sudan. Over three million 
people have been displaced by violence 
since 1985 according to CODHES 
(CODHES, 1 February 2005). The gov-
ernment estimate is lower, at 1.6 million 
people displaced, largely attributed to the 
fact that it started registering IDPs only in 
1994. Authorities unofficially admit that 
this number is under-estimated and could 
be as high as 2-2.5 million (IDD, 2 Feb-
ruary 2005). Under-registration is the re-
sult of several factors: the fear of 
persecution leads many IDPs (about a 

third) not to admit they have been forci-
bly displaced; the rise in individual dis-
placements which is less visible than 
mass displacement; the increasing num-
ber of cases rejected by the government, 
including intra-urban displacements and 
people displaced by fumigations 
(CODHES, 1 April 2005; Actualidad Co-
lombiana, 26 May 2003). For example, in 
the departments of Chocó and Norte de 
Santander, the government confirmed 
that over half of the applicants were re-
fused IDP status and that the same is true 
for people arriving in Bogotá (CODHES, 
1 May 2005).  
 
In addition, IDPs have one year after the 
event of their displacement to declare 
their status and be included in the regis-
try; as a result, government yearly statis-
tics continue to rise throughout the year 
following displacement. The official reg-
istry often ends up recording a higher 
number of people displaced one year 
later, compared to NGO sources, as was 
the case between 1998 and 2003.    
 
Key Statistics* 
 
Total number internally displaced since 1985: 
3.4 million 
 
Total Colombian population: 44 million 
 
Percentage of internally displaced: 7.7 
 
Municipalities affected by displacement in 2004: 
788 out of 1,100 
 
People killed in fighting yearly: 4,000-8,000 
 
*All figures are estimates based on available information. 
Estimates relating to the total number of IDPs in Colom-
bia are cumulative and do not take into account returns, 
resettlements, multiple displacements and demographic 
changes in the displaced population. 
 
An additional 62,000 people fled their 
homes during the first three months of 
2005, about 10 per cent more than the 
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previous year during the same period 
(CODHES, 1 May 2005). During 2004, 
about 290,000 people were newly-
displaced, an increase of 39 per cent 
compared to 2003, according to 
CODHES (UN CT, 31 January 2005). By 
contrast, government sources registered a 
decrease of displacements by 26 per cent 
compared to 2003, with some 163,000 
IDPs newly registered in 2004. However, 
both agree, that about 70 per cent of na-
tional territory was affected by internal 
displacement in 2004, nearly twice as 
much as in 2000 (CODHES, 1 February 
2005; CODHES, 10 December 2003). 
During 2004, the areas most affected by 
displacements were in the South, in zones 
affected by Plan Patriota. There, Floren-
cia, the capital of the department of 
Caquetá, is the third largest recipient of 
IDPs after the major cities of Bogotá and 
Medellín (UN CT, 31 January 2005). In 
the East, eastern Antioquia, the regions of 
Catatumbo, Arauca and Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta were the worst affected 
(CODHES, 1 May 2005).  
 
 
Protection mechanisms  
undermined 
 
The human rights situation in Colombia 
continued to be critical according to the 
UN High Commissioner on Human 
Rights. Although the government has ac-
knowledged that it has largely failed to 
prevent displacement, it has still not 
taken adequate measures to improve the 
situation. An early-warning system has 
been established but the authorities often 
ignore reports of imminent risk of dis-
placement. In addition, Ombudsman of-
fices, which play a key role in monitoring 
human rights violations, receive little 
funding and, as a result, are not able to 

maintain a presence in many areas af-
fected by displacement (UNCHR, 24 
February 2003, p.7). In addition, public 
statements by government officials have 
undermined the legitimacy of the work of 
human rights defenders (UNCHR, 28 
February 2005) 
 
Without proposing alternative solutions, 
the current administration is also disman-
tling public institutions mandated to as-
sist IDPs and protect their legal rights. 
For example, the closure of some Om-
budsman offices further undermined the 
right of IDPs to legal protection. The Co-
lombian Institute of Agrarian Reform and 
National Institute of Urban Reform, in 
charge of programmes to facilitate IDPs’ 
access to land and housing respectively, 
were shut down (CCJ, 4 February 2004).  
 
