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A Note from the National Director

Colombian refugees and internally displaced people are the frequently 
forgotten victims of a 50-year-long conflict between paramilitaries, guerillas, 
and the Colombian military and security forces. Jesuit Refugee Service 
supports a negotiated resolution of the armed conflict in Colombia and 
advocates for policies that will lead to a just and sustainable peace.

Violence in some regions of the country has actually worsened during the 
current peace negotiations as each side attempts to exert their strength. 
All sides of the armed conflict should commit to respecting international 
humanitarian law, particularly during this hopeful peace process. There must 
be an end to child recruitment, kidnappings, and all acts of sexual violence.

JRS programs in Colombia include strengthening human rights protections, 
psychosocial accompaniment, and community building. JRS pays special 
attention to the needs of children and young people, as they are frequently 
targeted by armed groups and forcibly recruited into the conflict.

With every good wish and blessing,

Armando Borja

Violence in Colombia during the last 50 years is the cause of the 
largest displacement of people in the western hemisphere. The 

Consultancy for Human Rights and Displacement reports the number 
of people internally displaced by the Colombian conflict since the mid-
1980s alone surpasses five million. In addition, more than 600,000 
people have fled into neighboring countries as refugees.

The beginning of peace talks between the left-wing guerrilla group 
known as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) signals 
that an end to generations of conflict may at last be at hand.

“What gives encouragement now is the end of the armed conflict. Peace 
negotiations will allow for discussions in Colombia about the structural 
factors underlying the violence, and the necessity to include diverse 
positions without fear of being criminalized as in the past,” said Luis 
Fernando Gómez, Regional Advocacy coordinator for Jesuit Refugee 
Service Latin America and Caribbean. 

“As long as the war goes on, strengthening a state-of-emergency mind-
continued on page 2
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Striving for a brighter 
future in Colombia

Soacha is home to about 35,000 officially regis-
tered internally displaced people. (Christian Fuchs 
— Jesuit Refugee Service/USA



2

and more of the urban landscape intra-
urban displacement has become a growing 
problem. 

The FARC are said to still be an 
ominous presence in the rural territories 
surrounding Soacha, preying on the local 
population, forcing them to pay war-taxes 
and attempting to forcibly recruit young 
people.  

A rich country

Between the Western-most range of the 
Colombian Andes and the Pacific Ocean in 
the Department of Valle de Cauca lays the 
city Buenaventura — Colombia’s principal 
port city and one of its deadliest.

Buenaventura has received massive 
numbers of displaced Colombians in 
recent years, fleeing violent displacement 
by armed groups. Buenaventura also has 
one of the highest rates of intra-urban 

displacement, and struggles with a 60% unemployment 
rate.

“I miss the countryside so much. We used to grow our 
own food and we could go outside. Now, we hardly have 
any food, my children are hungry,” said a woman displaced 
from a village in the interior. 

The city has become an important strategic location 
for both guerillas and paramilitaries seeking to capture 
valuable routes for the shipment of drugs, arms, gold, 
and other resources along the multitude of rivers that 
surround the city and empty into the Pacific. 

Don Jose* and Doña Diana* have been displaced on three 
different occasions from their farm in the northern region 
of Valle de Cauca during the last 11 years, victims of 
armed groups on both sides. During their last encounter 
with a paramilitary group, Don Jose was kidnapped and 
tortured; his wife, seven months pregnant at the time, 
searched frantically for her husband while he was held. 

As the couple begins to tell their story they begin to 
cry, each trapped in their separate pains, still living 
the nightmare of their separation, of the terror, of the 
fracturing of their family and their faith; they are unable 
to offer comfort to one another.  

“I lost my baby two months after she was born. I blame 
the stress of our trauma. I blame myself for her death,” 
Doña Diana explains. She added that she believes the baby, 
surrounded by heartbreak and grief, decided she no longer 
wanted to live.

Don Jose is still caught in the nightmare of his torture, 
repeating in gasps the details of the ordeal he has 
conveyed to his wife and children countless times before. 

set, many political decisions regarding the future of 
Colombia will continue to be made without respect for 
individual rights,” Mr. Gómez said.

Organizing for change

Soacha, a small city close to Bogota, is home to about 
35,000 officially registered internally displaced people. The 
actual number is much higher, as many have registered in 
Bogota or have been unable to register at all. 

Each neighborhood of Soacha has an executive board, 
similar to a neighborhood advisory council in the U.S., 
and these boards meet with the mayor to advise him of 
conditions and advocate for services. Several local women 
noticed their local board was doing nothing to bring jobs, 
projects or aid to their neighborhood and decided to do 
something about it.

JRS helped them to understand their rights and 
responsibilities, and the group organized themselves 
and their neighborhood in order to have new members 
appointed to the board to reinvigorate it and, hopefully, 
their neighborhood.

The JRS Soacha team was also instrumental in 
teaching a group of 26 families how to use organic 
farming techniques to improve food security for their 
neighborhood. Each family now has a small plot of land 
on which they plant squash, fruit, tomatoes, cucumbers, 
herbs and other staples. In addition to growing food for 
their own use, they are able to grow surplus to sell and 
trade, thus enabling them to earn extra income.

