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Figure 2.3.  The three Cordilleras of Colombia. (Public Domain Image). 
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classifications: tierra fría (cold land), tierra caliente (hot land), and tierra templada 

(temperate land).  Cities above 2000 meters above sea level, like Bogotá, are in tierra 

fría.  Melgar, 98 km southwest of Bogotá, is in tierra caliente.  Cities in tierra caliente 

are below 1000 meters above sea level.  At 1500 meters above sea level, Medellín is in 

tierra templada, land located between 1000 and 2000 meters above sea level.  Weather 

and temperatures vary between the three ranges of altitudes.  The three cordilleras also 

form massive and important river valleys that connect municipalities to each other.  

People use rivers to transport important goods and supplies to and from the Andean 

region and the Caribbean region.  Culturally, the Andean region is urban and 

characterized by commerce and industry.  Most of the population is mestizo, with a 

large percentage of the population having European ancestry.  Each city has its own 

accent and regional dishes.   

The Caribbean Region (Figure 2.4) is another of the five regions.  The region 

has three main port cities—Cartagena, Barranquilla, and Santa Marta—where most 

imports come into the country.  Colombia’s Caribbean coastline goes from the border 

with Panama in the west to the Guajira desert bordering Venezuela.  Along with the 

Guajira desert, the region also has snow capped peaks and plains that reach south to 

the Andes region.  Culturally, the Caribbean Region is diverse.  During colonization, 

the region’s port cities received large influxes of slave populations from Africa.  

Today, many descendants continue to live in the region.  In addition, numerous 

indigenous populations live in the northern section of the Caribbean region.  Large 

chiefdoms existed prior to the Spanish Conquest.  Many indigenous communities  
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Figure 2.4. The Caribbean Region of Colombia (Public Domain Image.)   
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fought against the contemporary state for recognition, which they received in the 1991 

Colombia Constitution through the country’s adoption of cultural pluralism.  Despite 

the recognitions of cultural pluralism, minority ethnic groups face discrimination. 

The Pacific Region (Figure 2.5) stretches from the border of Panama south to 

the border with Ecuador along the Pacific Ocean coastline.  The region is extremely 

undeveloped due to the diversity of geographical features such as swamps, highlands 

that reach up to the Cordillera Occidental, and ocean coastline within a narrow land 

area.   

A large flat land area covering almost a quarter of the country, the Llanos 

Orientales (Eastern Plains) region (Figure 2.6) stretches from the foothills of the 

Cordillera Oriental to the border with Venezuela in the eastern part of the country.  

The cattle industry and large oil reserves, which have caused many prospectors to visit 

the Llanos, characterize the area.  Armed guerrillas control large sections of this 

sparsely populated area—particularly near the border with Venezuela. 

The last region is the Amazon Region (Figure 2.7), which covers 41% of the 

territory in Colombia (Erret et al 2006:371).  The Amazon Region is located in the 

south of Colombia bordering Peru and Brazil.  Many of Colombia’s rivers originating 

in the Cordillera Oriental flow into the Amazon basin.  The region is highly 

undeveloped, and the government has set aside 6,955,751 hectares of protected rain 

forest and jungle, more than half of the total protected land in the country (Parques 

Nacionales Naturales de Colombia).    
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Figure 2.5.  The Pacific Region of Colombia. (Public Domain Image.)   
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Figure 2.6. The Llanos Orientales Region of Colombia.  (Public Domain Image). 
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Figure 2.7.  The Amazon Region of Colombia.  (Public Domain Image). 
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Cities in Colombia are home to most of the citizens and are the main recipients 

of IDPs in the country.  Rural areas, though sparsely populated, are where the majority 

of the displaced originate from.  In addition, the IDP population has lost six million 

hectares of land; 25% (one and a half million hectares) of which constitutes the overall 

cultivated land of the country (Garay 2009).  IDPs from rural areas become displaced 

because they live on sought-after land.  For example, the department of Bolivar, 

located in the Caribbean region, was formerly home to large numbers people who 

became displaced.  Here, paramilitary forces have been clearing whole towns, where 

many of the citizens are Afro-Colombians, for transnational corporations, such as 