The government has also paid insufficient 
attention to the specific protection needs 
of Afro-Colombians and indigenous peo-
ple, who have been disproportionately 
exposed to assassinations and displace-
ment. Out of 84 indigenous groups living 
in Colombia, virtually all have been af-
fected by displacement and over 200 
Kankuamo indigenous leaders (the larg-
est indigenous group) have been killed 
since 2002 (IDD, 9 February 2005). 
Afro-Colombian and indigenous people 
represent about a third of IDPs, even 
though they make up only 11 per cent of 
the country’s total population (CODHES, 
1 March 2004). These communities have 
been recurrently exposed to armed con-
flict, as they tend to live in territories of 
strategic interest or where there is poten-
tial for drug production and other illegal 
activities.   
 
A survey concluded that minority groups 
were also the worst affected by fumiga-
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tions: it found that in 2002 nearly half of 
all the municipalities affected by aerial 
spraying were home to indigenous and 
Afro-Colombian communities 
(CODHES, 1 June 2004). All but one of 
the departments fumigated that year had 
communities with collective land-titles. 
As the Special Rapporteur on Indigenous 
people has warned, Colombian minorities 
are at serious risk of extinction. When 
they are driven from their ancestral lands 
and disperse, their culture and lifestyle 
suffer irreversible damage (UNCHR, 10 
November 2004). In April 2005, about 
3,900 indigenous Nasa people fled 
clashes between the FARC and the Co-
lombian army in the south-western de-
partment of Cauca (CODHES, 1 May 
2005). 
 
In order to protect themselves, members 
of minority groups or returned IDPs have 
formed “peace communities”, which are 
committed to peaceful civil resistance 
and neutrality in the conflict. Neverthe-
less, belligerents have not respected their 
neutrality and authorities have done little 
to prevent attacks, blockades and re-
newed displacements. Eight members of 
the San José de Apartadó peace commu-
nity were massacred in February 2005, 
reportedly by members of the Colombian 
army, triggering the displacement of 
about 500 people (CODHES, 1 May 
2005). The special measures to protect 
this peace community requested by the 
Inter-American Commission for Human 
Rights in 1997 and March 2004 were 
never adequately implemented by the 
government. Since its establishment in 
1997, the San José Apartadó community 
formed by returned IDPs, has had 154 of 
its members killed (UNHCR, 1 March 
2005).  
 

As in many war-affected countries, Co-
lombians forced to escape from conflict 
in rural areas have tried to integrate into 
overcrowded city-slums. Some 210,000 
IDPs live in Bogotá, giving it the highest 
concentration of IDPs (UNHCR, 3 De-
cember 2004). Instead of finding safety in 
the cities, IDPs have been increasingly 
exposed to crime and violence that forces 
them to flee again, notably in Medellín, 
Cali, Barrancabermeja, Bogotá, Cart-
agena, Cúcuta and Bucaramanga. The 
increased presence of armed groups in 
urban centres has created complex net-
works of organised crime and IDPs are 
primary victims of urban warfare. The 
principal agents of intra-urban displace-
ment are paramilitary-backed militias 
(Actualidad Colombiana, 1 January 
2003). Intra-urban displacements are not 
recognised by the authorities because 
these people are not considered to have 
fled beyond their “habitual place of resi-
dence”. By the same token, these IDPs 
are denied access to humanitarian assis-
tance.  
 
 
Inadequate living conditions  
 
Eighty per cent of Colombian IDPs live 
in extreme poverty and have insufficient 
access to nutritional foods. As govern-
ment assistance is limited to three 
months, the nutritional status of IDPs 
considerably deteriorates afterwards. 
Displaced households are stripped of 
their land and means of production, and 
have to purchase 80 per cent of their food 
in urban areas where they seek refuge. 
Access to a stable and adequate income is 
essential for an adequate nutritional in-
take, but IDPs earn only about 61 per 
cent of the Colombian minimum wage 
(WFP, ICRC, 27 December 2004, p.11). 
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As a result, most of their income goes on 
food and only about three per cent is al-
located to education (WFP, ICRC, 27 
December 2004, p.53). Moreover, two-
thirds of IDPs live in inadequate housing 
with no access to basic sanitation (WFP, 
16 June 2003). About 70 per cent of IDPs 
have two or more unmet basic needs (in-
cluding housing, access to services, living 
conditions, school enrolment and eco-
nomic dependency), compared to 10 per 
cent among the poorest urban dwellers 
(WFP, ICRC, 27 December 2004, p.10). 
As a result, over half of displaced house-
holds reported anaemia, which has nega-
tive implications on the growth and 
learning capacity of children (WFP, 
ICRC, 27 December 2004). 
 
