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COMMONLY USED ACRONYMS AND TERMS
Acción Social: The Presidential Agency for Social Action and International Cooperation was
created in 2006 and is housed under the office of the Vice President. Its mandate is to coordinate
government agencies’ and ministries’ humanitarian assistance to IDPs, victims of violence, and
the poor. It also collaborates with local and international NGOs.
Autos, and Auto 092: ‘Autos’ are official communications from the Colombian Constitutional
Court to the government, and are often described as rulings or public polices. Since 2004 alone,
the Court has issued over 100 autos urging the government to increase its response and
responsibility toward aspects of the internal displacement situation. Auto 092 is raised
throughout this study in particular. In 2008, the Court ruled that the internal armed conflict and
displacement have a disproportionate impact on women. It outlined ten unique risks women face,
and ordered the government to create thirteen programs in response to those risks.
CODHES: Consultaría para los Derechos Humanos y Desplazamiento, the Consultancy for
Human Rights and Displacement, a Colombian NGO that maintains a well-recognized and
comprehensive database on internal displacement, and does monitoring, reporting, and
programming related to human rights and IDPs.
CSPPD: Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Publica sobre Desplazamiento, the Commission
for Monitoring Public Policy on Displacement led by CODHES, with representatives from civil
society, NGOs, and academia.
Defensoría del Pueblo: the Ombudsman’s Human Rights Office.
IDP(s): Internally displaced person(s) are people or groups of people who have been forced to
leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of, or in order to avoid
the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or
natural- or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an international border. (Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement, 1998). Following UNHCR’s mandate, the IDP population
only includes conflict-generated IDPs to whom UNCHR extends protection and/or assistance
(UNHCR 2008 Global Trends).
Juntas de Acción Comunal: ‘Community Action Councils,’ popular neighborhood and city level
councils throughout Colombia.
Tutela: Legal complaint mechanism (derechos de petición are another type of legal complaint
mechanism).
UAO(s): Unidad(es) de Atención y Orientación, or IDP humanitarian assistance centers
dispersed throughout cities. IDPs go to UAOs to register their displacements, receive the first
three months of humanitarian aid, which includes a small income-generating stipend, and modest
food and housing stipends. They must continue going to UAOs to request assistance after the
first three months. UAOs are staffed by Acción Social and local government lawyers, social
workers, and other personnel.
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INTRODUCTION

Solutions for the world’s 26 million internally displaced people (IDPs) are an intensifying
international concern.1 Much of this trend is due to the changing nature of conflicts, which are
increasingly contained within state borders and with a great impact on civilians. International
responses to conflicts following the Cold War have also contributed towards turning many of the
world’s refugees into IDPs. However, unlike refugees who cross state borders, IDPs are not
protected in a binding manner by international law; their protection depends on states. Yet when
states are unable or unwilling to provide assistance and protect the rights of IDPs, particularly in
protracted and large-scale humanitarian crises, we must look to responses of IDP women and
men themselves, the United Nations and other international and national organizations. The
proportion of persons of concern to UNHCR who are IDPs has risen, while the numbers of
refugees has fallen. UNHCR does not however have in its mandate to cover all IDPs, and there is
an absence of solutions.2
Paying attention to IDPs’ own responses has gradually gained precedence on the agendas of
forced migration research, policy, and programming. Researchers, practitioners, and activists
alike are increasing their efforts to gather IDPs’ input at a range of levels from listening to “IDP
voices,” to consultation or participation with IDPs, to shared decision-making aspiring towards
more relevant and lasting solutions for IDPs. One aspect that has been far overlooked is IDPs’
own strategies to reconstruct their lives, which posits IDPs as ‘social agents.’ Focusing on IDPs
as social agents does not deny they are victims, or have acute humanitarian needs that must be
met. However, examining how IDPs themselves are forging their own solutions becomes
significant and unavoidable given the lack of clear solutions, and growing number of IDPs,
particularly in protracted and large-scale conflicts and urban settings that pose increasing
challenges to UNCHR, and the people and governments of conflict-affected countries. Similarly,
there are challenges in responding to a mix of humanitarian, development, urban planning and
transitional justice concerns. Another trend in internal displacement is critical for us to be aware
of: women represent more than half of IDPs worldwide.3 While humanitarian and conflictrelated fields have established that displacement is a gendered phenomenon (i.e., acknowledging
differences between and among women and men regarding experiences of displacement), much
less is known about how these gendered effects shape how IDPs reconstruct their lives.
Colombia is an important case in which to examine IDPs own responses to internal displacement
and can provide insights into more effective and lasting solutions for IDP protection. It is also a
good case from which to document and analyze the unique challenges and opportunities IDP
women face in seeking to influence policy and politics, defend human rights, and secure durable
solutions. Sixty years into the country’s protracted armed conflict, Colombia has the second
1

Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC)/Norwegian Refugee Council. Global Overview of Trends and
Developments. 2008 (accessed December 16, 2009); available from
http://www.internaldisplacement.org/8025708F004BE3B1/(httpInfoFiles)/82DA6A2DE4C7BA41C12575A90041E
6A8/$file/IDMC_Internal_Displacement_Global_Overview_2008.pdf.
2
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 2008 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-seekers,
Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons. (UNHCR, 2009).
3
UNHCR 2009.
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highest number of IDPs of any other country in the world (after Sudan) estimated at 3 to 4.2
million.4,5 At the same time, Colombia has a well-developed and progressive Constitutional
Court that for fifteen years has made significant strides toward passing legislation on internal
displacement, including mandating the government unit responsible for IDPs to protect IDP
leaders and even at times encouraging the participation of IDPs and IDP organizations. This
legislation has often been regarded as the most advanced and far-reaching of its kind in the
world, and over 100 IDP policies have been passed since 2004 alone. However, implementation
and enforcement of these laws and policies remain the greatest challenge. The reality on the
ground is that because of a host of factors related to politics and the nature of the conflict, IDPs
remain unprotected: they lack sufficient services rendering them vulnerable to security risks and
poverty, and are marginalized in informal settlements of urban areas. IDP leaders are exposed to
sociopolitical risks in particular. Colombia presents an opportunity to document and analyze the
unique challenges and opportunities IDP women face in trying to rebuild their lives amidst
continued poverty, threat, displacement and violence.
This study falls at the intersection of two important trends in forced displacement. First, it looks
at the emergence of IDP leadership as a critical way that IDPs are responding to their own
situations and striving to protect their rights. IDP durable solutions, challenges, and opportunities
tend to be generated at the international or national policy level, with far less attention to IDPs’
own perspectives and responses to their situations. There is very scarce, but growing literature on
forced migrants’ roles in reconstructing their lives such as by organizing and participating in
interventions. Second, it takes into account the gendered impacts of displacement by focusing on
the experiences of IDP women leaders in Colombia. Specifically, it looks at how they become
leaders and practice leadership with an overarching aim of protecting IDP rights. Estimates of
IDP women range from 52.3%6 to 58%7 of all Colombian IDPs, consistent with the rate of
slightly more than half of IDPs worldwide. Together, women and children also comprise about
80% of all IDPs in Colombia. Of the 76.4% of IDP households, 50.8% are headed by women
(with or without a partner or spouse).8,9 Overall, more than 70% of victims registered by the
State’s Attorney’s Office are women.10

4

UNHCR. Balance de Política Publica para la Atención Integral de la Población Desplazada en Colombia. [Public
Policy Balance Sheet for Holistic Assistance to Forced Displacement in Colombia]. (Bogotá, 2007).
5
Elizabeth Ferris and Alex Mundt. Durable Solutions for IDPs in Protracted Situations: Three Case Studies.
Brookings-Bern Project on Internal Displacement. (October 2008).
6
Luis Jorge Garay Salamanca, Fernando Barberi Gómez, Gladys Prada Pardo et al. “El Reto Ante la Tragedia
Humanitaria del Desplazamiento Forzado: Superar la Exclusión Social de la Población Desplazada.” Vol. 3.
(Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre Desplazamiento (CSPPD) and CODHES. Bogotá, April
2009(b)).
7
Defensoría del Pueblo and the International Organization for Migration (IOM). Promotion and Monitoring of
Sexual and Reproductive Rights of Women Victims of Forced Displacement with Emphasis on Intra-familiar and
Sexual Violence. (Bogotá, June 2008), 47.
8
Ibid.
9
UNHCR. State of the World’s Refugees. Box 7.4 on Internal Displacement in Colombia. (UNHCR, 2006).
10
Mesa de Trabajo Mujer y Conflict Armado.[Working Group on Women and Armed Conflict]. VII Informe Sobre
Violencia Sociopolítica contra Mujeres, Jóvenes, y Niñas en Colombia. [VII Report on Sociopolitical Violence against
Women, Youth and Girls in Colombia.] (Bogotá, 2007).

A. Taylor

7

Furthermore, it is an important moment to analyze leadership of IDP women in Colombia in light
of a 2008 policy, Auto 092, in which the Constitutional Court ruled that the conflict has had a
disproportionate impact on women. Consistent with the Court’s position on its rulings, 092
recognizes displacement as resulting from armed conflict (a position that counters that of the
executive branch, which has prohibited use of the words ‘armed conflict’ as I describe in the
background). The policy acknowledges specific threats IDP women face and orders the
government to address the problem through a series of thirteen programs. Several attributes of
092 are novel with Colombian IDP policy, such as it’s gender-sensitive and rights-based
framework, and aim of joining humanitarian assistance with transitional justice measures.11
Women’s groups were involved in designing 092, and subsequent to its passing, increased
attention has been paid to IDP women’s leadership roles by government and non-government
actors in Colombia; however it remains unclear how women’s leadership can be supported in a
way that will be most beneficial for IDPs while protecting the rights of women leaders.
Displacement is deeply marked by race in addition to gender. In Colombia, Afro-Colombians
and indigenous people are also disproportionately represented as IDPs. The main pattern of
displacement is rural to urban. IDPs are often forcibly displaced multiple times within and
among Colombia’s major cities. Bogotá, the capital, and its neighboring city of Soacha, are the
top receiving cities for IDPs. Within these cities, IDPs live in very poor conditions,
predominately residing in informal settlements in which they face poor to non-existent health,
education, human and security services,12 multiple threats to their protection and security and
mounting challenges to the reconstruction of their lives. Humanitarian assistance is limited and
short-term, with far less in terms of provision of longer-term development needs and access to
transitional justice measures such as reparations. Given the violence, fear, strenuous flight and
poor living conditions that IDPs endure, leadership on top of survival is an improbable if not
impossible option for many IDPs.
Yet despite great odds, and in many cases motivated to act because of the challenges they have
confronted, some IDPs have emerged as leaders in Colombia to try to change their situation.
Many have re-emerged in a new phase of leadership because they were persecuted as leaders
prior to being displaced. From the neighborhood to the national level, IDPs have created
organizations, joined local and national committees, and influenced policy to a level unparallel
with any other country in the world with a similar refugee or IDP situation. To illustrate, there
are an estimated 2,000 IDP civil society organizations in Colombia. For four months in 2009,
over 1,800 IDPs staged a sit-in at a city park called Tercer Milenio, living in tents and
demanding their rights in what was one of several takeovers of its kind in recent years (the most
well-known was a sit-in of the Red Cross in 1999).
IDP leadership and organizing at the scale we see in Colombia is a relatively recent
phenomenon. Displacement was first recognized in policy by the government in 1995, when the
first assistance policy was created emphasizing emergency aid. This policy became law in 1997,
and in 2000 the IDP registry system was established. Previously, IDPs were not organized, and
leaders were far less visible. The Constitutional Court developments and provision of aid to IDPs
11

Constitutional Court of Colombia. Auto No. 092. Protection of fundamental rights for women victim to
displacement as a result of the armed conflict. (Bogotá, April 2008).
12
In particular, a lack of police presence and timely response pose challenges in bringing cases to court.
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in the last ten years provided some of the basic foundations that have subsequently allowed space
for leadership. Throughout the shifting nature of the Colombian conflict, forced displacement has
remained one of the most steady and pervasive phenomena. It is a mounting crisis with
unanswered questions in terms of how IDPs’ development needs will be met, how urban
planning will account for the increasingly urban nature of displacement, and how transitional
justice measures will be incorporated.
We know from witnessing the results of their work that IDP leaders play important roles in the
lives of IDPs, but we have very little in-depth understanding of who these leaders are, especially
from a gender perspective. This study set out to understand and document the experiences of IDP
women leaders. The two central questions were, how do IDP women emerge as leaders (under
which conditions)? And, what are their practices of leadership? I was interested to gain more
detailed knowledge of the phenomenon of leadership among IDP women and the implications of
their leadership for the provision of rights and protection of IDPs. The aim was to collect
information that would be informative to IDP women leaders and other IDP women and men,
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers.
In order to examine the emergence and practices of IDP women’s leadership, I carried out field
research in Bogotá and Soacha, Colombia from June to August, and again in November 2009.
Drawing on ethnographic methods, particularly participant observation and in-depth interviews, I
took an approach grounded in the experiences of IDP women leaders. I conducted 19 qualitative,
semi-structured interviews and one focus group with IDP women leaders, complemented by over
50 additional interviews with IDP men leaders, women and men IDPs who are not leaders, as
well as government, international and national NGO, and academic professionals. These
interviews, along with literature reviews, were important in my gaining a broader perspective
and framing the issues that came out of the IDP women leaders’ narratives. Snowball and
purposive sampling were used to identify key professional informants, and leaders who were
self-identified. I also attended events, workshops, and meetings (Annex 3); and returned in
March and July 2010 to begin sharing findings with IDP women leaders and professionals.
It is next worth introducing a few concepts about leadership because it can be interpreted in
many ways, both by IDPs and at the policy level. For the purpose of this study “IDP leadership”
among women is defined as the ways in which IDP women reach positions of leadership and
influence decisions that affect IDPs’ lives, and can be conceptualized according to two main
avenues. First, by participation, leaders seek to influence policies and programs concerning
IDPs. The input of IDPs is typically solicited and facilitated by professionals who involve
women leaders in a range of intensity, from listening to “IDP voices,” to consultation, to shared
decision-making. Second, through collective action, women leaders self-organize, mobilize and
engage in activism, and more informally guide and support IDPs. Resistance is also a central
notion to women’s leadership. I identified six main roles IDP women leaders take on: (1)
humanitarian assistance and guiding IDPs through the ‘displacement route’; (2) legal assistance,
such as filing legal complaints; (3) activism such as marches; (4) good governance and holding
institutions accountable; (5) defending IDP and women’s human rights; and (6) seeking to
influence IDP policy and politics in a way that impacts IDPs. These roles usually overlapped,
and are roughly listed from short-term to more long-term and systemic activities.