Drummond Mining (Gibbs and Leech 2009).  For example, Javier Francisco, a former 

resident of this department, told me that in his town, five-hundred people who did not 

leave the town were tortured and killed by paramilitary forces.  Transnational 

corporations have also exploited the Guajira Desert for its natural resources.  Coal 

mining has been responsible for a large percentage of displacement in this area 

(Webber 2008; Gibbs and Leech 2009).  In the Llanos region, the armed conflict has 

intensified in the department of Arauca.  Avilés (2006b) argues that the war against 

insurgency—carried out by paramilitary forces aided by the government—has 

escalated in Arauca because the government desires to safeguard petroleum deposits 

and pipelines from guerrilla attacks.  The land and resources are beneficial for 

transnational corporations’ investments.  The intensification of resource exploitation 

has caused a great deal of forced displacement.  The push to acquire access to 

resource-filled land is a main issue in state violence. 
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 History 

 A brief overview of the history of Colombia will demonstrate the social and 

political woes at the root of internal displacement.  The armed conflict between the 

state and guerrillas still exists, the dispute over land persists, and “la apertura 

económica [the economic opening]” (Ahumada Beltrán et al. 2004) of Colombia in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s through structural adjustment programs (SAPs) create the 

current context of displacement.  As Ibáñes and Querubín (2004:8) argue, in Colombia 

there is a direct correlation between forced displacement and three main factors: the 

intensification of the armed conflict in areas of land interest, territorial disputes 

between paramilitary groups and the guerrilla, and corridors of illicit crop cultivation 

and the drug trade. 

Events occurring since the 1930s within Colombia, and the country’s relation 

to the U.S., have significantly affected today’s social, economic, and political 

problems.  After thirty years of government control, the Conservative party lost a 

presidential election in 1930, giving power to a very strong and united Liberal party.  

Peasants affiliated with the Liberal party retaliated against past maltreatments 

throughout the countryside in the course of the following decade with violent attacks 

on conservatives and land-owning elites.   The 1930s also saw the creation of powerful 

groups of peasants who established and passed economic and agrarian reforms.  The 

government, including many conservatives, welcomed the changes by the groups of 

peasants, thanks in part to the global depression during the era (Henderson 2001:175).  

Reforms resulting from popular movements included granting workers the right to 
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unionize, socializing credit agencies, and subsidizing coffee production.  In 1936, the 

government passed “Ley 200” (Law 200), legislation that “signaled the transition 

away from widespread popular acceptance of social hierarchies and notions of 

distributive justice, toward popular acceptance of individualistic and egalitarian 

values” (Henderson 2001:212).  Campesinos (farmers/peasants) spearheaded the drive 

for this new legislation.    

From 1945 to 1965, Colombia saw heavy partisan conflict in the rural areas, 

with at least 200,000 people killed (Roldán 2002) in a country with over 12 million 

people. This conflict began as a dispute between the Liberal and Conservative parties, 

with campesinos constituting the majority of combatants and casualties (Sanchez and 

Meertens 2001; Roldán 2002).  From 1948-1958, following the assassination of the 

Liberal Party’s presidential candidate, Jorge Gaitán, in 1948, the era of La Violencia 

(The Violence) erupted.  Many liberals in the countryside experienced a violent 

backlash from the Conservative Party.  Once the elite leadership settled in 1958 on a 

power-sharing agreement, known as the Frente Nacional (National Front), the conflict 

appeared to subside.  During the 1940s and 1950s, legislation for agrarian reform was 

rolled back.  Campesinos shaped by the earlier violence became social and political 

fighters, no longer acting exclusively for powerful men above them but in defense of 

the peasantry and their country (see Roldán 2002).   

La Violencia concluded with the creation of the Frente Nacional.  From 1958-

1974, the two political parties agreed to share power, with each political party taking 

office every four years, alternating their time in power.  Though the drive to end the 
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violence played its role in the creation of the National Front, other interests prevailed.  