Only 22 per cent of IDPs receive medical 
attention, in spite of the fact that regis-
tered IDPs are entitled by law to free and 
unlimited access to health care and medi-
cines (Marie Stopes International, etc, 13 
February 2003). In practice, hospitals 
commonly refuse to treat IDPs because 
they are often not reimbursed for the 
costs of the services provided due to ad-
ministrative inefficiencies. As a result, 
about half of the displaced do not seek 
medical assistance due to lack of money 
(IOM, 6 June 2002). In addition, access 
to medical care is hindered because most 
IDPs lack identification papers – a  re-
quirement for receiving medical aid. A 
survey found that morbidity among IDPs 
is six times the national average (WFP, 
16 June 2003, p.9). 
 
Although women and girls represent 
nearly half of the displaced population, 
there is no comprehensive policy to ad-
dress their specific gender and reproduc-
tive health needs (UNCHR, 24 February 
2003). Nearly one-third of displaced 

women have had either miscarriages or 
stillbirths, and only 63 per cent received 
treatment. Despite the fact that some 52 
per cent of displaced women reported 
having suffered physical violence and 
about 36 per cent have been sexually 
abused, according to the Ministry of So-
cial Protection, gender-based violence 
remains largely un-addressed (AI, 13 Oc-
tober 2004; UNCHR, 28 February 2005). 
 
 
Unsafe returns  
 
The main priority in government policy 
for IDPs is to facilitate the return of some 
150,000 displaced persons by 2006 to 
their areas of origin and to support their 
reintegration. Significant progress was 
achieved in reaching this set goal with 
nearly 74,000 displaced Colombians re-
turned between August 2002 and April 
2005 (GoC, 11 April 2005). However 
UNHCR, the agency monitoring the 
situation, warned that the conditions to 
guarantee dignified, voluntary and safe 
processes of return did not exist at this 
stage (UNHCR, 1 December 2004, 
p.164). In many cases, returns have not 
been sustainable, due to prevailing inse-
curity and the lack of support for rebuild-
ing livelihoods.  
 
The large majority of government-
assisted returns take place within the 
three first months of displacement, and as 
a result, the conditions that caused dis-
placement in the first place are likely to 
have remained unchanged. Some returns 
have taken place amidst ongoing conflict 
and with the continued presence of the 
belligerents who prompted displacement 
in the first place. Rural Convención is 
one of the three pilot return areas despite 
ongoing conflict in the area, the presence 
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of landmines, a lack of school facilities 
(teachers are military targets), and fre-
quent embargoes on medical and food 
supplies (PCS, 17 March 2003). As a re-
sult, people have often been forced to flee 
again, particularly returned Afro-
Colombian and indigenous communities. 
These multiple displacements are largely 
invisible and unaccounted for, and once 
IDPs have been returned, they lose the 
status of IDP and by the same token they 
are no longer entitled to state assistance.  
 
The principle of voluntariness is often not 
respected under the current return policy. 
Sometimes state institutions have threat-
ened to cut off assistance if IDPs choose 
not to return (PCS, 17 March 2003). 
Also, the lack of adequate assistance and 
increased violence in places of refuge has 
motivated returns to unsafe areas. For 
instance, hundreds of people who had 
taken refuge in Cúcuta spontaneously re-
turned to rural Convención, citing sub-
human standards of living and increased 
urbanisation of warfare as reasons for 
their move.  
 
Government emphasis on return has un-
dermined the search and support for al-
ternative solutions like local integration 
or resettlement, and contributed to a dete-
rioration in the qua lity of life of IDPs in 
their current areas of refuge (UNHCR, 1 
December 2004, p.164). Government pri-
orities and the consequent lack of in-
vestment in programmes for local 
integration and resettlement are far from 
reflecting the wishes of displaced people; 
nearly half would prefer to integrate lo-
cally and about a quarter would like to 
resettle elsewhere (ICRC, WFP, 27 De-
cember 2004, p.9). 