A. Taylor

9

Though IDP women leaders seek doing so through a variety of avenues, I found IDP women
(and men) leaders’ general aim is to restore rights of people that have been violated as a result of
displacement. Leadership has been identified as an avenue toward protecting IDP rights, and a
means through which IDPs attempt to fill the gaps in assistance and protection given what the
state is able or willing to provide. Further, institutions and outsiders rely on leaders to represent
the needs and interests of IDPs (doing so is often even policy, as in the case of UNHCR).
Focusing on IDP women and men’s leadership entails recognizing IDPs have social agency
beyond being passive victims or dependents of humanitarian aid. Such a shift in perspective is
salient given the protracted nature of the situation and the very small likelihood that the
displaced will be able to return (resettlement in urban areas is a long-term if not permanent
experience, albeit quite insecure in most cases). Leadership has become essential to IDPs’
responses as they seek to live beyond the magnitude of the problem and the short-term and
inconsistent aid distributed and services available to them. At the same time, as I will discuss
further, paying attention to IDP women as social agents does not deny they are victims; in fact
recognizing victimhood is increasingly an important legal distinction if IDPs are to be eligible
for transitional justice interventions. Thus, an IDP woman leader’s construction of identity is
dynamic and complex given that both agency and victimhood can simultaneously form part of
her identity in an urban area.
Despite the importance and responsibility placed on leaders at the international and national
levels, and the fact that it is increasingly visible, leadership among IDP women and men is
largely undocumented. While there is no longer a question that the role of IDPs in reconstructing
their lives is central or that IDPs should play a role in restoring IDP rights (at least legally in
terms of the Court’s orders), it remains unclear how they can most effectively be involved in
meeting these goals. Most importantly, detailed knowledge of the phenomenon of leadership
among IDP women—how it emerges and practices of leadership—can be used to help maximize
its potential to benefit IDPs. Similarly, it demonstrates how leadership can enhance the
enjoyment of rights for IDP leaders themselves and the greater IDP population, and when it may
undermine IDP rights or threaten their security. In addition, paying attention to the level of
threats and violence IDP women leaders encounter (a pressing finding from this research) helps
refine our understanding of protection needs for IDP women leaders and the IDP communities
they work for and represent.
This thesis is divided into three parts, each with several sections. (1) The first part begins with
background on the Colombian conflict and internal displacement, followed by IDP policy
(including perceptions from IDP women leaders on each); and methodology. Next are three short
sections to keep in mind throughout the remaining findings: the conceptual overview provides a
foundation with central dimensions of displacement, gender, and leadership; and ‘gendered
experiences of conflict and displacement’ and ‘IDPs as social agents’ offer further discussion
based on the literature. (2) In the second part, I present findings based on my data collection in
Colombia and analysis, divided as ‘emergence’ and ‘practices’ of leadership. I begin with a
profile of IDP women leaders, which includes conditions in which leaders emerge and which
serve as barriers to emergence, socio-demographics, displacement patterns and experiences,
women’s experiences of conflict and displacement, urban conditions, and how they affect
leadership. Subsequently, ‘emergence of IDP women leaders’ covers how women become
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leaders, prior leadership experience, training, and motivation. Risks and threats IDP women
leaders face are discussed next. I then analyze leadership practices, highlighting issues of
inclusion and representation of IDP women leaders among other leaders and stakeholders, and
among their IDP constituency. I also discuss gendered spaces of leadership; critiques, challenges,
and best leadership practices and strategies raised by women leaders and professionals; and IDP
women leaders, the household and family. (3) Last, I provide some concluding thoughts and
include several annexes.
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
In order to analyze how IDP women leaders emerge, and their practices of leadership, it is first
essential to understand the environment in which they operate in Colombia. The magnitude of
the IDP crisis has been met with limited response from most government agencies. At the same
time, the Constitutional Court has made progressive rulings, a few of which reflect and influence
IDP women’s leadership in particular. This section provides an overview of the armed conflict,
forced internal displacement, and government response, and is followed by a discussion of
international and national IDP policies – including IDP women leaders’ perceptions of these
policies and their rights.
The Conflict
Colombian women and men have experienced over 50 years of internal armed conflict with
violence perpetrated by three main groups: leftist guerillas, right-wing paramilitaries, and state
security forces. Of a few leftist guerilla groups, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC) remain the most prominent. A new generation of right-wing paramilitary
successor groups has surfaced following demobilization of 37 groups of the Autodefensas Unidas
de Colombia (AUC) in 2006. In recent years, these ‘successor groups’ are thought to be
responsible for some of the worst abuses against civilians such as killings, massacres, rapes,
threats and extortion. According to the most recent Human Rights Watch report,
[Successor groups] repeatedly targeted human rights defenders, trade unionists, displaced persons including
Afro-Colombians who seek to recover their land, victims of the AUC who are seeking justice, and
community members who do not follow their orders. The rise of the groups has coincided with a significant
increase in the rates of internal displacement around the country from 2004 through at least 2007.13

Paramilitaries have been known to act together with state forces, varying from concerted action
to “turning their backs” on acts of violence, to cases of open confrontation.14 State forces also
contribute to violence and human rights abuses, in recent years killing civilians and reporting
these deaths as a means to increase “guerilla” body counts.15,16 In addition, drug-related, gang
13

Human Rights Watch. Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia. New York: Human Rights
Watch, (2010), 3.
14
Roberto Vidal. “Annex V: Context” in Internal Displacement and the Construction of Peace: Summary Report
from the Conference on Displacement and Peacebuilding. Brookings-Bern Project on Internal Displacement, the
Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs and the Pontífica Universidad Javeriana. (Bogotá, February 2009).
15
In 2008 the Defense Ministry issued a directive to prioritize capturing guerillas rather than killing them because
of the increase in reported civilian killings by the government security forces (called “false positives”). It appeared
that the directive was beginning to work. The Center for Research and Popular Education (CINEP, in Spanish),
which maintains a database on human rights violations, reported 87 false positives in the second half of 2007 (34%
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and criminal violence, and a series of mercenaries moving in and out of these groups, are mixed
into the fold.
The various armed forces and groups’ interests are increasingly complex and overlapping. They
vie for territorial control, natural resources, drug trafficking routes, and local political control.
Once characterized by a clash of ideologies, the conflict has also become a source of profit,
nationally and globally. In Colombia there is a strong correlation between continued armed
conflict and actors’ profiting through shadow war economies that enables the violence to
flourish, as Duffield describes of many contemporary wars.17,18
The last failed peace negotiations took place in 2002. Since then the government has not taken
up negotiations with guerilla groups, claiming that doing so recognizes them as legitimate
parties. The government response to dealing with the conflict has been overwhelmingly a
military one. At the same time, civil society and victims’ groups, and women’s groups in
particular, have been at the forefront of peace movements and for resumed negotiations since the
failed talks in 2002.19,20 Individual women have played important roles in trying to secure a
peace through non-military means. In 2009, Afro-Colombian Senator Piedad Córdoba was
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize for her efforts in negotiating the release of hostages from
the FARC, and for her peace advocacy work.
The civilian population has suffered the brunt of the armed conflict. Extreme levels of violence
perpetrated against civilians by the various armed actors characterizes the war in Colombia, and
in this way it joins the ranks of other contemporary internal wars in Angola, DRC, Liberia, Sierra
Leone, and Sudan. State and insurgent groups claim it is impossible to respect the distinction
between civilians and combatants, adopting a generalized practice of blaming each other and
identifying civilians as collaborators or non-uniformed combatants of the adversary.21,22 Families
are forced to supply food, lodging, or transport to whichever armed actors are in control.
Civilians live in fear of being labeled sympathizers of the other side, which can cost them their
less than the previous six month period). The killings originally took place in Soacha, and have surged there and
elsewhere in 2009, suggesting the problem may in fact be systemic and on-going.
16
UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial executions, Mission to Colombia 8-18 June 2009, press release.
Available from
http://www.unhchr.ch/huricane/huricane.nsf/view01/C6390E2F247BF1A7C12575D9007732FD?opendocument;
and Simon Romero. “Colombia Lists Civilian Killings in Guerilla Toll.” The New York Times. October 30, 2009.
(accessed October 30, 2009); Available from
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/30/world/americas/30colombia.html?_r=1)
17
Mark Duffield. Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of Development and Security. (London: Zed
Books, 2001).
18
Mark Duffield. “War as Network Enterprise: The New Security Terrain and Its Implications” Cultural Values.
Vol. 6, (2002).
19
Catalina Rojas. In the Midst of War: Women’s Contributions to Peace in Colombia. eds. Sanam Anderlini and
Camille Conaway. (Washington, D.C.: Hunt Alternatives Fund, 2004).
20
Catalina Rojas. Preparing for peace: The Critical Role of Women in Colombia. Conference Report. (Washington,
D.C.: Hunt Alternatives Fund/Women Waging Peace, 2004).
21
Vidal 2009.
22
Hugo Slim. Killing Civilians: Method, Madness and Morality in War. (New York: Columbia University Press,
2008).
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lives or result in them fleeing the disputed territories.23 Along with attacks, threats, retaliation,
intimidation, forced recruitment, disappearances, and killings, forced displacement has remained
one of the most steady and pervasive phenomena of the Colombian conflict.
Forced Internal Displacement
Internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Colombia comprise the second largest IDP population of
any country in the world after Sudan with estimates ranging from 3 to 4.2 million.24,25 Reasons
for the range are due to underreporting in the registry system and disagreements about legitimate
grounds to register as an IDP.26 IDP numbers increased by 25% in 2008 according to
CODHES,27,28 and again increased in 2009,29 representing about 3% of the total population.
Increase and versatility of violent acts and constant human rights violations coupled with
impunity are thought to contribute to the greater displacements.30 A male government lawyer in
an IDP assistance center noted numbers of officially registered IDPs in Colombia were most
recently decreasing, but that unofficial numbers were increasing. IDPs would be more
vulnerability if they were not documented, in terms of fewer prospects, and generally a lower
protection profile in general. Aside from IDPs, the conflict has also generated about 360,000
refugees and asylum-seekers residing in neighboring countries such as Ecuador and Panama, as
well as the U.S.31
Causes and Nature of Displacement
Internal displacement is generated in a number of ways in Colombia. First, armed actors can
deliberately target civilians in disputed territories, attacking or intimidating them for the purpose
of political or economic control. Displacement is often framed as resulting directly from
confrontations between armed actors. However, Selfa and Molano point out that tactics of
deliberately expelling populations have been a long-standing practice by armed actors as well as
government security forces, “[P]eople are not displaced ‘by violence;’ rather, violence is the tool
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used to expel the population. The true causes for displacement are hidden behind the violence.”32
Displacement tends to take place in areas rich in natural resources, with unstable political
control, and where violence is used to gain and maintain control of the land. Sexual violence also
contributes to displacement. Of displaced women surveyed in four cities by the Ombudsman’s
office, 18% said sexual violence had been their cause of their displacement.33
Displacement in Colombia predominately consists of intermittent displacements of individuals
and families, with fewer massive displacements. While guerillas participate more often in acts of
displacement, their interventions are thought to affect fewer people than paramilitaries’ terrororiented strategies, which have produced more massacres and caused people to flee in greater
numbers.34 Paramilitaries are said to be responsible for 37% of displacements currently.35
Some recent estimates suggest a re-surfacing of mass displacements. CODHES reports 75
instances of mass displacements took place in 2009, refuting the government’s estimate of
42.36,37 During my first field visit to a Soacha informal settlement with a large IDP population, I
was told that a few armed actors had transported and deposited 15 indigenous families in the
middle of the informal settlement the week prior, thereby displacing them from their native
province in southern Colombia.
Displacement as an Urban Phenomenon
The majority of IDPs in Colombia seek refuge in urban centers, as only very few camps for IDPs
have been established in the late 1990s. Rural to urban displacement is the main displacement
and flight pattern in Colombia. There has been an increasing trend of intra-urban and inter-urban
displacement, meaning IDPs move among and within cities in search of protection.38,39 Little is
known about the actual numbers, demographics, basic needs and protection problems for IDPs
compared with non-IDPs, making it easy for them to get lost among the urban poor and for their
needs to be overlooked.40,41 When people who have been displaced are not recognized as IDPs,
they cannot benefit from the same types of social services as other urban poor.
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Eighty-two percent of IDPs live in less than 10% of Colombia’s provinces, mostly in large urban
areas.42 Within these urban areas, informal settlements are typically IDPs’ final destination.
Bogotá and its neighboring city of Soacha are the primary receiving cities. An estimated 270,000
IDPs live in Bogotá, which has a total population of seven million. Only about half of IDPs in
Bogotá are thought to be registered.43 As of 2000, 37 families were estimated to arrive in Bogotá
each day,44 and the number is thought to be much higher now. A male employee in an IDP
humanitarian assistance center (UAO) estimated up to 50 families, or 200 IDPs arrived per day
to one UAO in the south of Bogotá. Soacha and several parts of Bogotá such as Ciudad Bolivar
are recognized as both receiving and expulsion communities where urban cells of illegal armed
groups continue to be active and hence continue to displace populations.
The volume of IDPs poses a strain on infrastructure and services in urban areas. Studies in other
regions of the world indicate people displaced over 10 years suffer from greater poverty,
unemployment, and less access to land than those who are not displaced.45 IDPs’ presence in
urban areas should not overshadow the fact that most IDPs originate from rural areas and their
skills and social structures in rural areas affects the types of jobs they secure (or not) in cities. In
particular, IDPs who largely depended on land for their subsistence and livelihoods, struggle to
find new livelihoods in urban areas. IDPs’ income in Bogotá is on average 27% lower than that
of the resident urban poor population.46 Nationally, 75% of Colombia’s total population is urbanbased while 25% are rural-based, though these figures were reversed as of the 1950s.
Government Response
The government’s response to the conflict explains much about its approach to forced internal
displacement. Since 2002, the administration of President Álvaro Uribe enforced a Democratic
Security Policy. Rates of homicides, kidnapping, and hostage taking generally diminished, and
the military has pushed the FARC out of cities, away from the major roads and into more remote
areas where they have regrouped. Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of both
armed groups and paramilitary forces has been a priority and a large-scale program began in
2003. There is a drastic discrepancy in the government’s resource allocations: 7.2 million pesos
are spent on each of the 8,390 demobilized combatants, while 655,000 pesos are spent on each of
the millions of IDPs.47 This discrepancy also has gendered implications: though there are women
ex-combatants that pass through the DDR programs, the majority of fighters are men – who also
receive additional assistance for their families. On the other hand, over half of IDPs are women.
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A view shared by many professionals and IDPs alike is that since reintegration programs began,
the government has been essentially “encouraging the victimizer and punishing the victim.”48
Colombia’s conflict is fought within its borders, though its geopolitical position, the links to
shadow economies and its relationship with the U.S. have been undeniably influential. Colombia
has received support from the U.S. since 1998 for drug enforcement that has since been extended
to encompass anti-terrorism activities. It has received $5 billion in U.S. security aid in the past
ten years making it one of America’s top recipients.49 Human rights groups in the U.S. and
elsewhere have long criticized the double standard of providing security and military aid given
Colombia’s continued dismal record of human rights abuses. Human rights groups have strongly
urged the Obama administration to reconsider its support.50 In the wake of a spying scandal that
unfolded in the fall of 2009, a U.S. Department of State staff member remarked that Colombia’s
human rights record was “satisfactory enough” to merit the $545 million in U.S. aid it was set to
receive that year.51 Nonetheless, according to González Bustelo,
With respect to international involvement, classifying the long and complex Colombian conflict as a
problem of terrorism and drug trafficking may serve to justify policies of force, but it does not serve to
resolve Colombia’s problems, and it will not lead to an end of the war. The causes of this war are rooted in
the problems of political and economic exclusion, inequality and land ownership, patrimonial control of the
state by the elite, and a lack of real democratic and legitimate institutions, among other factors.52