Political and business elites and the Catholic Church formed the National Front 

principally to maintain power, sustain class interests, and repress working- and 

middle-class citizens through political action (Palacios 2006:170).  In addition, during 

the Frente Nacional period, agrarian reforms were cut back, and new, similar 

initiatives were silenced.   

Since the 1960s, the Colombian government has waged war against insurgent 

groups attempting to take control of the country.  Groups such as the FARC, ELN, and 

the ELP5 coalesced from early land reform movements that began in the late 1930s 

and early 1940s.  Today, this continuing armed conflict affects much of the 

population. The effects of the internal conflict in Colombia have been dire.  Political 

assassinations (Gow 2008; Bagley 2005), the overlap between the drug trade and 

politics (Pearce 1990; Avilés 2006a), wrongful killings of peasants believed to be 

counterinsurgents (Kline 2007), the use of child combatants (Human Rights Watch 

2003), and internal displacement (Rojas Rodriguez 2001; Ahumada Beltrán et al. 

2004) have all characterized at one point or another the Colombian conflict since the 

1960s.   

Public backing, from both campesinos and urban citizens, of insurgent 

movements waned in the 1980s.  This occurred for several reasons.  First, following 

World War II, Colombia became one of the most industrialized nations in Latin 

                                                
5FARC-Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia).  
ELN-Ejercito de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Army).  EPL-Ejercito Popular de Liberación 
(Popular Liberation Army). 
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America.  Because of its import-substitution industrialization (ISI) policies, Colombia 

could relax dependence on foreign goods.  New factories absorbed many displaced 

rural citizens during the era of La Violencia.  These citizens escaping violence in the 

countryside became an important labor pool.  The influx of new city dwellers 

urbanized the country tremendously so that by 1980 the country had a 75% urban 

population (Henderson 2001:326).  Second, this large percentage of urban citizens no 

longer saw fit to fight for agrarian reform.  Not only did the new industrial culture 

influence urban citizens, it also separated them from the violence and fighting in the 

jungles, fields, and mountains.  City dwellers soon forgot the experience of the 

conflict, and the struggle that once was a populous movement receded from their 

collective memories (Henderson 2001:327).  Third, the economic policies established 

in the 1950s produced positive effects in Colombia.  The economic policies that 

Colombia put in place helped the country be the sole nation in Latin America to 

escape the debt crisis in the 1980s and postponed the adoption of neoliberal economic 

policies until the 1990s (Gibbs and Leech 2009: 50).  Lastly, land-owning elites in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s formed self-defense groups to protect their lands.  These 

groups, which would later become today’s paramilitaries, not only attacked guerrilla 

factions, which helped reduce their attacks, they also allied with the military and the 

government to produce policies favorable to their interests, and installed and helped 

elect political leaders (Medina Gallego and Téllez Ardila 1994; Avilés 2006a; Palacios 

2006).   The Colombian military, during peace talks with the guerrilla factions during 
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the 1980s, worked hand-in-hand with paramilitaries to “effectively [cleanse] entire 

regions of guerrilla sympathizers” (Palacios 2006:203). 

In the late 1980s, the United States cancelled its participation in the 

International Coffee Agreement (ICA).  The decision by the U.S. government had an 

adverse impact on coffee growers in Colombia.  The ICA had “ensured a degree of 

equality in the power dynamics between poor producing countries and rich consuming 

nations.” (Gibbs and Leech 2009:51).  Where once the coffee growers received a 

guaranteed $1.20 per pound, the new price of coffee per pound fell, in the new “supply 

and demand” global market, to less than the cost to produce it.  In order to balance 

losses, many campesinos turned to the cultivation of coca plants (Thoumi 2002)—the 

important component in cocaine, produced and exported by urban drug cartels.  The 