Property 
 
Sustainable return processes are inextri-
cably linked with issues of justice, prop-
erty and restitution. The prevailing 
impunity of the armed groups that caused 
displacement undermines reintegration 
processes and property restitution. Impu-
nity in Colombia is one of the greatest 
problems contributing to an unconstitu-
tional state of affairs: only five per cent 
of denounced cases of forced displace-
ment have been filed for administration 
of justice, and only one case is known 
where a sentence was pronounced (CCJ, 
3 March 2005).  
 
According to CODHES, about half of the 
displaced come from territories under pa-
ramilitary control (60 per cent according 
to the World Bank) (CODHES, 2 Febru-
ary 2005). Paramilitaries have grabbed 
between four and five million hectares 
through violence, which represents nearly 
three times more land than was redistrib-
uted over the past four decades of agrar-
ian reform. Strikingly, neither the 
confiscation of lands illegally acquired by 
armed groups and drug barons, nor prop-
erty restitution have received any atten-
tion in the current negotiations with 
AUC.  
 
The departments with the major concen-
trations of property abandoned by IDPs 
are Tolima, Putumayo, Chocó, Antioquia, 
Caquetá, Cauca, Norte de Santander, 
Guaviare Cesar and Bolívar. The areas 
most affected by expulsions by armed 
groups aimed at gaining territorial control 
are collective lands belonging to indige-
nous people and Afro-Colombians 
(CODHES, 7 April 2004). 
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Decree 2007 of 2001, which protects the 
properties of people displaced by prohib-
iting land transactions in war zones, has 
never been applied (PCS, 22 December 
2004). On the contrary, a legal initiative 
aimed at legalising the land titles of those 
who acquired land belonging to IDPs was 
proposed in 2004, but has since been 
shelved (OIDHACO, 28 January 2005, 
p.10). Meanwhile, land allocation pro-
grammes for IDPs have been minimal 
with only 1,740 families benefiting be-
tween 1996 and 2004 (UNHCR, 1 De-
cember 2004). 
 
 
National Response  
 
While Colombia has probably the most 
advanced IDP legislation in the world, it  
remains poorly implemented. The Co-
lombian state has recognised internal dis-
placement as the most serious 
humanitarian problem affecting the coun-
try and has developed a comprehensive 
legal framework to protect the rights of 
IDPs. One of the key instruments ruling 
national policy on internal displacement 
is Law 387 of 1997. Many subsequent 
Presidential Decrees and Constitutional 
Court Sentences regulate how the law 
should be implemented. However, this 
legislation alone has proven to be no 
guarantee of an adequate response to the 
protection and assistance needs of the 
displaced. Partly because insufficient re-
sources have been allocated to the institu-
tions mandated to assist the IDPs and a 
complex bureaucracy has often hindered 
rather than facilitated access to its bene-
fits. The most serious cha llenge facing 
the government is to adopt a rights-based 
approach towards prevention, protection 
and assistance (UNHCR, 1 December 
2004).  

The institution charged with responding 
to the problem of internal displacement at 
the national level, as established by Law 
387 (1997), is the National System of At-
tention to People Displaced by Violence 
(SNAIPD). It is composed of 14 govern-
ment ministries and other public, private, 
and community organisations covering 
various areas such as agriculture, social 
security, health, and education. The So-
cial Solidarity Network (RSS), created in 
1999, manages the SNAIPD, coordinates 
and oversees assistance to IDPs and those 
at risk of displacement, plans and delivers 
services to IDPs officially registered. 
 
Yet, despite this extensive legal and insti-
tutional framework, prevention of dis-
placement is the weakest component of 
the government response (UNCHR, 24 
February 2003, paras 90-92). On the con-
trary, security measures in many cases 
have exposed civilians to further risks 
(UNHCR, 1 December 2004). The gov-
ernment largely failed to implement the 
recommendations made by the Represen-
tative of the UN Secretary-General on 
Internally Displaced Persons during his 
last visit in 1999. It has taken inadequate 
measures to prevent displacement and 
protect IDPs and has shown little political 
will to bring perpetrators of displacement 
– a war crime – to justice.  
 
The country still faces a critical human 
rights situation that forces people to flee 
on a daily basis. The Colombian govern-
ment has been unable to comply with its 
human rights commitments and fully im-
plement the UN Human Rights Commis-
sion’s recommendations made in 2004, 
which were similar to those formulated in 
2003 and in previous years. While the 
government reported a major improve-
ment in its 2004 human rights record, the 
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UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights warned that official human rights 
monitoring institutions use definitions of 
indicators incompatible with international 
standards and that “no official statistical 
system exists in Colombia that ade-
quately covers violations and breaches in 
accordance with international instru-
ments” (UNCHR, 28 February 2005, 
p.67).  
 