Denial of ‘Armed Conflict’
President Uribe has denied the existence of an armed internal conflict altogether; in 2006 he
ordered the words ‘armed conflict’ to be erased from international cooperation and diplomatic
language, replacing it with the generic ‘violence by illegal armed groups’ or ‘terrorism’ (by
guerilla groups).53 Staff in several government agencies told me they were not allowed to use the
words ‘armed conflict’ in any official documents. Again, similar to other contemporary internal
wars, the humanitarian principle of protection of the civilian population is disregarded and the
state does not officially recognize displacement as a violation of human rights.54 To
acknowledge, discuss, and research displacement is not only incongruous with the dominant
government response, but refutes a version of how the conflict is portrayed by the state’s
political supporters and the media.
A male government official described ironically that on the one hand, a government agency
denied the conflict, but on the other, there were instances where it in fact cited insecurity and
48
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active conflict as reasons it was unable to implement IDP policies. For instance, he referred to an
update on implementing the policy on IDP children, which had reportedly reached less than half
of the children the policy was slated to reach. As a male civil society leader expressed, “There
are two ‘Colombias’: the formal one that is one of South America’s most stable economies, with
a democratic security policy. And there is the real country, with poverty and displacement.”
Another male official working in a UAO felt, “sooner or later it’s going to get out of our hands.”
Because it is not part of the government’s military strategy, the response to IDPs from the
majority of government entities has been slow, disjointed, and limited. For instance, the
executive branch consistently denies statistics gathered by CODHES, Colombia’s primary
human rights and displacement monitoring NGO, which is well-respected and cited
internationally. Politicians and advisors also have accused CODHES of exaggerating the IDP
situation. As a male Ombudsman’s Office respondent put it, “There has been a tendency to look
at IDPs as a problem for a specific group of people, rather than seeing it as a problem form the
country as a whole.” Paying particular attention to IDP women, these perceptions were coupled
with paternalistic attitudes towards women in Colombian society at large, and resistance to
taking IDP women’s issues seriously—which prevented discourses from moving forward.55
Displacement was first recognized in policy by the government in 1995, when the first assistance
policy was created emphasizing emergency aid. This policy became law in 1997, and in 2000 the
IDP registry system was established. Previously, IDPs generally did not receive formal
assistance; rather upon arrival to cities they relied on charity and begging from door to door, as a
professional women in an international organization who focused on IDPs described. IDPs were
also not organized nor had developed as leaders to the degree that they are visible today. Since
the 1997 Law, there has been a “weak and incoherent vision of incorporating IDP issues into
development policies, in addition to a deficient system of information which leaves many
questions unanswered.”56 At time she was writing, Meertens suggested these questions include
how to deal with a substantial portion of the population which has been affected by traumas and
destruction, how IDPs should assimilate as compared to economic migrants, and what should be
the strategies for reconstruction.57
Systemic and Political Factors Affecting IDP Women’s Leadership
Not surprisingly given the nature of denial at the highest executive level, there were several
challenges with the political system that severely compromised the protection of IDPs – and that
were definitional to IDP women leaders’ work. I next highlight three trends that surfaced from
observation and interviews with IDP women leaders and professionals, and generally echoed in
55
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literature I read: (1) lack of coherence within the political system; (2) limitations of a
humanitarian assistance-oriented and unreliable response to IDPs, and (3) IDP women leaders’
relationship to and perceptions of the political system.
Lack of Coherence within the Political System
There was a lack of coherence within the political system that influenced the response to the IDP
situation, and affected IDPs and the work of IDP women leaders. This lack of coherence was
very prominent in three main forms: between the executive branch (the president and his
cabinet), and the Constitutional Court; between national and local level government, often
municipalities; and among Acción Social (the government umbrella agency mandated to
coordinate the IDP assistance) and other government agencies and ministries.
First, the role of the Constitutional Court is a distinguishing feature of the IDP situation in
Colombia. It has acted independently from, and in contrast to the executive branch, constituting
one of the strongest elements of response to IDPs in Colombia. It is also an example of ‘dissent
within state machinery.’58 In contrast to Uribe’s denial of ‘armed conflict’, the Court takes the
position that internal displacement is forced by violence and armed conflict. The role of the
Court is further described in the next policy section.
Second, there were several implications of the lack of coherence between national and local
government. For instance, development plans are designed at the municipal level, and peace,
security, and humanitarian assistance are highly centralized. Only two years ago, the central
government ordered municipalities to develop IDP protection and assistance policies to
complement central government policies. There is also a security gap between local and national
areas.59 According to Meertens, prevention and protection are especially important to
humanitarian interventions for women at the local level. With the absence of rule of law in local
settings, humanitarian interventions need further measures if they are to abide by the Court’s
rulings. She suggests these measures be based on detailed risk analyses that take seriously the
gendered dimensions of institutions, and social, and political control.60
In addition, I often heard that national and local governments cast responsibility to implement
IDP policy on the other. For example, heads of both the national and city government were
present for negotiations after the IDP Tercer Milenio park sit-in in 2009, but they disagreed over
who was responsible for responding to IDPs. In that case, the disagreement was between the
more liberal mayor of Bogotá and the conservative executive branch. Others felt local officials
were less accountable. To illustrate with Auto 092, a female official who worked on IDP policy
remarked, “if a mayor wants to implement or follow 092, good, but if he doesn’t want to, he
doesn’t have to.”
Third, there was a clear divide between Acción Social and other government agencies and
ministries.61 Other agencies—in addition to IDPs and NGOs—regularly voiced strong criticism
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of Acción Social. Specifically, they did not view it with legitimacy or respect and complained of
its inefficiency and inadequate response. IDP respondents, both leaders and those who were not
leaders, often distinguished Acción Social from other government entities when they spoke more
broadly of ‘government’ deficiencies.
Given the Constitutional Court’s role, the fact that the Colombian political system is far from
monolithic has worked to the advantage and disadvantage of IDPs. Meertens also describes a
lack of coherence among Colombian society as a whole, calling it fragmented and polarized,
with a ‘deep sense of mistrust,’ between the state and civil society, local and national elites,
IDPs, receiving communities, and between the executive and judicial branches and the Public
Ministry.62
Limitations of Humanitarian Assistance-Oriented and Unreliable Responses to IDPs
The response towards IDPs was characterized as humanitarian assistance-, and often emergencyoriented. Beyond lack of political will, Meertens remarks that a more comprehensive response to
IDPs exceeds state agencies’ current capacity because the response was originally designed to
only cover basic humanitarian assistance.63
In speaking with IDPs and their advocates, I consistently heard that existing humanitarian
assistance was delayed, granted partially, or not at all. A 2010 article refers to a survey which
found it could take up to two years between displacement and when an IDP first received
humanitarian aid in Bogotá,64 and I often heard of delays of several months. Filing a legal
complaint, or tutela could take an additional two to three months. A male lawyer in a UAO
added that by law an IDP could not be granted responses for two tutelas for the same reason (i.e.,
filing twice for food shortages), remarking “it shames me when I have to tell an [IDP] woman
that there is just nothing else I can do for her. The state is not fulfilling rights.” For instance, a
family could receive an emergency kit when they arrived but if they had many children, the kit
would last them two weeks. Re-applying for assistance every three months meant IDPs had to
stand in long lines, often starting at dawn, at UAOs, exposing them to protection threats.
A further illustration of the dysfunctional system was that the government had not agreed upon
and disseminated a set ‘displacement route,’ or pathway that IDPs were to follow to receive
humanitarian assistance following their arrival in a city. When I asked a male Acción Social
official how IDPs knew what sequence to follow to obtain assistance, he stated that there was no
such route available.65 One of the most evident roles of IDP leaders was to guide IDPs in the
absence of this route. They either advised IDPs on where to go or what paperwork to file,
accompanied IDPs, or did the work themselves.
As a result, the current system promotes IDP women’s and men’s dependency on government
assistance and puts them at further risk. Importantly, it does not account for IDPs’ own agency in
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reconstructing their lives or their priorities – aspects that are central to keep in mind when
beginning to look at how IDP women leaders have been able to operate. Likewise, the system
does not reflect the longer-term development needs of what is a protracted IDP situation in urban
areas. Policymakers face the challenge of balancing the provision of humanitarian assistance to
newly arrived IDPs, with long-term development support for the vast majority of IDPs who stay
beyond the initial three-month assistance phase. Albuja and Ceballos describe the importance of
city planning and development policies to include social protection for IDPs in cities, and to
evaluate impact of existing programs.66 State agencies will continue to debate how to fulfill
humanitarian needs while ensuring a more comprehensive set of IDP rights. There is a trend, and
on-going challenge, of linking humanitarian interventions to human rights and transitional justice
including reparations, as well as those of development and social justice.67
IDP Women Leaders’ Relationship to and Perceptions of the Political System
There were several aspects about relationships between officials and IDP women leaders worth
keeping in mind. I observed that IDP women leaders (and especially men leaders) had
considerably greater access to relationships with officials than other IDPs. Being a leader
increased women leaders’ confidence to interact with officials, which in turn often opened doors
and facilitated their ability to secure support in their leadership activities. Sometimes even saying
the name of an official granted IDP women leaders access to spaces in which they sought to
influence, such as in UAOs and in the park sit-in. I found networks to be crucial for IDP women
leaders; personal ties determined access to government officials and sometimes services, and to
trainings and other opportunities. Because these opportunities and humanitarian assistance to
IDPs was so inconsistent, IDP women leaders (and IDPs more broadly) relied heavily on these
networks to secure their needs. It mattered less whether women leaders’ networks included NGO
or government professionals—each offered benefits and drawbacks.
The women leaders described challenges related to government officials’ attitudes, primarily
citing lack of awareness, apathy, denial, and distance from IDPs’ realities (geographic distance,
but also based on urban and social disparities). Several IDP women leaders pointed out that
officials lived far from where IDPs lived, were reluctant to go to their neighborhoods, and thus
were uniformed and therefore less sympathetic to their situations.
When I declared [my displacement] and described what happened, an official said to me, ‘this is happening
in our country?’ I said ‘this and much more, much worse.’ No one wants to accept that we’re in a war.
(Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow)
Politicians say the problem [of displacement] isn’t that serious, but it is. You can’t block out the sun by
holding up your finger. (Former woman leader)
The reality is not what the president says, it’s what the affected [people] say. (Woman leader who was
nursing)
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As these quotes echo, paying attention to whose ‘reality’ is being accounted for – in this case of
IDPs and particularly IDP women leaders – is central to taking a gender perspective and
prioritizing experiences of people on the ground, and thus foundational to this analysis.68
Some women leaders saw officials’ indifference as deliberate, noting that the more informed IDP
women were, the more they knew how to claim their rights and ask for what they were entitled to
from officials.
Government institutions don’t want women to get trained. It’s not convenient to them because when we get
trained, we make sure they follow through with what they’re supposed to do…they don’t listen; we scream,
we try knocking on the door, but they don’t want to listen. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)
They want to wear the population out or make them go back to begging. There is absolutely no interest on
the part of the people who represent Acción Social…for them we’re a nuisance. They only want to cover up
the problem. This stigmatizes IDPs a lot; they beg and become a social problem to Colombian society…for
the state, we don’t have a voice. We have become a problem for the state. They say we ask [too much] but
we are going through social turmoil… (Woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times in
Bogotá and Soacha)