Medellín Cartel, and later the Cali Cartel, brought the business of trafficking narcotics 

to the cities of Colombia.  With U.S. backing, the Colombian government fought hard 

to eradicate cartels.  The Andean Initiative, which provided over $2 billion of aid 

between 1989 and 1994 to Colombia from the U.S. to lower illicit-crop cultivation and 

to fight drug production, “encouraged” Colombia to initiate fundamental economic 

reform and adopt open-market policies (Gibbs and Leech 2009:50).  The last decade 

has seen the signing of Plan Colombia (discussed in Chapter 3), which seeks to fight 

drug production and help the Colombia military fight counter-insurgency in the “war 

on terror.”  Both the Colombian government and the United States Department of 

State—along with other international government bodies—define groups like the 

FARC, and those sympathetic to their cause, as terrorists. 
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Law 

For over a decade, the Colombian government has passed laws to help those 

affected by displacement.  Laws written on behalf of IDPs are, if not the most, some of 

the most progressive legislation concerning displaced population or internal refugees 

in the world.  On July 18, 1997 “Ley 387” (Law 387) was passed by the Colombian 

Congress.  This document defines what it is to be displaced and establishes the rights 

IDPs deserve.  According to Ley 387: 

A displaced person is someone who has been forced to migrate within 
the national territory, abandoning his/her place of residence or daily 
economic activities, because his/her life, physical integrity, security or 
personal liberty has been violated or directly threatened, within the 
following situations: the internal armed conflict, disturbances and 
internal tensions, general violence, massive human rights violations, 
infractions on international humanitarian law (IHL), or other 
circumstances arising from the prior situations that can alter or disturb 
public order.6 (Law 387, Title 1, Article 1 [1997]) 

 

Ley 387 also pronounces that all IDPs have the right to solicit humanitarian aid; 

receive basic human rights under international law; not be discriminated against due to 

their situation, socioeconomic status, ethnic background, language, religion, public 

and political opinion, place of origin, or disability; reunite with family members lost 

due to violence; demand due resolution to their problems; return to their place of 

origin; receive personal security from the government; and move without restriction in 

                                                
6 “Es desplazado toda persona que se ha visto forzada a migrar dentro del territorio nacional 
abandonando su localidad de residencia o actividades económicas habituales, porque su vida, su 
integridad física, su seguridad o libertad personales han sido vulneradas o se encuentran directamente 
amenazadas, con ocasión de cualquiera de las siguientes situaciones: Conflicto armado interno, 
disturbios y tensiones interiores, violencia generalizada, violaciones masivas de los Derechos Humanos, 
infracciones al Derecho Internacional Humanitario u otras circunstancias emanadas de las situaciones 
anteriores que puedan alterar o alteren drásticamente el orden público.” (text translated by author). 
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the country.  In addition, the Colombian government must facilitate all avenues in 

order for these rights to be met.  Sections 3 to 6 (Articles 14 to 17) of Ley 387 

establish methods for the government to prevent further displacement, provide 

humanitarian aid, help people return or resettle in lands of their choosing, and help 

stabilize IDPs socially and economically. 

 In 2003, The Constitutional Court of Colombia passed a ruling (T-602) 

declaring that the government had an obligation to guarantee additional rights to IDPs.  

Those rights included the access to land, dignified employment, housing, social 

integration programs in the settlement area, medical attention, adequate nutrition, 

community-rebuilding initiatives, education, political participation, and protection 

against actors in the armed conflict.   

 The Constitutional Court’s landmark decision of 2004 (T-025) determined that 

the Colombian government was falling short of its duties to protect displaced persons 

and that the state at all levels of government had ignored laws written for IDPs:  

“These generalized violations were due to structural failures of the government, seen 

as a whole. Thus, it [the Constitutional Court] declared that an ‘unconstitutional state 

of affairs’ had arisen in this field” (Cepeda-Espinoso 2008:3, emphasis in original).  T-

025 has become the normative framework in providing needed attention to IDPs.  The 

ruling declared that national and local authorities must adjust their budgets in order to 

meet the demands of IDPs.  T-025 also requires that groups representing IDPs be 

allowed to participate in the legal process of improving the “unconstitutional state of 

affairs.”  The Court appointed itself to continue to monitor the advancement of the 