Government assistance to IDPs is re-
stricted to the first three months after 
their registration. However, even this lim-
ited aid covered only one-third of emer-
gency needs, and the majority of new 
IDPs (57 per cent) received no assistance 
in 2002 (UNHCR, 3 May 2003, p.1). The 
recommendation by the Office of the 
High Commissioner on Human Rights to 
extend the time limit on assistance and 
the one-year deadline set for IDP regis-
tration was ignored. While the emergency 
response has improved, according to 
UNHCR, still very little attention is paid 
to post-emergency situations and the 
search for durable solutions (UNHCR, 1 
December 2004). Only about 200,000 
families in the post-emergency phase re-
ceived humanitarian assistance and only 
40,000 families were provided with long-
term solutions (30,000 returned and 
10,000 resettled) (UNHCR, 1 December 
2004).  
 
Sentence T-025 
Through Sentence T-025 of January 
2004, the Constitutional Court concluded 
that the lack of protection and attention 
given to displaced people and communi-
ties at risk of displacement constituted an 
unconstitutional state of affairs. This re-
flected serious structural deficiencies 
which were the responsibility of state 
bodies. The Court based its findings on 

the lack of compliance with the 1997 
Law 387; the high number of complaints 
brought before the Courts by IDPs, and 
the deterioration of their situation due to 
omissions in public policy, all of which 
resulted in the violation of the rights of 
IDPs (OIDHACO, 28 January 2005). The 
Court ordered the state to reformulate its 
public policy, to assign adequate re-
sources to the maximum of its capacities, 
to take concrete action to prevent forced 
displacement, and to guarantee protection 
of the rights of IDPs. 
  
In response to Court Sentence T-025, the 
National Plan of Integral Attention to 
People Displaced by Violence was 
launched in February 2005, through De-
cree 250 (2005). The plan outlined gov-
ernment strategies to prevent 
displacement and to assist about 1.5 mil-
lion officially registered IDPs in accor-
dance with Law 387. The government has 
assigned $243 million in order to better 
respond to the displacement crisis during 
2005. However this covers only about 10 
per cent of the funding needed as calcu-
lated by the National Department of 
Planning amounting to $2.1 billion in 
January 2005 (UNCT, 28 February 
2005). The large majority of expenses fall 
on local authorities, who have not been 
allocated specific funds for IDPs 
(CODHES, 1 May 2005). This situation 
is unlikely to change as no alternative 
funding mechanisms have been suggested 
to fill the gap (CODHES, 1 May 2005). 
The response to IDPs has mainly been 
dependent on international contributions, 
representing about $300 million between 
2000 and 2003, while the SNAIPD in-
vested about $190 million during the 
same period (PCS, 18 March 2005). A 
number of agencies and ministries have 
submitted their reports to the Court which 
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will evaluate the government’s compli-
ance with Sentence T-025.  
 
Colombian NGOs 
Displaced Colombians have organised 
themselves and worked to assert their 
demands. In 2000, IDP representatives 
formed a national coordinating body to 
advocate for better government assis-
tance. Attacks on civil society leaders 
remain a major obstacle to the work of 
national NGOs; and hundreds of leaders 
of displaced communities have been as-
sassinated. Despite security risks, local 
human rights and humanitarian agencies 
have been increasingly active in provid-
ing IDPs with legal advice, psychosocial 
support, food and medical assistance. 
Many NGOs in Colombia work to pro-
mote long-term solutions for IDPs, 
strengthening leadership, capacity build-
ing and integrating IDPs in host commu-
nities. Their impact, however, is limited 
by lack of funds, attacks, lack of state 
support and insufficient coordination. 
 
Despite an increasing number of assassi-
nations of its members, the Church, 
through the Pastoral Social and the Co-
lombian Red Cross, has played a key role 
in assisting IDPs. It provides them with 
registration, food, medical aid and advo-
cates for their rights. 
 