IDP women leaders also noted officials’ lack of recognition of women leaders, on top of their
perception that officials held disdain towards IDPs, or denied the IDP situation.
One IDP women leader who founded an organization recounted a tendency for politicians,
separate from officials whose jobs focused on or related to IDPs: when there were elections
politicians reached out to obtain votes from IDPs. “It is only then that politicians listen to IDPs’
needs,” as she put it, “when they’re elected, they forget all of the IDPs’ needs.” Other women
leaders similarly described feelings of betrayal from politicians and officials. “They use IDPs to
get points or promise things that they don’t follow through with so they get elected.”
Almost all IDP women leaders and IDPs I spoke with strongly and frequently expressed the
feeling of ‘getting the runaround’ from government officials. IDPs were consistently told “come
back tomorrow,” “in two weeks,” or to see someone else and fill out one more form. IDPs were
accustomed to unreliable provision of services, and though they became distrustful and
sometimes highly frustrated, I found that many women leaders developed ways to work around
deficiencies in government services. Again, I noticed one of IDP women leaders’ main
contributions was to fill in the gaps of what the government was not able to provide (or able to
provide reliably), and to guide IDPs in reclaiming their rights given these gaps. IDP women
leaders had to confront and navigate this lack of reliability, as well as manage IDPs’ frustrations
of dealing with unsatisfied needs.
The trick [trampa] is ‘come back tomorrow, in 15 days’ to talk to so-and-so official. The first obstacle is
the guard in many institutions. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)
They [officials] say ‘go over here, wait over there.’ It wears you out in a way that is physical, moral, and
psychological...When you talk to people, you hear what happens, you’re not blind. They [officials] have
you going from one place to another like a ping-pong [game]. If you come wearing a tie, then ‘yes,’ but to
us who have been displaced, they treat us like indigent people. We have needs, we had to leave our
land…they say ‘two months,’ and it [the assistance] doesn’t arrive. They say ‘be patient’…It’s like the
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officials are immune. They know I declared last year and are supposed to assist us every three months. But
you have to remind them every time. (Afro-Colombian woman leader)
You see a breastfeeding mother who has another son, and she gets bored and tired of waiting to be seen, of
filling out forms for nothing. She gets desperate. (Woman leader who left with her children after their
house was burned)
We’re tired, worn out by nothing being done. The vision is short-term. (Woman leader in the focus group)
All they [officials] do is wear out the population – they keep telling you ‘come back the next month,’ until
the person [IDP] gets worn out, but they never resolve the problem. It is important to make the reality
visible so we can bring families ahead, to make people recognize the reality of the country. (Woman leader
who was displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)

I also observed in several workshops and meetings that Acción Social officials at times provided
unclear and indirect answers to IDPs regarding assistance. On multiple levels, there seemed to be
a breakdown of trust that tainted IDP women leaders’ (and men leaders,’ I observed) willingness
to collaborate with the government in other areas. However, IDP women leaders also sometimes
acknowledged the problem was beyond individual officials’ control and part of a larger systemic
problem of inadequate addressing of IDPs’ needs.
Recognizing ‘Social Processes of War’ and IDP Agency
Against the backdrop of the dominant military policy, and insufficient and disconnected response
to IDPs, I encountered many highly dedicated professionals working toward positive change for
IDPs in the government, NGOs, and academia. Critically, the work of a growing number of
scholars, researchers and journalists has shed light on the social, political, and cultural
dimensions of the Colombian conflict – along with gendered implications of those dimensions.
Disregard for the social processes of war has also meant a historically lesser attention to gender,
the impacts of war on women, and their vulnerabilities.69 ‘Violentology’ even developed as a
unique field of study in the country. Though there are several notable writers and researchers in
these related fields, I draw from the work of a few based in Colombia in particular: Donny
Meertens and María Emma Wills Obregón, leading feminist scholars on gender, forced internal
displacement, and women in politics in Colombia (respectively); as well as political scientist
Angelika Rettberg. They are part of a growing international body of scholars and practitioners
who are making sense of conflict and its effects on populations from gender perspectives,
including pioneers such as Cynthia Enloe who analyzes the gendered politics of wars and
militarism, as well as Dyan Mazurana, Elizabeth Stites, Swanee Hunt, Cynthia Cockburn, Carol
Cohn, Sanam Anderlini, Gary Barker and others. Anthropologists such as Andrés Salcedo who
has studied displacement and reconstruction in urban areas, and journalist and sociologist
Alfredo Molano have also contributed to our understanding of the Colombian conflict based on
experiences of people who have been displaced by it.
In Colombia, research and programming on IDPs began in 1995 with the Colombian Episcopal
Conference. Importantly, also in the mid 1990s research began to take seriously the experiences
of women and men on the ground, recognizing that their voices provided valuable insights into
understanding and thus being able to respond to the conflict. CODHES was also founded around
this time. These approaches and intellectual current, though far from widely accepted, represent a
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vast paradigm shift from a focus on armed actors and so-called ‘hard security’ concerns. Most
recently, there is also growing attention to victim’s movements among Colombian scholars,
again indicating shifting interest in the social agency of victims – including IDP women and
men. My research and writing on women IDP leaders seeks to form part of this shift.

