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No end
     in sight

Dear Ambassador Haydon Warren-Gash and Minister of State Michael Kitt,

Open letter to the British and Irish 
governments on the continuing tragedy 
of displacement in Colombia

On the occasion of this tenth anniversary of Law 387, which was 
supposed to mark an important step forward in the Colombian 
state’s response to the internal displacement crisis in this coun-
try, ABColombia (Agencias Británicas e Irlandesas trabajando 
en Colombia) wishes to express its continued concern about the 
plight of displaced people in Colombia, and the continued failure 
of the government to fulfil its obligations with regard to attending 
to their needs and rights, and preventing further displacement.

Walter Kälin, Representative of the Secretary-General on the 
human rights of internally displaced people, reported earlier this 
year that forced displacement in Colombia is “one of the most 
serious situations in the world”.� In the past 20 years over 3.7 
million – or around 8.5 per cent of the population – have been 
forced to flee their homes. In the past five years, approximately 
200,000 people have fled their homes annually, mostly in rural 
communities.2 These figures are not improving, and nor are the 
conditions displaced people have to live in. Displaced people 
suffer continuous and massive human rights violations. Indig-
enous and afro-Colombian communities have been affected in a 
disproportionate manner, living as they do in territories coveted 
for their natural resources and strongly impacted by the armed 
conflict.

 

�. United Nations High Com-
missioner for Human Rights 
(UNHCHR) Office in Colombia, 
A/HRC/4/38/Add.3, 24 January 
2007, para.9.

2. Internal Displacement Monitor-
ing Centre, www.internal-displace-
ment.org 
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ABColombia is a group of leading 
UK and Irish organisations with 
programmes in Colombia. We work 
on questions of forced displacement, 
human rights and development. 
ABColombia’s members are Cafod, 
Christian Aid UK/Ireland, Oxfam 
GB, SCIAF and Trócaire. Amnesty 
International and Peace Brigades 
International are observer members.

Ten years after the adoption of an advanced and 
comprehensive legislative and policy framework, 
there is still a dramatic gap between what is writ-
ten down and what is actually happening. Despite 
Constitutional Court orders3, the Colombian gov-
ernment has not fulfilled its primary responsibility 
in three main areas:

Attention to displaced people

Prevention of further displacement

The right to return

As British and Irish agencies working closely with 
displaced communities and national organisations defending 
their rights, and recognising the high priority the British and Irish 
governments has always assigned to this issue, we urge you to do 
even more to ensure that the displaced people of Colombia are 
not forgotten, and that their right to live with dignity is guaran-
teed.

Attention to displaced people
The government has focused mainly on humanitarian assistance 
and has, in our view, disregarded prevention and long-term solu-
tions. But even this assistance has been thoroughly under-funded 
and unsatisfactory.

Attention to the displaced, as set out in the 2007 National Devel-
opment Plan, consists of sharing generic programmes assigned to 
the poor population, without differentiated criteria for displaced 
people, whose needs are very specific. Moreover, in order to show 
positive results, the government is also trying to reduce the num-
ber of people it recognises as displaced.4 Displaced people need 
first to be recognised as such, and must then have their special 
needs comprehensively assessed and their rights fully respected.

In 2006 the Constitutional Court repeated a previous declaration 
that present levels of assistance to, and protection of, displaced 
people were ‘unconstitutional’. There were insufficient funds, a 
lack of institutional capacity, bureaucratic barriers to vital ser-
vices and subsidies and, in general, a low priority assigned by 
ministries to the issue.5

Programmes supposed to generate income and guarantee rights to 
land and housing are under funded. According to the Contraloría 
General de la República, “it would require more than 33 years 
to benefit all the (current) displaced population” with the funds 







3. Sentence T025 of 2004 and fol-
lowing statements.

4. The National Development Plan 
laid out plans to “bring up to date 
and clean up the unified registra-
tion system (SUR) of displaced 
population” (para 2.2, page 7). 
This activity has led to an arbitrary 
exclusion of displaced persons from 
the benefits of the state assistance 
and an increased under-recording of 
the number of displaced people in 
Colombia.