Access to quality healthcare and adequate education and 
the services due to displaced people under Colombia’s 
progressive legal framework are principal concerns of the 
community. As the paramilitary groups encroach on more 

In Buenaventura, many displaced people live in the La Playita neighborhood. Homes 
are little more than shacks placed on stilts above the shoreline, subject to flooding and 
contamination from polluted water. (Christian Fuchs — Jesuit Refugee Service/USA)
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“He kept crying and crying, 
no one would help or listen to 
his story, but JRS listened,” 
Doña Diana said. JRS has been 
accompanying the family for 
more than two years through 
the legal process as they seek 
aid to recover from their 
displacement. 

A psychiatrist who counsels 
the family said their case is 
typical of the trauma haunting 
many of the displaced in 
Buenaventura. The continued 
violence within the town and 
the dearth of resources for the 
affected individuals prevents 
these torture and trauma 
survivors from reaching full 
recovery even years after the 
underlying events occurred.

The arts of resistance

Afro-Colombian men and women in their twenties 
are leading a movement to resist violence and 
displacement. JRS has partnered with their group in an 
effort to prevent the use and recruitment of children into 
armed groups.

Calling themselves Faces and Footprints, this collective 
of musicians, poets, and painters inaugurated their 
organization after a brutal massacre of athletes and artists 
in the Punta del Este community of Buenaventura. One 
of the artists described with horror the kidnapping and 
dismemberment of the young community leaders of this 
neighborhood.  

In 2005, 12 youth between 17 and 23 years old were 
playing their regular soccer game. An armed group 
promised that if they played for them, they would be paid. 
The young men were loaded into a truck and driven away. 
Their bodies were later found along the highway every few 
miles, showing signs of torture. There was no explanation.

“We decided we must find a way to resist,” said one of 
the founders of the collective. “We use music, art, poetry, 
hip-hop and dance. Our goal is to show the young people 
of our city there are better people to admire than the 
guerillas, gangsters, and paramilitaries who run our town. 
We resist. We resist the violence,” he said. “We fight for 
peace.”

“I have seen dead bodies, seen dead friends, seen friends 
disappear and their heads or hands show up a week later,” 
said another member of the group. 

“There was a time when all I thought about was alcohol 
or weapons,” he continued. “I’m a singer, and I was told 

by a man in the neighborhood that I should come to a 
workshop to learn how to record. I was interested, but also 
bored.” 

Then he went to a conference in Bogota, and saw young 
people talking about change and improving the world. 
“I thought, ‘damn, what am I doing with my life?’ I came 
back and started to write. I started to put all my energy 
into rebuilding the community, resisting the social control 
we are under today.”

The members of Faces and Footprints are leading an 
outreach effort to children in Buenaventura, employing 
audio-visual tools to teach them about their right to live in 
peace, free from fear.  

These young men and women struggle for a Buenaventura 
where their voices are valued and where they are free from 
the horror of massacres and targeted assassinations.
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“Sometimes I can’t stop crying when I think of what happened to me,” said Don Jose, recalling his 
kidnapping. “I can’t understand why a country as resource-rich as Colombia has to be at war. If 
we were not at war, we would be a rich country.” (Christian Fuchs — Jesuit Refugee Service/USA)

The members of Faces and Footprints were inspired to find a way 
forward towards peace after the brutal killings of 12 young men in 
2005. (Christian Fuchs — Jesuit Refugee Service/USA)



An expanded version of this report, with videos, can be found 
online at http://www.jrsusa.org/refugeevoice

“We seek to give voice to our reality,” says another 
founder of the group, a young woman in her late 20s. 

“We call on the pride we have in our ancestors who were 
once enslaved but who built this city. This is our home, 
and we want a brighter future — a future free of homicide, 
of racial injustice, of displacement. We don’t believe that is 
too much to ask.” 

Recommendations for Action:

• Real peace-building in Colombia requires the 
participation of the victims of the armed conflict and its 
consequences, therefore the government should include 
civil society more directly, especially when peace talks get 
to the final point on the negotiating agenda: victims.

• The Colombian government should find more ways to 
include civil society in the peace process. The creation 
of the Conversation Table, an online platform through 
which citizens and civil society organizations can submit 
proposals to be considered by negotiators and the working 
groups convened by UNHCR and the National University 
is encouraging. But, the government should do more to 
include civil society in the peace process. 

• The Colombian government should be particularly 

attentive to 
protecting 
community 
leaders from 
targeted violence 
during the peace 
negotiations. 
Protecting 
returned 
communities 
from attacks by 
groups opposed to 
land restitution is 
crucial for ending 
the displacement crisis. 

• If the peace process is successful the international 
community should seek opportunities to ensure a durable 
peace. UNHCR’s Transitional Solutions Initiative—which 
seeks to permanently integrate displaced people who do 
not wish to return to their place of origin into their new 
communities—should be fully funded and supported by 
the U.S. and others. 

*Names have been changed for their safety. 
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I want to help
I would like to help JRS/USA in its mission to serve, accompany and defend the rights of refugees. I am enclosing a contribution of $_________.

Simply clip this label and send to: 
JRS/USA, 1016 16th Street, NW, Suite 500, Washington, D.C. 20036

To charge your gift to MasterCard, Visa or American Express, please visit jrsusa.org to make a secure online gift.
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An styrofoam cooler serves as a refriger-
ator for a displaced family in Buenaven-
tura. (Christian Fuchs — JRS/USA)