IDP POLICY: INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORKS
Along with protracted conflict, Colombia has a complex and sophisticated legal system,70 as well
as a strong foundation of government institutions. Primarily through the Constitutional Court, the
legal system has sought to address the armed conflict, including protecting the rights of IDP
women and men. A distinguishing feature of the Constitutional Court is its independence from
other branches of governement: it has largely taken political and legal positions fundamentally in
tension with those of the president and his cabinet, such as recognizing the armed conflict and
rulings on forced internal displacement. In this section, I begin with an international legal
framework on IDPs, followed by the Colombian legal framework regarding IDPs and their
implications for IDP women’s leadership. In the sub-section on Colombia, I include challenges
for implementation given the existence of many policies in theory, and IDP women leaders’
perceptions and discussion of policy.
International Legal Framework
The international framework of IDP protection, particularly as to how IDPs’ participation and
leadership are framed, provides a foundation for understanding the rise and significance of a
national IDP policy – and subsequently IDP women’s leadership – in Colombia.
The Guiding Principles
Unlike refugees who are protected by the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
and the 1967 Protocol, there is no binding international legal protection of IDPs. While IDPs are
citizens of their own country with the same rights as other citizens, it is widely recognized that
states have tended to discriminate against or fail to fully protect IDPs. In 1998, lawyers and
international legal experts drafted the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (hereafter
Guiding Principles). They reflect international humanitarian law, human rights law and by
analogy, refugee law.71 The Guiding Principles are soft law and therefore non-binding to states.
Nonetheless, they have served as a primary guide to assess and address the problems of IDPs.
Internationally, researchers and agencies use the Guiding Principles as a framework from which
to shape and analyze IDP policy.72,73 The Guiding Principles offer a common focus and language
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and can be used to link humanitarian and research agendas that often remain disconnected.74
Walter Kälin, Special Representative to the UN Secretary General on IDPs, promotes the
Guiding Principles as a practical tool yet acknowledges that their implementation is often
lacking. The Guiding Principles are most effective when tailored to a country’s specific IDP
situation and incorporated into national policies and programs.75,76 Notably, Colombia was one
of three countries to develop a policy directed towards IDPs prior to the Guiding Principles, and
its Constitutional Court’s ability to incorporate the Principles in designing IDP policy is
considered advanced compared to other countries with IDP situations.77
The Guiding Principles address participation of IDPs, recognizing “the importance of IDP
participation in programs and decision-making processes that involve their interests.”78 Several
Principles apply to IDP women leaders in particular. IDPs have the right to associate freely and
participate equally in public affairs (22(c)), and with regard to resettlement and reintegration,
IDPs have the right to participate fully and equally in public affairs at all levels and have equal
access to public services (29(2)). Principle 7(d) references women: “authorities concerned shall
involve those affected, particularly women, in the planning and management of their relocation,”
and 18(3) requires “special efforts to be made to ensure the full participation of women in the
planning and distribution of basic supplies.”79 Because the Guiding Principles are non-binding,
the protection of IDPs rests in the hands of states (as Principle 3 articulates). We therefore need
to pay particular attention to national legal frameworks. As I discuss further, the Colombian IDP
situation requires measures beyond the Guiding Principles, which emphasize humanitarian
assistance.
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Regional Protection
In Latin American, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights was involved in two cases
regarding IDPs in Colombia 2005 and 2006, marking the first time a human rights court was
involved in IDP issues. The Court ruled that states are bound to take action to protect, assist and
empower IDPs. The rulings provided protection by taking a rights-based interpretation of IDPs,
and agreed with the Colombian Constitutional Court that insufficient resources were dedicated to
IDPs.80 The most recent regional IDP instrument is the Convention for the Protection and
Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa adopted by the African Union in October
2009. Though the Convention only applies in Africa it is significant because it is the first of its
kind in the world and could influence policy development in Latin America and globally. It
defines states’ and armed actors’ obligations to protect and assist IDPs.81 The most recent and
significant regional involvement has been from the Inter-American Commission for Human
Rights (IACHR) of the Organization of the American States, as I discuss in the risks section.
“Participation” in International Legal Instruments
It is worth noting that the concept of participation, which is relevant to understanding IDP
women’s leadership, can be traced in international human rights law and is increasingly a
concern of development and humanitarian agencies worldwide. For example, the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), which Colombia has ratified, grants individuals
the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs directly or by a chosen representative, to
vote, as well as grants related rights of association, assembly and expression. The Declaration on
the Right to Development (1986) states “development is a comprehensive economic, social,
cultural and political process, which aims at the constant improvement of the well-being of the
entire population and of all individuals on the basis of their active, free and meaningful
participation in development and in the fair distribution of benefits resulting therefrom.”82
UN Security Council Resolution 1325 is a critical piece of legislation in support of women’s
political participation and participation in peace processes, and was less known and cited among
many IDP women leaders I interviewed in Colombia (women tended to refer more to CEDAW).
The Beijing Platform also refers to women’s participation in decisions that affect their
communities. Last, the Convention on the Rights of Disabled Persons is perhaps the most
forward and comprehensive international treaty in terms of how it articulates the relevance and
implementation of participation of populations most affected by a policy, and may set a
precedent for how future international treaties handle the broad notion of participation among
other groups.
National Legal Framework
IDP policies and laws set by a Constitutional Court is the most binding status a state can have,83
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and the judiciary system is crucial to enforcing laws to promote IDP rights.84 I found the
Constitutional Court’s involvement in issues regarding IDPs to be perhaps the greatest asset
towards improving the IDP situation in Colombia. A Constitutional Court magistrate referred to
Colombia’s IDP policy as “the most progressive in the world,”85 and Carr’s examination of IDP
policy internationally called it a “prime example” of national law in accordance with the Guiding
Principles.86 While it is important that Colombian policies have drawn from the Guiding
Principles, as national policies they serve a crucial function because they have far greater
potential of being enforced than as soft-law at the international level.
Colombia’s first IDP legislation was introduced in 1997 with Law 387. Since then, Sentence
T025 of 2004 has been the most critical turning point in Colombia regarding IDP rights. It
recognized displacement as “prolonged and massive violation of rights” and furthermore found
structural problems in policy around IDPs, inefficiency in implementation, and insufficient
dedicated resources that amounted to “an unconstitutional state of affairs in which there is a
constant failure to adhere to constitutional mandates, the legal framework and policies set forth
by the State.”87 Remarkably, the Constitutional Court has made a watershed of over 100 rulings
(most often policies, called autos, but also, laws and decrees) since 2004 with the aim of
overcoming this unconstitutional state of affairs.
Since T025, many of the policies have come significantly closer to addressing the social and
cultural dimensions of the conflict and displacement that are of concern to IDPs. We can think
about these policies as pertaining to one of four policy types. First, affirmative action, or
‘differential focus’ policies recognize the disproportionate impact on specific groups of IDPs—
women, Afro-Colombians, indigenous people, children, and disabled IDPs—and orders the
government to protect them. Second, there are substantive IDP policies, which address issues
such as participation, health, or land. Third are overarching, or reform policies, such as the most
recent initiative to establish a unified, holistic approach to IDPs by integrating IDP needs into
municipal and provincial planning (the Plan Integral Única, or PIU). Fourth, are multiple followup policies, which the Court issues when it finds the government is not complying with its
orders, thus pushing the government to act further.
I observed certain trends in the Constitutional Court’s IDP rulings and techniques to push the
government (namely Acción Social), to comply with its orders. For instance, the Court shifted
from setting policies that directed attention to certain vulnerable groups, to prioritizing a more
holistic approach. In June 2009, the Court passed Decree 1997 to accelerate implementation of
the previously adopted PIU. The PIU and Decree were a reaction to concerns that IDP policy
implementation relied too heavily on the national level, with little responsibility or accountability
on local officials throughout Colombia—often where prevention and protection of IDPs needed
the most attention. It thus called upon the National Planning Department to be involved for the
first time and sought to increase provincial and municipal officials’ responsibility. In addition,
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the Court issued a follow-up policy after Acción Social had not complied with Court orders for
Auto 092 focused on IDP women by a deadline several months after 092 was initially passed in
July 2008. Importantly, the Court recognized Acción Social had neglected to involve IDP
women’s organizations (of IDPs, victims, and civil society) and for the second time ordered
Acción Social to involve these organizations in the implementation of the policy.88
The table in Annex 2 highlights some of the major Colombian policies and legislation, indicating
aspects relevant to participation, organizing, and leadership of IDPs – and thus most relevant to
understanding the policies which IDP women leaders have to work with and respond to. All
apply to men and women IDPs except for the last, Auto 092, which focuses on IDP women.
National Legal Framework: Implications for IDP Women’s Leadership
There are a few central points about IDP policies that hold particular significance to IDP women
leaders. The first is that since 2004, IDP policies, and the government by executing those
policies, created spaces and opportunities for IDPs to participate and exercise their leadership.
The state maintains considerable control over which IDPs are invited to these spaces, and how
they are facilitated. As one woman professional who worked with IDPs recalled, “you didn’t see
IDP leaders as much before [2004].” There is on-going discussion about what IDP leadership
and participation processes should look like within those spaces, and at what phases it should
take place (i.e., during design, monitoring, or implementation of policy). While the state’s role in
opening up spaces for IDPs’ participation cannot fully explain the emergence of leadership in the
past five years, it certainly facilitated it. Understanding IDP women’s leadership is crucial if
these women are to claim the spaces allotted to them as well as claim the rights set forth in the
policies.
Second, the policy specifically related to IDP leadership (Auto 200) calls upon the Ministry of
Justice and the Interior to protect leaders from sociopolitical violence. Nonetheless, during my
fieldwork, I frequently heard from IDP leaders and several professionals that the Ministry
provided minimal protection. For instance, it could assign leaders a number from one to five
based on the perceived need to protect that leader, with “five” being the most at-risk leader. I
learned from several interviews that IDP women and men leaders rarely ever were granted more
than a “one,” by which they received a bullet-proof vest. The Court ruled once again when it
found the government was not complying with Auto 200.
Third, with Auto 092 of 2008, the Constitutional Court maintained its position that displacement
results from armed conflict (again, in contrast to the position of the executive branch), and ruled
that the conflict has had a disproportionate impact on women. Women’s groups were involved in
designing Auto 092, and it has since brought increased attention to IDP women’s leadership
roles by IDP women and men, government, and non-government actors in Colombia, and
internationally.
Auto 092 was significant because it was the first time that the Constitutional Court argued how
the conflict affects women disproportionately (it identified ten risks), and ordered the
88

Constitutional Court of Colombia. Auto No. 092. Protection of fundamental rights for women victim to
displacement as a result of the armed conflict. (Bogotá, April 2008).

A. Taylor

27

government to account for these differential impacts through ‘positive actions’ in a series of 13
programs.89 Several attributes of 092 are novel within Colombian IDP policy, such as it’s
gender-sensitive and rights-based framework, and aim of joining humanitarian assistance with
some development and transitional justice measures.90 By using a broad definition of ‘victims,’ it
argued IDP women should not only have access to humanitarian services, but also access to
justice and protection including reparations. Auto 092 also garnered international attention from
the part of refugee, IDP, and women’s rights groups.91
The case of 092 demonstrates how one part of the state, the Constitutional Court, advanced
gender-sensitive measures and linked humanitarian assistance to longer-term transitional justice
and development measures but it also demonstrates much work to be done to advance women’s
rights at the local level.92 Meertens agrees that the government has not fully adopted 092, and
suggests that in order to make legal frameworks such as 092 effective at the local level,
humanitarian interventions must be based on detailed and gender-sensitive risk analyses, and
take into account ‘complexities of scale and political processes.’ Auto 092 has implications for
how humanitarian interventions can contribute towards transforming pre-existing inequalities,
which is particularly important given the typically invisible historic discrimination of women.93
During my fieldwork, I learned that IDP women leaders widely cited 092, felt empowered by it,
and relied upon it to claim their rights and the rights of IDP women in their constituencies. It was
clear that 092 had symbolic resonance, but it was early to determine the real impact on IDP
women. Further, Acción Social was responsible for coordinating 17 ministries’ implementation
of the 13 programs the Court ordered for IDP women, and at the time of my fieldwork they had
collectively had made minimal progress on implementation. Workshops and events were
consistently delayed and I heard highly varied responses on all parts as to where the policy stood.
There were tensions between Acción Social and women’s organizations (including IDP
organizations and NGOs). These organizations felt left out of the process after the Court had
ordered Acción Social to involve the women’s organizations in implementation. On the other
hand, officials from Acción Social and ministries expressed that the Court’s orders were
unreasonable in the amount of time given. I describe IDP women leaders’ commentary on Auto
092 later in this section.
Last, a significant development in August 2009 was the release of gender guidelines for IDP
populations,94 authored by Ana Paola Tinoco through a joint accord between UNHCR and the
Presidential Council for Equality of Women. The guidelines highlight risks associated with IDP
women’s leadership and participation, and were based on interviews with IDP women in several
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provinces. They provided government and NGO practitioners with a useable, practical tool for
implementing policies and programs from a gender perspective. Though created separately from
092, both of these developments in 2008 and 2009 served as unprecedented springboard to
recognize, inform, and empower IDP women leaders.
National Legal Framework: Additional Challenges for Implementing IDP Policy
Implementation and enforcement of policies including 092 and others, were primary concerns of
IDP women leaders and those who worked with them. If policies are to restore IDPs’ enjoyment
of rights, the central question is to ensure the state’s implementation of them.95 As Carr remarks,
Despite these advances [of the Guiding Principles], without effective implementation and an independent
judiciary, as well as dissemination and awareness, these national laws remain pieces of paper that only give
the impression that measures have been taken.96

In his 2006 mission to Colombia, the Special Representative to the UN Secretary General on
IDPs applauded the government for having a far-reaching legislation and policy on IDPs, but
noted a gap between the policies and their effective implementation at provincial and municipal
levels in particular.97 One illustration of lack of implementation was that Law 387 entitled IDP
families to humanitarian assistance, but was found to have reached only 30% of IDPs.98
There were many barriers to implementing policy, and a major one was political will. Colombian
IDP policies are blocked by the “inaction of the government,” as Carr puts it.99 Wyndham’s
conclusion is worth considering here:
[T]here is one ingredient that is vital in the development and implementation of an instrument on internal
displacement that neither the [Brookings-Bern Manual for Law and Policymakers] nor the Guiding
Principles can provide: the political will required to ensure an effective legal or policy framework and its
implementation.100

While in Colombia, I encountered vast agreement on the part of government and NGO
professionals that government support for implementing IDP policy at the highest level was
weak. Rothing and Romero discuss the highly political nature of the situation as a reason for
Constitutional Court’s hesitation to take bolder action.101 The Constitutional Court approved
outcome indicators for measuring progress toward enforcement of IDP policies in 2009, but a
question remained as to how they would be monitored. Additional barriers to implementing
policy included lack of coordination between tiers of government; vagueness of policies;102
factoring implementation into policy design;103 limited resources;104 competing priorities; and
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lack of connection to peacebuilding efforts.105 On the other hand, the tutela, or legal complaint
mechanism, and the increasing presence of indicators and monitoring built into policies were
encouraging enforcement.
In addition, professionals and IDP women leaders most often described IDP policies as
formalistic. As a male official in the Ombudsman’s Office expressed, “There’s an enormous
quantity of legislation, but does that mean there are rights?” My sense was also that the many
policies were effective at generating the impression that the Colombian government was
responding to the IDP situation. I gathered that behind formal language, the verbose and
countless policies, reports, and official letters, there was a lack of depth with which IDP policies
were implemented. I found that for most everyone, especially IDPs with limited literacy, it was
impossible if not extremely time consuming to keep up with over 100 policies passed since 2004.
For instance, Auto 092 alone was over 1,000 pages long.
Other women and men I interviewed felt IDP policies were flawed in other ways, either in their
substance or procedure (i.e., they were not designed in a way that realistically allowed them to be
implemented). Again, professionals in government outside of Acción Social, NGOs, as well as
IDP leaders expressed the tendency for government and policies to react with quick-fixes of
humanitarian assistance, without addressing structural or longer-term issues.
I also found policies did not usually translate to, or allow for IDP participation and leadership in
a reliable or meaningful way. A male campesino leader remarked, “There’s a saying that goes, I
participate, you participate, he and she participate, they decide…its like ‘yes but no.’” The
Commission for Monitoring IDP Policies led by CODHES published an analysis on their review
of IDP policies in 2009, which included a section on IDP organizations’ participation in policy.
The report found that IDP organizations’ participation was not of the quality and level of
engagement set out by the Constitutional Court, and was instead formalistic and consultative at
best. The implications are that though policy has been a theoretical advance, provisions of
participation and leadership in policies alone has not been enough to ensure men and women
IDPs can develop as leaders, nor does it guarantee leaders can have any true impact on
policies.106
The Constitutional Court’s provisions demonstrate the increasing seriousness with which it takes
participation and leadership of IDPs. Because magistrates rotate every four years, it will be
important to monitor how new judicial leadership will handle IDP policy and engage with the
new presidential administration regarding IDPs. In the recent history of IDP policy, the notions
of participation and leadership represent a departure from the tendency toward assistanceoriented policy. Some professionals for instance cited the lack of a history of social policy in
Colombia, similar to many other developing and conflict-affected contexts. I found the
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implications for IDP women’s leadership to be crucial. As groups historically excluded from
policy, women and IDPs must take extraordinary initiative to insist upon their rights, not to
mention influence the design and implementation of these policies. Understanding these policies
are important to see what IDP women leaders may have to work with, and what may be currently
beyond the reach of IDP leaders, and professionals working on IDP solutions. For instance, we
need to consider whether and when we over-assign responsibility and thus burden IDP women
leaders, or expect them to fill in gaps of what only the state can (and is mandated to) provide.
The government holds the responsibility to implement IDPs policies in a way that upholds the
Constitutional Court’s increasing efforts to make “participation” and “leadership” of IDPs
explicit. To date, the policies lack clarity in terms of how IDPs should participate and provide
little guidelines in terms of leadership. On the other hand, some professionals felt that even the
best policy design could not make up for systemic issues such as poor coordination and lack of
resources from the part of the government – issues I discussed in government response and
systemic challenges.
Colombia has a strong judiciary that has incorporated and made advancements in some ways far
beyond the Guiding Principles; a government agency with a mandate that includes IDPs; and
invested IDP organizations, as well as national and international NGOs. Critical to understanding
the impact that policy frameworks actually have on IDPs women and men’s lives includes how
leaders access and utilize them, and how leadership practices play out. Because the existing
policy and institutional mechanisms are largely formalistic, I found that they allow for minimal
participation, in addition to creating challenges for IDP women to practice leadership in a way
that contributes towards IDP rights.
IDP Women Leaders’ Discussion of Policy
IDP women leaders expressed their perceptions, knowledge of, and ways in which they used IDP
policies and rights granted within those policies. Beginning with perceptions, IDP women
leaders provided overwhelmingly similar responses, stating that IDP policies and laws were in
place in Colombia but were not adhered to or implemented (no se cumplan was the most
common phrase women used to describe policies).
Colombia is the country with the most laws, but also with the most laws that are not adhered to…a lot of
times the laws don’t have a vision. (Woman leader who sought asylum outside of Colombia and returned)
All of these policies, laws are in place, but none of them are implemented. (Woman leader who left with
her children after their house burned)
In Colombia, there are laws, policies for everything, but they’re not implemented. (Soacha woman leader
who founded an organization)
Sentence T025, Law 387 [the first law dedicated to IDPs] could not be any clearer, but [the government]
doesn’t adhere to them…that’s why we’re beggars. (Elderly Soacha woman leader)