5. Constitutional Court, sentence T-
025 of 2004 and Auto �28 of 2006.
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On the �4th of May �007, the civil society 
organisations in Magdalena Medio denounced 
the excess use of force by armed forces against 
�50 displaced families settled in the municipality 
of Barrancabermeja. During a forced evacuation, 
children, elderly and women were ill-treated and 
beaten. To date, the authorities have failed to 
provide access to adequate nutrition, housing, 
health services and education to the displaced 
families, according to de Corporación regional 
para la defensa de los derechos humanos, Credhos, 
partner of Christian Aid.

presently budgeted.6 The Colombian government is spending an 
estimated 35 times more money on every demobilised fighter, 
mostly ex-paramilitaries, than it is on every displaced person.7

RECOMMENDATIONS

The UK and Irish governments should:

Pressure the Colombian government to ensure that all dis-
placed people are recognised as such, and that their special 
needs are assessed and their rights guaranteed.

Call for more and better-targeted investment in attending 
the displaced people.

Monitor public investment demarcated for the displaced to 
ensure that it is not being used for other purposes.

Prevention of further displacement  
and The right to return

While prevention of displacement and ensuring the right to return 
are two very different phases of a consolidated response to the 
displacement crisis, they require similar political responses.

The government continues to promote “democratic security” 
as its major response to the internal displacement crisis, a strat-
egy that has so far failed to prevent forced displacement, as the 
numbers demonstrate.8 Moreover, it is a policy that denies the 
humanitarian principle of distinction between combatants and 
non-combatants and has increased the vulnerability of civilian 
communities to the militarization of their territories.

1.

2.

3.

6. “Alerta la contraloría: programas 
de atención a la población desplaza-
da están desfinanciados en el nuevo 
plan de desarrollo”, �2th of April 
2007, (in http://www.contraloria-
gen.gov.co, �3 de abril de 2007).

7. Calculation by author using fig-
ure of 3.7 million displaced people 
and information from Seguimiento 
y Control Preventivo a las Políticas 
Públicas en Materia de Desmovili-
zación y Reinserción, Procuraduría 
General de la Nación, �4th of  
November 2006. (in  http://www.
indepaz.org.co)

8. Congreso de la República, 
texto conciliado al Proyecto de Ley 
No.�99/07 Senado – 20�/07 Cá-
mara, por la cual se expide el Plan 
Nacional de Desarrollo 2006-20�0, 
en Gaceta del Congreso Nº. �59, 
Bogotá D.C. 3 de mayo de 2007, 
objetivo B.
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Afro-Colombian and peasant communities of Curvaradó* Chocó, have 
returned to their territory after suffering massacres, disappearances and forced 
displacements. Shortly after the displacement, their land was planted with palm 
oil trees. Since they have returned created a humanitarian zone, and begun to 
demand the restitution of their land and the right to truth, justice and reparation, 
they have been harassed by paramilitaries and the armed forces. On the �7th of 
March �007, the family of a community member, Enrique Petro, received a phone 
call at their house in the municipality of Belén de Bajirá:

“I am a member of the Black Eagles (“Aguilas Negras”, a paramilitary group). 
Don Enrique Petro and his family are messed up people and we are going to 
finish them off. We know that one of his sons lives in Currulao, and another in 
Chigorodó. And we know which ones live in Bajirá… We are going to finish them 
all off.”**

* Beneficiaries of Christian Aid´s programme in Chocó

** Informe Ejecutivo, Comisión Intereclesial de Justicia y Paz, �7th of March 2007.

Additionally, the government continues to deny that the armed 
forces generate forced displacement, perpetrating extrajudicial 
executions, indiscriminate military operations that affect civilians 
in areas of confrontation, pillage, harassments and large-scale 
detentions.

Communities that resist forced displacement or attempt to re-
settle in their land suffer persistent attacks against their life and 
livelihood. The National Development Plan, like other govern-
ment policies, does not sufficiently address the main reasons for 
persistently high levels of displacement, and the impossibility, in 
most cases, for communities to return to their land. These are as 
follows:

The continued presence of/attacks by paramilitary groups 
seeking economic gain and political power, often support 
by security forces

The continuing armed conflict between state/paramilitary 
and guerrilla forces, including the indiscriminate use of 
landmines

Aerial fumigation

Impunity

Until these issues are comprehensively addressed, the right not to 
be displaced and the right of safe return cannot be guaranteed.