 
International Response 
 
While the government response to the 
problem of IDPs remains inadequate and 
under-resourced, similarly the interna-
tional community response has not been 
adequate for the scale of the crisis. The 
UN has sought to promote an inter-
agency coordinated response to IDPs 
with a first Humanitarian Plan of Action 
(HPA) launched in November 2002. This 

plan, with a budget of $79.4 million, 
however, fell short of raising the ex-
pected support. A second plan was devel-
oped jointly by the United Nations, 
members of civil society and the gov-
ernment of Colombia, amounting to 
around $185 million for 2005. While pro-
jects have already started, disagreements 
rose about the content of the HPA, as the 
government refused to be explicit about 
the ongoing armed conflict and humani-
tarian emergency, referring instead to 
“terrorist violence”; it also rejected the 
previously agreed human rights focus of 
the Plan. The Plan was ultimately 
launched in early 2005 as a government 
document, not officially endorsed by the 
UN. 
 
In January 2005, the UN’s inter-agency 
Internal Displacement Division (IDD) 
organised a mission to Colombia, mainly 
to look at IDP statistics and prevention. 
Given the discrepancy between govern-
ment and NGO figures, the IDD recom-
mended that the registration standards be 
re-defined to include the displaced people 
currently not granted official IDP status, 
as well as those who flee within the same 
city or as a result of fumigations of coca 
plantations. It also recommended that the 
inter- institutional government early warn-
ing committee (CIAT), created to oversee 
the Early Warning System run by the 
Ombudsman’s Office, be revised in re-
sponse to concerns that the CIAT im-
pedes the efficient and timely functioning 
of the system. Out of the 90 risk reports 
sent to the CIAT in 2004, only 18 were 
issued as early warnings (IDD, 9 Febru-
ary 2005).  
 
UNHCR in Colombia is mandated pri-
marily to build the capacity of national 
institutions and civil society to strengthen 
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IDP protection and better implement the 
normative framework through technical 
assistance. UNHCR, in coordination with 
the National Registrar has delivered 
documents to tens of thousands of IDPs, 
thus facilitating their access to public 
services and government assistance. 
UNHCR also monitors and supports pro-
grammes of return and resettlement, 
when implemented according to the basic 
principles of voluntariness, dignity and 
security. UNHCR also established free 
legal aid centres in coordination with the 
Ombudsman’s Office. It has also ex-
panded its presence in the slums of the 
capital, the main destination for internally 
displaced people (UNHCR, 3 December 
2004). 
 
UN activities focusing on prevention and 
post-emergency assistance complement 
the activities of the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which 
covers most of the emergency response, 
in coordination with the Colombian Red 
Cross and the RSS. In 2004, the ICRC 
assisted about 66,500 IDPs with food, 
non-food items and health care during 
three months, mainly in the departments 
of Caquetà, Antioquia and Bogotà 
(CICR, 1 January 2005). The ICRC is the 
international organisation with the largest 
presence in the country, with 17 field of-
fices. This enables a rapid emergency re-
sponse and regular contact with all armed 
groups. In addition to emergency assis-
tance programmes, the ICRC implements 
training and advocacy projects to pro-
mote respect for interna tional humanitar-
ian law.  
 
The search for a solution through military 
means has led to a deepening of the con-
flict, particularly affecting civilians. A 
resumption of peace negotiations with the 
FARC is essential for finding a political 

solution to this long-lasting war. At the 
same time, it is important that current 
talks with the paramilitaries and their 
demobilisation are not pursued at the cost 
of leaving crimes unpunished, as this 
would, among others, undermine IDPs’ 
right to repossess their property and 
lands. Court Sentence T-025 set a historic 
precedent in Colombian jurisprudence 
with regard to upholding IDPs rights, but 
adequate resources and political pressure 
will be needed to ensure compliance with 
the Sentence. The international commu-
nity will also need to support human 
rights organisations to closely monitor 
the situation and prevent further measures 
undermining national and international 
legal standards and IDP protection. In 
spite of its dramatic scope, the Colom-
bian displacement crisis remains largely 
forgotten and the international commu-
nity will need to show political will and 
more generous financial backing to sup-
port the work of humanitarian and human 
rights organisations working in the coun-
try. 
 
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile on the 
situation of internal displacement in Co-
lombia. The full country profile is avail-
able online here. 

http://www.db.idpproject.org/Sites/idpSurvey.nsf/wCountries/Colombia
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement 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.  
 
At the request of the  United Nations, the Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in some 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 internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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