A second perception among women leaders was that officials who created and were responsible
for implementing IDP policies generally did not take IDPs into account in a meaningful way. For
instance, one woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times around Bogotá and
Soacha felt that policies were assistance-oriented, and didn’t “have IDPs in mind.” Other women
added,
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IDPs should be in the first positions deciding about their futures. It is us who know what we need and don’t
need. IDPs are just not included in everything they should be included in. (Afro-Colombian woman leader
from the south)
A text [referring to a law or policy] is not the same as what the victims have to say. (Woman leader in the
focus group)

Taking a gender perspective, I was interested in who (which women) knew about IDP policies. I
learned that very few women leaders had no, or low knowledge of IDP policies, whereas women
who were not leaders had much less familiarity with policies. Women leaders made several
comments about how important it was for them and for IDP women to know policies and rights:
You have to carry [copies of] policies and laws under your arm because if you don’t, you won’t remember.
You see other women leaders [compañeras] defending themselves through the laws. If leaders know [the
laws] they can work them [manejan]. Most IDPs don’t know the laws, decrees, policies, and they were
approved in favor of us [IDPs] – and that’s why we are as where we are. (Former woman leader)
I tell women, ‘read, learn the policies, don’t go [out] without them.’ You have to spread the knowledge
about them.
If you don’t know [the policies], there is nothing [to work from]. Laws and policies are in our best interest
[as women], they educate us. (Woman leader in Soacha)
I know all the laws, policies, everything – and I can’t imagine what it would be like for a woman that does
not know them. (Afro-Colombian woman leader)

Several women leaders remarked that if IDPs knew more about their policies and rights, they
would not be in the situation they are in. IDPs would be better positioned to pressure the
government, and would be more secure. Some women leaders added that it was not ‘convenient’
for the government for IDPs to be well-educated about their rights (no les conviene).
IDP women leaders used policies and laws as tools for several purposes. First, they used policies
as tools as ‘proof’ of, and to advocate for IDP rights – particularly when presenting in front of
government officials, or to file legal complaints (tutelas and derechos de petición, such as when
IDPs had not received the humanitarian assistance entitled to them). One woman leader
described that having policies allowed her to defend herself and IDPs in her constituency with
greater confidence.
Thus, even when they were not implemented, policies had several uses, and at the least held
symbolic meaning. For instance, a popular remark several women leaders made about Auto 092
was, “I have married Auto 092,” or similarly, “I almost married this law…it’s the only way to
show we have rights.” Other women leaders added that it made women’s situations visible, or
was proof of what the women had been through.
Women leaders much more commonly had the chance to work on IDP policy in Bogotá than
other parts of the country. For example, many women leaders collected and document cases of
rights violations. Several documented cases of sexual violence violations on behalf of the AfroColombian IDP organization that cited some of the 600 cases of IDP women in Auto 092.
Several IDP women leaders used policies (I learned specifically about Auto 092), to monitor
institutions’ compliance. Of local government officials in her Bogotá neighborhood, one AfroColombian woman leader who often went to public hearings said,
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You have to knock on their doors and say, ‘ you’re not following through with it [Auto 092],’ urge them,
say ‘come on, you have to.’ (Afro-Colombian woman leader)

Another woman leader described how her IDP organization used 092 to formulate policy within
her organization, and several others remarked how policy developments guided their work as
IDPs. The visibility of projects dedicated to IDP women following Auto 092 was evident in this
regard.
Rights and Policy
I noticed that a rights discourse was a prevalent and powerful as a common language among
IDPs, IDP women and men leaders, and professionals. These disparate groups were familiar
with, and could share and discuss rights, even if they differed in their levels of knowledge about
specific policies. For instance, some women leaders explained that they talked to IDP women
and men about rights because rights had greater resonance than citing numerous policies. Thus,
policies and laws served as a vehicle to allow IDP women leaders to articulate discourses around
IDP rights, which enabled them to be more influential in policy and political spaces. They also
served as a platform for IDP women leaders to communicate with IDPs in their constituency.
IDP women leaders described how learning about their own rights led to their development as
leaders. One woman leader who sought asylum outside of Colombia and returned, recalled that
when she arrived to Bogota upon being displaced, “no one told me I had rights.” Similarly,
another woman leader who was nursing remembered first learning she had rights: “I didn’t even
know what a right was.” Women leaders discussed their desire to educate other IDP women
about rights because they did not know their rights.
We are in this world and displacement doesn’t happen ‘just because,’ but because of the armed conflict,
and the government has to fulfill, validate and defend the right to life. Laws, policies exist so rights can be
fulfilled. (Afro-Colombian woman leader)

IDP women leaders had more confidence about their knowledge of rights than women who were
not leaders. Several IDP women named several rights (even if they were not aware of policies),
but did not consider themselves to be knowledgeable about them.
Auto 092
IDP women leaders played several roles with Auto 092 in particular. First, some women assisted
in constructing the policy to present to the Court before it was passed. A few who had worked on
constructing it were proud that it had ‘come from them.’ Second, IDP women leaders explained
that they used 092 as a tool to teach and empower IDP women to know their rights. A few
remarked that telling women about 092 demonstrated to IDP women that other women like them
had been affected. One woman leader said she noticed it helped IDP women in organizations
assert their rights.
With 092, one [an IDP woman] knows she has rights. (Recently displaced woman leader)
Now women are not ashamed to claim their rights, to denounce [violations]. Before there was more silence.
I tell them [IDP women], ‘if the Court has asked for it, it has to be followed.’ (Afro-Colombian woman
leader from Cauca)

Similar to the other policies, IDP women leaders used 092 as a framework from which to
advocate for their rights, often at UAOs, when filing legal complaints, and even when advocating
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for their rights during the park sit-in. It helped them do their work because they could show it to
officials, and a few felt using 092 made processes move faster because it made officials take the
women more seriously.
A few IDP women leaders pointed out that 092 had also influenced their domestic life. One
woman said learning about her rights through it had helped her leave an abusive relationship,
while a few said 092 demonstrated to their husbands and other men in organizations, that women
had rights. One leader corrected misunderstandings about 092, such as when other women
thought 092 only applied to the 600 women identified in the policy, rather than to all IDP
women.
Third, several IDP women leaders participated in a committee to monitor the progress of 092,
such as in committees led by CODHES or Sisma Mujer. Several women leaders in a committee
organized to ask local government officials whether they knew about 092, and whether they had
plans to implement it. A few who had conversations with officials found that these officials
either did not know about 092, or did not see it as their responsibility to implement it (for
instance, many officials recognized it as a national level policy). Regions also did their own
monitoring of 092 and there were plans to give a follow-up report to the Court. I learned that
valuable efforts took place to monitor 092, but there was a great lack of coordination with
monitoring and implementation of the programs. For instance, varied women’s groups and
committees were often not aware of what others were doing.
Overall, IDP women leaders considered 092 to be an advance, and those who knew it praised it,
but all lamented that it had not yet been implemented, sometimes attributing this problem to a
national level policy not being implemented at the local or territorial level. As an AfroColombian woman leader said, “I ask myself everyday, ‘why did they make a law [policy] with
so many benefits and not adhere to it [cumplir]?”
Finally, IDP women leaders filed legal complaints (tutelas and derechos de petición) for IDPs in
their constituency, and for their own families, particularly when aid entitled to them had not been
granted. They discussed strategies they learned for how to file each type, but their knowledge of
when to use each type varied, as well as their preferences for filing individual or ‘collective’
complaints to the Court (for several or up to dozens of IDPs). A few IDP women leaders
commented that it was as if they had to ‘learn to be lawyers.’ Professionals and women leaders
alike sometimes noted that tutelas had become overused, and responses were delayed or nonexistent. In some cases such as with Auto 092, an influx of legal complaints of a certain case to
the Court provided the impetus for creating a new policy.
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METHODOLOGY
I carried out field research in Bogotá and Soacha, Colombia from June to August, and again in
November 2009. Bogotá, is the capital city, and Soacha is a poor city about one hour south of the
capital. Both constitute primary receiving cities of IDPs. Drawing on ethnographic methods,
particularly participant observation and in-depth interviews, I privilege IDPs’ own narratives of
their experiences, and hence in a study about leadership among IDP women, IDP women leaders
are my key informants and how they live their lives is of central interest. I conducted 19
qualitative, semi-structured interviews and one focus group with IDP women leaders,107
complemented by over 50 additional interviews with IDP men leaders, women and men IDPs
who are not leaders, as well as government, NGO, and academic representatives. These
interviews were important in my gaining a broader perspective and framing the issues that came
out of the narratives of the IDP women leaders. I also attended relevant events, workshops, and
meetings (Annex 3).
My introduction to ‘the field’ – in this case, neighborhoods in the peripheries of Bogotá and
Soacha with high concentrations of IDPs – began as I accompanied Profamilia mobile clinics
that focused on providing health services to IDPs. After beginning to speak with and observe
IDP communities before and during the clinics, I proposed the study to Profamilia and other
advisors in Colombia as an independent research project based on my proposal.108 As my study
developed, I did not focus on health leaders (only two I interviewed concentrated on healthrelated activities), and I began finding and meeting leaders through other avenues as I describe
next. Beginning with the mobile clinics familiarized me with neighborhoods and critical spaces
that IDP women leaders and IDPs spend time in, like UAOs, shelters, and the Casa del Migrante,
where IDPs receive job training. I would not have discovered and been able to return to some of
the most remote places I visited, or met many of the leaders I spoke with, had it not been for the
willingness of the staff in these clinics.
The temporary shelters were especially striking as I met the most recently arrived IDPs I
encountered, and began to see how even in those conditions – jarringly brand new and cold in
Bogotá – IDPs were organizing. I saw early notions of how leaders emerged and re-emerged. In
one of the shelters, I talked to two leaders who had created a local law to divide their twenty or
so families from others in the shelter for protection. Another very recently arrived IDP woman
who, when asked how many children she had in an intake, said “none, all three were just killed.”
Conversations that day and in the first two weeks with IDP women and men compelled me want
107