Despite the demobilization of some paramilitaries, paramilitary 
groups continue to be a permanent threat to civilians.9 In some 









9. International Crisis Group latest 
report
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On the ��st of January, Yolanda 
Izquierdo Berrío, a human 
rights defender, was killed by 
paramilitaries in front of her house 
in Montería, Córdoba. Yolanda 
Izquierdo represented a large group 
of displaced people who demanded 
restitution of their land stolen by 
paramilitaries such as Fidel Castaño. 
As part of her work, Yolanda 
Izquierdo participated in the trial 
of paramilitary leader Salvatore 
Mancuso.* Since Yolanda Izquierdo 
was killed, the farmers she was 
representing have stopped claiming 
their properties for fear of similar 
reprisals.**

* UNHCHR Office in Colombia, press release, �st 
of February 2007, http://www.hchr.org.co/pu-
blico/comunicados/2007

** International Federation on Human Rights, 
press release, COL 002/0207/OBS 0�, 2d of 
February 2007.

areas, often where they had supposedly demobilized, they contin-
ue to operate as they have done in the past, often with the acqui-
escence of, or in collusion with, the security forces. In others they 
operate differently, often more discreetly, but the effect of their 
presence is the same. More than 3,000 murders and enforced 
disappearances of civilians have been attributed to paramilitary 
groups since they declared a ceasefire in 2002.�0 Paramilitaries are 

exerting social control based on the accumulated ter-
ror of years of repression. Given the choice of working 
with paramilitary groups or facing endless threats, many 
people simply flee.

Impunity is the most powerful weapon of the armed 
groups. It is vital that those responsible for the crimes of 
displacement are brought to justice in order to prevent 
more displacement, ensure that land is returned, and 
defend victims´ rights to truth, justice and reparation.

But the process designed to bring demobilized para-
militaries to justice�� leaves crimes against humanity 
and violations of international humanitarian law un-
punished and does not guarantee victims´ rights, as has 
been evidenced by the recent hearings of paramilitary 
leaders. On the contrary, ABColombia is concerned that 
it has generated more attacks against the lives of dis-
placed people who demand their rights and give evidence 
against paramilitaries in jail.

The legal framework for the demobilization process is not 
aimed at dismantling the existing economic, political and 
social structure of paramilitaries. It has failed to identify 
and bring to justice third parties, including members of 

�0. Amnesty International, Annual 
Report 2007.

��. Decree �28 of 2002 and Law 
975 of 2005, popularly known as 
the “Justice and Peace Law

Photograhs Nueva Esperanza, Jiguamiandó. Courtesy of Comisión Intereclesial de Justicia y Paz
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On the �� January �007, about �0 paramilitaries threatened 

two thousand inhabitants of Playa de Bazán, Nariño. In February 
�007, the same population suffered constant aerial fumigations. 
On �� March, a military operation led by the marines, with 
the support of 4 mobile units, resulted in a combat with 
FARC guerrillas in the middle of the civilian population. As a 
consequence more than 800 displaced families arrived in the town 
of El Charco, fleeing from the rural areas of Taija, El Hojal and 
San Francisco. Approximately 47% of the displaced are children 
and still more communities are unable to flee the area due to the 
restrictions placed on their movement by armed groups.*

* Press release Diócesis de Tumaco “sobre los acontecimientos de orden público ocurridos en marzo de 
2007 en los municipios de El Charco y La Tola, Tumaco”, 2 de abril 2007

the security forces and politicians, who have supported paramili-
tary groups logistically and financially.�2

In January 2000, Francis Deng, the then Representative of the 
UN Secretary General on Internally Displaced People, described 
displacement in Colombia as a “tool for acquiring land for the 
benefit of large landowners, narco-traffickers, as well as private 
enterprises planning large-scale projects for the exploitation of 
natural resources”.�3

Detained paramilitaries have not devolved the land they stole and 
the government is not fulfilling its obligations to restore this land, 
as set out in UN Guiding Principle 28. Other recently adopted 
laws�4 legally consolidate the land grabbing by paramilitaries, 
while the National Development Plan will encourage an intensive 
agriculture for exportation model at the expense of poor farmers´ 
rights to land and sustainable livelihoods.

In a country where almost 4 million people have had to flee their 
land because of violence, it is hard to envisage how such laws, 
if passed, could do anything other than encourage further land 
concentration by the paramilitaries.