The focus group consisted of six women, and with the 19 interviews, I collected data from a total of 25 IDP
women leaders. Though I had more in-depth information from the 19 interviews, I drew upon data from all 25,
particularly for the socio-demographic data in the profile section.
108
I received support and advising from professionals focused on internal displacement in four main institutions:
Profamilia, the Ombudsman’s Human Rights Office, Ministry of Social Welfare, and UNHCR/Presidential Council
for Equality of Women. At the Ombudsman’s Office, I took a six-week class on Democracy and Participation. The
study was designated ‘exempt’ from the Tufts University Institutional Review Board, and approved by the research
and ethics committee of Profamilia. Profamilia is an NGO that provides the majority of Colombia’s sexual and
reproductive health services, and houses an IDP unit (funded by USAID at the time of my fieldwork) through which
it sends mobile clinics targeting IDP populations. It has had a long history of working with IDP communities
throughout Colombia, and also runs legal services/rights and gender programs. I describe the clinic visits and others
in Annex 3(c).
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to understand what IDPs can and are doing about their own situations, and what limitations they
face. Who was representing and leading them, and what kinds of work were women leaders
doing in particular?
I spent another day in August 2009 interviewing people in tents and visiting the Tercer Milenio
park sit-in, in which over 1,800 IDPs lived for about four months. The next day IDP leaders
finalized negotiations with the government and abandoned the park. They had claimed, at least
for the next three months, their rights to food, housing, and a stipend to begin a livelihood
project. The realities of living in country with an on-going conflict were communicated to me
everyday: all of the leaders I talked to (with the exception of one) had been recently threatened;
another was robbed while carrying her baby the same day that I interviewed her. In a conference
on Auto 092, a young Afro-Colombian IDP woman sat next to me and began talking about
searching for a job, leaving her children with a neighbor she did not know well to come to the
conference, and her husband’s disappearance – while two women from a government agency
presented a power point on an IDP program. Neither she nor I could pay close attention to the
presentation. I gained the smallest sense of how much was racing through her mind and worrying
her, and I felt how displaced women’s lives go on every day amidst flow charts, official
presentations, and government assistance programs.
Returning to the study sampling, I sought to obtain a diverse, purposive sample of IDP women
leaders. My main sampling criteria were selecting a range of IDP women leaders such as human
rights defenders, and those focused on humanitarian assistance or policy (according to the six
leadership roles I identified); those in women’s and mixed organizations; and those who worked
at local and national levels. I conducted 10 of 19 interviews in the neighborhoods in which IDP
women leaders lived in order to more closely understand their urban environment. The remainder
of interviews took place in the center of Bogotá, in NGO or IDP organization offices or cafes. As
one woman leader correctly remarked, by interviewing her in an office, I was not seeing what
was happening in the streets of her neighborhood. All interviews with IDPs who were not leaders
also took place in their own neighborhoods. I used snowball and purposive sampling to identify
key informants in universities, government agencies, and national and international NGOs
(women and men professionals).
IDP women leaders were self-identified and typically identified as ‘leaders’ by other IDP leaders
or professionals. Upon beginning interviews I asked IDP women leaders whether they
considered themselves ‘leaders,’ and counted those who did within the figure of 19.109 Several
IDP women did consider themselves to be leaders, but preferred not to be called leaders, and two
were involved with leadership-like activities as a ‘former’ or ‘rising’ leader, but did not consider
themselves as leaders.110
109

About half of IDP women leaders preferred the Spanish term líder, while others preferred lideresa, the feminine
form of the word. The title lideresa also prompted some IDP women leaders to describe their positions on feminism
and gender. Lideresas tended to be the most actively involved in women’s rights, gender, or feminist work where the
term was common in their organizational discourse.
110
There were two reasons women preferred not being called leaders: because of the negative connotations being a
leader entailed—“it implies things that are against us,” as one woman remarked (i.e., corruption, or profiting from
IDPs); or because it made them more visible and thus increased their risk. Several IDP women preferred “human
rights defender” or “social activist.” Further, there were two cases where others identified an IDP woman to be
leader, but that woman did not. One woman was a ‘former’ leader who was active before her husband had been
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I took a participatory approach with the study design, collection of data and dissemination of
findings.111 For instance, I solicited input from IDP women leaders and professionals as I
developed the questionnaire and shared a summary research plan with several NGO and
government advisors, incorporating their feedback. I explained the purpose of the study to all
participants, and asked if they had questions or suggestions upon finishing interviews. Upon
completing data collection, I returned to Bogotá in March 2010 to begin discussing preliminary
findings with IDP women leaders and professionals who expressed interest. I also gave formal
presentations at the institutes that provided me with grants: the Feinstein International Center, the
Institute for Global Leadership, and the Fletcher School at Tufts University, USA.
In July 2010, I returned once more to give presentations and lead discussion groups with NGO
and government professionals and IDP women leaders in Colombia. Upon completing the study I
had returned the findings to roughly three-quarters of the women leaders I interviewed, and
several others I had not interviewed (both IDP women leaders and a few diverse political party
representatives). I made available the full thesis in English, and widely disseminated a four-page
summary with findings in Spanish, in which I incorporated final reflections and feedback I
gathered from the July presentations.112
To complement fieldwork, I conducted a literature review of peer-reviewed and grey literature
including briefs and reports from research institutes; books; conference reports; policies and
legal documents; and materials from Colombian and international agencies. I surveyed literature
in the following fields: forced migration; gender and women’s studies; ‘participation’ and
‘leadership’ primarily from international development; ‘representation’ from political science
and negotiation; and human security, conflict-related, and humanitarian field literature. I
prioritized scholarship and resources from and focused on Colombia.
I centered my analysis on field data, tying in relevant literature in order to set findings into
context. I took hand-written notes during interviews, which I reviewed to clarify and code the
same day or within several days. I then typed and compiled my notes by theme in an excel
spreadsheet, color-coded, and analyzed those themes, and extracted quotes to structure and write
the analysis. I selected quotes I found to represent views of many women leaders, and views that
differed from what others said. Because I did not audio record most interviews, I relied heavily
upon written notes. I reviewed my notes shortly after interviews and aimed to replicate them as
accurately as possible, but any errors in content or translation are my own – as well as any other
errors in this document.

disappeared, had many leader friends and was invited to events and workshops with them, but no longer considered
herself to be a leader because she had shifted her priority to her children. I also interviewed a ‘rising’ leader who had
no former experience, but begun participating in a training on Auto 092 and did not yet consider herself a leader.
She considered herself to take on a leadership role in her own house however: “In my house I am the responsible
one. I lead everything - the money, everything.”
111
I based my participatory approach off of work from several methodological tools and articles, including The
Feinstein International Center’s Participatory Impact Assessment (Catley et al 2008); and consulted Jacobsen and
Landau’s 2003 piece on methods and ethics for conducting research in the field of forced migration.
112
I added this paragraph to the thesis, in addition to changes reflecting the Inter-American Commission of Human
Rights actions in the ‘Risks and Threats’ section, after my final visit to Colombia in July 2010.
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There were several limitations. In choosing to capture the experiences of a range of IDP women
leaders I chose not to focus more in depth on only ‘one’ type of leader. Within the first week of
fieldwork I decided to expand the criteria to leaders who were doing other types of work in their
communities (other than work related to health or policies) because I felt that I was leaving out
an important part of what IDP women did as leaders. I also felt that my research was limited by
the duration of my fieldwork and sample size, and by not interviewing more indigenous women
leaders. If I were to re-do or expand this research, I would recognize the need to make some
alterations in the study design in order to increase the reliability of my findings, articulate policy
recommendations, and be able to generalize findings more broadly.
Consistent with my agreement with the Tufts IRB, I prioritized confidentiality and security of the
IDP women and men participants given the on-going conflict situation in Colombia. I
emphasized interviews were voluntary, and participants could ask questions or stop the interview
at anytime. I obtained oral consent from all participants, and used unique identifiers; I did not ask
for names or any personal data. I conducted all interviews in Spanish, and less than half were
audio recorded with the consent of participants. I tried to pay particularly careful attention to not
interviewing IDP women who I gathered were not in a good psychosocial state to be interviewed,
recognizing my own limited experience in interviewing women and men in conflict-affected
settings. In practice, women’s psychosocial well-being was impossible to guarantee. In
interviews, I did not ask about violence and specifics of how women were displaced, but several
recounted these experiences on their own. Allowing space to empathetically listen to these very
traumatic stories while continuing to navigate the interview sometimes became challenging. At
times we took breaks in interviews and started again only if and when the women wanted to
continue. For confidentiality and consistency, I do not cite women and men professionals’ names
directly with their responses in this thesis. Instead, I include their names in a list (Annex 3).
Ethical concerns critical to future research were being transparent, managing expectations, and
taking a conflict-sensitive, ‘do no harm’ approach.113 Security concerns in the neighborhoods in
which I did fieldwork also limited my ability to conduct interviews after a certain time of day. I
was conscious of being an outsider and foreigner, which both worked to my advantage and
disadvantage at different points throughout the study.
Many women remarked that they agreed to participate because they wanted to reach and inform
decision-making in wider international audiences about the situation of IDP women, victims, and
human rights in Colombia. Several women mentioned the interview provided relief for them. As
one indigenous IDP woman said, “One feels drowning sometimes. It has been good to share with
you. Sometimes you have so much inside but you don’t have a way to express it.” Paying
attention to who else was present or listening affected the dynamic at times; for example, in two
interviews a male leader or husband passed by, which seemed to influence what the women said
at that point. To one or two women, the interview seemed routine or of little interest. I always
asked where the women preferred being interviewed, and was conscious of time because I was
aware that they had many other responsibilities. We often had to be cognizant of security,
113

‘Do no harm’ is an ethical standard used to increase the likelihood that humanitarian and development
interventions are sensitive, responsive, and cognizant of the ways in which they may unintentionally cause harm to
populations. (Mary B. Anderson. Do no harm: how aid can support peace—or war. (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 1999), 69).
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transportation, and childcare concerns when scheduling interviews (i.e., scheduling interviews
early enough that women could return home at a relatively safe time). I was overwhelmed by the
generosity, openness, and courage with which the women received and spoke with me.
I made some choices about my writing in this thesis. In an effort to keep gender present
throughout, I indicate ‘male’ and ‘female’ IDPs and professionals as much as possible while
trying not to identify them. At the suggestion of my advisor, I use the first person, finding it a
way to be more explicit about actors, subjects, power, and responsibility. Especially in
examining issues related to internal displacement in Colombia, I often encountered ambiguity
about who does what to whom, and who is responsible for what – and this makes it difficult to
know what is happening with IDP women and men. I did my best to make sense of these
ambiguities, but recognize there are further areas to explore and sharpen my understandings
about. I also realize there are different versions of the history and experiences of the conflict in
Colombia, as in any country that has undergone decades of conflict. These versions vary not only
by gender but also by factors like government, political, or organizational affiliation, geography,
type of education, race and ethnicity, and generation.
Also in terms of style, several parts of this thesis read like an academic paper, though I tried to
orient it towards practical implications drawing from my conclusions. I kept in mind the remark,
“unless you get the analysis right, you cannot get the interventions right.”114 I found the voices,
experiences, and priorities of IDP women leaders (and other groups of IDPs) – have been absent
from dominant analyses of conflict and forced displacement in Colombia and elsewhere. Paying
attention to them and taking them seriously, I hope expands the ways in which we can
understand and respond practically to conflict and displacement.

CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW
The themes I discuss in this thesis arose directly from my interviews and field observations; I
deliberately did not create and impose a fixed ‘framework’ on my collection of and interpretation
of data. Rather, I took a ‘ground-up’ approach as I explain in the methodology. Still, providing
an overview of a few key concepts will be useful to keep in mind with the rest of this analysis. In
this section, I first identify three main factors for understanding forced displacement and
leadership (largely adopted from Meertens115,116 and Salcedo117). I then describe a gender
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analytic approach to leadership, and list several main leadership roles I encountered among IDP
women in Colombia.
First, displacement is not a fixed occurrence that begins when a person leaves their (often rural)
home and ends upon arrival to an urban area. Nor it is a “passing event in people's lives. It is a
devastating transformation.”118 Similarly, forced displacement is a long process that is lived and
interpreted differently according to IDPs’ affiliations to various social movements and ethnic
groups, for instance,119 and gendered identities. Displacement is multidimensional and can be
understood in two main phases: destruction, and survival and reconstruction, or the re-building
of life following displacement. In this study, I focus on the survival and reconstruction phase
with IDP women’s leadership as the central unit of analysis.
Second, leadership is a critical manifestation of IDPs as social agents. Building off the previous
point, Castles adds that given forced migration is a social process, human agency and networks
play a major part.120 Specifically, a ‘social agent’ approach (also referred to as ‘social actor’
approach) has several attributes. It recognizes differentiated interests, activities and
characteristics of individuals involved in a given initiative toward social change; operates on the
basis of multiple and contested realities, meaning it does not view social agents as a
homogeneous group; and recognizes the centrality of human agency as actively involved in the
production and reproduction of the social world.121 Taking a social agent approach with IDPs
recognizes the actions and capacities, contributions, and challenges of IDPs to act in public
spaces, and also takes account the political and policy structures that govern IDPs in those
spaces. A social agent approach counters viewing IDPs as unable to escape from constraints, or
as passive recipients, and shifts the focus away from women’s victimization and vulnerability. If
such an approach is over emphasized however, it can also overlook how gender relations are
institutionalized in structures, and can risk ‘individualization’ of power relations or over
assumption of choice where it may not exist (over social structures, values, and institutions, for
example).122,123
Paying attention to agency is important when the literature on armed conflict and political
violence tends to focus on victims, and not their agency, particularly when it comes to
women.124,125 IDPs and others may consider IDPs victims of war, but they are also “active
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shapers of their future,”126,127 Their agency is often under-recognized in humanitarian settings
worldwide, yet difficult to overlook with the case of Colombian IDPs. As Salcedo describes, just
as the war fragments, destroys and disarticulates, IDPs in Colombia reconstruct, link themselves
to, and activate “social and political spaces,” with the communities they left behind and
particularly with networks based on family, ethnicity, and ideology among people who migrated
previously to the city.128
Among Colombian IDPs, paying attention to agency does not however deny that IDP women (or
men) are victims. As they reconstruct their lives following displacement, IDPs can act as social
agents who are at the same time victims, and leadership is one manifestation of that social
agency. In fact, presenting IDPs as ‘victims’ is now becoming significant in Colombia. In
particular, the meaning, or status of people who have been internally displaced has undergone an
important shift in policy and political discourses. IDPs’ status not only influences the response to
and provision of IDP rights in a legal sense, but profoundly affects IDP women’s leadership.
IDPs may now claim themselves as victims of the conflict under the Peace and Justice Law,
rather than simply as recipients of humanitarian assistance.129 This is a significant distinction in
recognizing IDPs as more deeply rooted ‘rights category,’ rather than a ‘humanitarian category.’
In this shift, IDPs have rights to truth, justice, and reparations in addition to rights to economic
recovery and humanitarian assistance.130 More specifically as Meertens explains, IDPs may seek
redress for suffering and restoration of rights, and restitution of lost land and property beyond
being assisted with survival, finding a place to live and work in cities. There are on-going
debates as to who constitutes a victim and when and how they should receive reparations.131
Framing IDPs as social agents forms part of this rights-based shift. Just as IDP women leaders
have played roles in forging this rights-based shift for IDPs, at the same time, a lack of
consensus around who constitutes a victim and/or IDP also explains some of the challenges
women leaders’ face in their work. The original emphasis on humanitarian assistance may
account for why most IDP women leaders that I met work in this area, whereas very few that I
heard of were involved in truth, justice and reparations. Overall, leadership is fundamental as a
means and as an end of exercising social agency in the case of IDP women in Colombia. I
elaborate on IDPs’ social agency internationally and in Colombia in a separate section.
Third, throughout situations of armed conflict and displacement, gender remains a central factor
in how displacement occurs, is experienced, and constantly (re)interpreted and contested. In
particular for the focus of my study, gender is both a structural element and part of identity
formation as IDP women leaders reconstruct their lives and develop their leadership. Gender is
125