Of particular concern is the inclusion of “rural reinsertion” 
programmes through which the government will finance agro-
industrial projects which bring together peasant farmers, dis-
placed people and demobilized paramilitaries. This could result in 
farming and displaced communities working alongside those who 
forced them off their lands and committed human rights viola-
tions against them. It may also lead to the legalization of land 
taken by paramilitaries by force.�5

�2. Amnesty International, Annual 
Report 2007.

�3. United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights Office in 
Colombia, E/CN.4/2000/83/Add.�, 
para 23

�4. Bill Nº. 030 de 2006-Senado 
y 2�0 de 2007 Cámara “por el 
cual se dicta el Estatuto de Desar-
rollo Rural, se reforma el Instituto 
Colombiano de Desarrollo Rural 
–INCODER- y se dictan otras 
disposiciones”; Proyecto de ley 
de “saneamiento de titulación de 
propiedad inmueble”; Law ��33 de 
2007 “por medio del cual se crea 
e implementa el programa “Agro, 
ingreso seguro - AIS”.

�5. Amnesty International, Annual 
Report 2007.
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On the �0th of May �00�, 
four planes and five helicopters 
fumigated the village of San Miguel 
and the nearby afroColombian 
communities of Timbiqui, Nariño. 
As a consequence, people have 
suffered illness, including blindness 
in the case of a woman who received 
the pesticide directly in her face. 
Children, the elderly and pregnant 
women were covered in pesticide. 
The football playground has been 
completely burned, as well as all 
the crops, leaving the population 
without anything to eat.*

* Boletin Nº. 4, 25th of July 2006 (http://www.
choco.org/docs/boletin4.html).

The ongoing armed conflict between the left wing 
guerrillas and the state (sometimes working with 
paramilitary forces), and the fighting between 
different guerrilla groups, continues to generate 
displacement, and serves as an excuse for paramili-
taries to operate.

Fumigation is leading to high levels of displace-
ment in new areas of the country. ABColombia is 
concerned that the thousands of people displaced 
by fumigation are not recognised officially as 
displaced people, and can therefore not claim the 
assistance they need to survive in their changed 
circumstances.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The UK and Irish governments should:

Push for the implementation of Walter 
Kälin’s recommendations following his visit in 2006, in-
cluding:

“The Government should use a participatory ap-
proach which would allow for consultations with the 
populations concerned on what they perceive as the 
best means of protection for them.”

“[Armed actors] should not unnecessarily jeopardize 
the security of the civilians by violating the principle 
of distinction and by using civilian installations for 
military purposes.”

“[Armed actors] should respect the wishes and poli-
cies adopted by communities who want to remain 
neutral in the armed conflict, as a means of protecting 
themselves against violence.”16

Play a strong scrutinizing role to ensure that investigations 
into paramilitary links with political and business elite are 
completed and long-term impunity for these crimes is chal-
lenged.

Ensure that any EU funding to Colombia does not fund 
projects - including rural reinsertion projects - which could 
result in the legalization of lands and other assets stolen 
through crimes against humanity committed by paramilitar-
ies, the guerrilla, or the army. Until this can be confirmed it 
should suspend any such support.

1.

2.

3.

�6.  UNHCHR office in Colombia, 
A/HRC/4/38/Add.3, 24 January 
2007, paragraph 75 and 76.



Use its influence with the Colombian government to push for 
the swift implementation of all of the recommendations of 
the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Ensure that EU trade negotiations with Colombia include 
human rights conditions.

ABColombia will continue to monitor the situation of displaced 
people in Colombia, and to call for their rights to be recognised 
and met. We count on the support of the British and Irish govern-
ments to that end.

Yours truly,

ABColombia (Agencias Británicas e Irlandesas trabajando 
en Colombia)

Catholic Agency for Overseas Development (CAFOD) 
Christian Aid UK/Ireland 
Oxfam GB 
Scottish International Aid Fund (SCIAF) 
Trócaire (official overseas development agency of the 
Catholic Church in Ireland)

4.

5.

If you would like to receive more information, please contact ABColombia at the address below:

ABColombia
Mezzanine 2
Downstream Building
1, London Bridge
London SE11GB UK
Tel: 0044 (0)2077856594/5
email: abcolombia@abcolombia.org.co

Christian Aid Office in Colombia
Catherine Bouley, Programme Officer
Cra 7 No. 32-85 of 901
Bogotá Colombia
Tel: 0057 (1) 285 1695
email: cbouley@christian-aid.org.co