Bouta et al 1999.
Meertens 2001(a) and 2007.
127
A relevant example to looking at agent (or actor) approaches in conflict settings internationally is Ross-Sheriff
2006.
128
Salcedo 2008, 333.
129
The original 1997 Law on Internal Displacement modeled after the Guiding Principles was centered on
humanitarian assistance. It will be important to watch the evolution of the ‘victimhood’ debate with the Victims
Statute, following Congresses’ dismissal of the Victims Bill of Law in 2009.
130
Meertens 2010, S156.
131
Ibid.
126

A. Taylor

41

also tied to social agency of women. In international discourses, there has also been a shift from
presenting women as passive recipients of aid to “active agents of change.” Amartya Sen has
spoken about women’s agency for over a decade, and acknowledges the very gradual recognition
of the concept even in the development field (in addition to conflict-affected contexts). In his
“Women’s Agency and Social Change” chapter, Sen writes:
No longer the passive recipients of welfare-enhancing help, women are increasingly seen, by men as well
as women, as active agents of change: the dynamic promoters of social transformations that can alter the
lives of both women and men.132

Complementing the gendered approach described next, I take a human security perspective.
Human security focuses on people over economic systems or interests of the nation-state
(contrasted here specifically with militarized security of the nation-state), and allows for a
continuum between humanitarian and development issues.133 Taking a human security
perspective—and again recognizing the agency of IDPs—is especially pertinent to the situation
of protracted urban IDPs in Colombia, and to the increasing need to address a more
comprehensive set of rights and longer-term development beyond immediate humanitarian
assistance. Applied to IDPs, human security views conflict, human rights violations, poverty,
exclusion and opportunity as issues that do not occur statically or in separate compartments, but
which can be experienced and felt simultaneously by people in their everyday lives. Recognizing
that these issues are interrelated, human security seeks to address them in a holistic way.
A Gender Analytic Approach to Women’s Leadership
There are a few main aspects of leadership that I engage with in this study: power, or the ability
to exert influence over people, actions or social relations or resources; mandate, the vision and
agency to transform an environment, maintain followers, or pursue new types of progress; and a
relationship in which a person or group makes decisions or allocates resources on behalf of
others.134,135 Historically, much of the discourse on leadership has been centered on men, and
literature on women’s leadership tends to involve women’s struggle to rise to the top in
comparison to men rather than their interaction with men and other women once they become
leaders.136
Literature on leadership tends to focus on elite world leaders, with less attention at the grassroots
level, not to mention leaders who emerge from vulnerable groups such as refugees or IDPs. Here
Lederach’s analysis of leadership in his ‘actors and approaches to peacebuilding’ pyramid is
relevant. He distinguishes between top, middle-range, and grassroots leadership, recognizing the
opportunities and challenges each level can offer. Lederach acknowledges that the grassroots,
which would include IDP women leaders, constitutes the largest numbers of people who
represent the population at large. Grassroots leaders often operate on a survival mentality
especially in conflict-affected settings, and “understand intimately the fear and suffering with
132
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which much of the population must live; they also have expert knowledge of local politics and
know on a face-to-face basis the local leaders of the government and its adversaries.”137 Further,
looking at leadership at the grassroots level increases the likelihood that an individual will
directly experience the consequences of decision-making. At the top level, the leader is less
affected by daily consequences of the decision, but does typically have greater access to
information about the bigger picture and greater capacity to make decisions that affect the larger
population. Lederach expands on the importance of grassroots and bottom-up approaches; among
several reasons, bottom-up approaches have been responsible for some of the major
transformations toward peace at the time he was writing (i.e., El Salvador, Ethiopia and the
Philippines).138
Leadership is interpreted in many ways, both by IDPs and at the policy level. For the purposes of
this study “IDP leadership” among women is defined as the ways in which IDP women influence
decisions that affect IDPs’ lives, and can be conceptualized according to two main avenues.
First, by participation, leaders seek to influence policies and programs concerning IDPs.
Leadership entails a deeper type of engagement and influence than what is commonly and much
more broadly referred to as participation, however. It emphasizes an individual as a
spokesperson for their constituency. The input of IDPs is typically solicited and facilitated by
government and NGOs and involvement ranges from listening to ‘IDP voices,’ to consultation,
and shared decision-making. Second, through collective action, leaders self-organize, mobilize
and engage in activism, and more informally guide and support IDPs (again, acting as
spokespersons).139 The concepts are important investigate and understand because I found that
leaders simultaneously practice both. Last, central to both concepts is the notion of resistance.
Soraya Hoyos, for example, has described processes of collective organizing, creating networks,
and influencing policy as principal forms of feminine resistance.140
The over-arching purpose of IDP women’s (and men’s) leadership is to restore rights that have
been violated due to displacement, and to find ways through which IDP can realize and enjoy
their rights. This is critical to IDPs in Colombia because their rights are in place as citizens and
as established in national policy, but the challenge they face is in claiming those rights.
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Leadership can be seen as a vehicle for claiming rights.141 A question I ask throughout the study
is thus, when and how does IDP women’s leadership promote the rights of IDPs in their
constituency (or undermine rights, as I found at times)? The fact that women’s leadership
practices largely remain oral, informal, and undocumented, makes it difficult for IDPs and
institutions alike to know how to encourage positive practices that support IDP rights, and
overcome practices that undermine the rights of IDPs. My study seeks to fill in some of those
gaps by documenting IDP women’s leadership practices.
There are three final areas regarding IDP women’s leadership that are important to signal. First is
the relevance of leadership. All local and international institutions depend on leaders in some
way to reach IDPs, whether it is to promote IDP rights or provide assistance. It is common that
outsiders’ and professionals’ only contact with IDPs is with IDP leaders. A male government
official expressed a view shared by many, that “IDPs must find ways to subsist given the state’s
precarious attention to them.” In this way, women’s leadership can serve as a form of resistance,
or to fill in gaps given the state’s limited and assistance-oriented approach to IDPs. IDP women
leaders promote reconstruction of livelihoods, the rebuilding of the social fabric, and contribute
toward longer-term economic, social and political stability for IDPs’ integration in urban areas.
This is especially important given that Colombian IDPs overwhelmingly do not return to their
homes because doing so is sometimes not desired, but most often not seen as a viable option due
to lack of security in the location of expulsion. IDP leadership is also a way for IDPs to assert
needs and claim rights to overcome social exclusion and marginalization within the larger
context of Colombian society,142 similar to Katarzyna Grabska’s analysis of forced migrants in
Cairo.143 Though IDP women’s leadership is a highly relevant phenomenon to understand
because of its implications for all IDPs and the women who become leaders, it is not necessarily
an appropriate option for all IDP women or in all contexts. Challenges are discussed later in
addition to many forms of insecurity I raise next.
The second aspect is the insecurity inherent to IDP women’s leadership in Colombia. The
context in which women operate as leaders, risks and threats, and protection strategies are
addressed in two later sections, and constitute a major recurring theme given the severity and
frequency of risks IDP women leaders encountered.144 Third, I refer to ‘public space’ throughout
as integral to exercising leadership. Urban planners and geographers, social and political
scientists, and feminists interpret public space in differing ways. Most broadly, it refers to spaces
open to all citizens or in which all citizens have a stake, and are governed by an authority. For
the purpose of this thesis, I refer to spaces in which IDPs (women, men, leaders, and non141
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leaders), government and NGO representatives, and academics debate and shape policy and
program decisions that affect IDPs. These public spaces most commonly are IDP humanitarian
assistance centers (UAOs), local and national committees, IDP organizations, and other meeting
places such as government offices and in the Constitutional Court. As we can see, notions of
leadership and the terms associated with it invoke different interpretations, but certain shared
trends surfaced.
In order to focus and inform my inquiry into leadership, I use a gender analytical approach.
While some aspects of leadership are similar for women and men IDPs, they experience different
constraints and opportunities often related to gender. A gender perspective helps to deconstruct
IDPs as a homogeneous category and illuminates how displacement and the rebuilding of lives
are deeply gendered processes. Furthermore, gender analysis helps inform potential responses
more comprehensively because it is based on an in-depth an understanding of the differing
impacts of displacement on men and women, their needs, interests, and capacities and strategies,
as well as their access to and control of resources, decision-making power and opportunities. One
of the most valuable contributions of taking a gender perspective is that it enables looking at
differences and similarities among as well as between different groups of women and men. A 54year old IDP woman leader from the Pacific coast has distinct experiences from a 36 year-old
woman from a mountainous region—and I was interested in making sense of these differences.
Recognizing that there are unique attributes of women’s leadership worthy of a dedicated
analysis, the focus of my work is on women, though I found there is much left to explore in
terms of IDP men’s leadership and masculinities. Several other factors influenced my focus on
women, including demographics (women represent more then half of IDPs and there is a high
proportion of women as heads of household among IDPs); and especially the passage of Auto
092 close to when I began the study. As described, Auto 092 recognizes the disproportion impact
of the conflict on women and has since evoked questions about the protection needs and
leadership of IDP women. Given this context, many further questions arose as to how women
leaders emerged and practiced their leadership in ways that were distinct and similar to men.
Looking at gender provides an entry point from which to examine important ways in which
power, inequality, representation and exclusion play out and are distributed between and within
groups of IDPs, leaders, and women based on age, ethnicity, race, and class. An analysis of
power is central to any study of leadership, and power is a primary force at play when looking at
gender.
The starting point in my study is the fact that many IDP Colombian women have become leaders
but little is known or documented about them. The International Center for Research on Women
(ICRW) points out the international community’s investment in programming focused on women
and girls has grown and generated enthusiasm, particularly since events such as the 1995 Beijing
conference which recognized that development and full security cannot be achieved without
women’s full participation. Yet there is “surprisingly little existing research or analysis on the
impact of women’s leadership” on social and economic development in middle and low-income
countries.145 Importantly, we need to better understand leadership among IDP women, in order to
gain knowledge about how they rise to these positions, their own experiences of victimhood and
145
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agency as IDPs, women, and leaders, and how they seek to understand and represent the voices,
experiences, and priorities of their constituency.
IDP Women’s Main Leadership Roles
I identified six main IDP women’s leadership roles,146 roughly from short-term to long-term,
systemic involvement, which will be useful to keep in mind throughout this thesis:
(1) Humanitarian assistance, guidance through the displacement route: IDP women leaders
acted as advocates on behalf of IDPs to navigate or speed up the process of acquiring
humanitarian assistance through what was called the ‘displacement route.’ Women leaders spend
much of their time at UAOs and seek to fulfill urgent, short-short term and more humanitarian
needs of IDPs. This type of leadership tended to be informal or ad-hoc, but could also be more
institutionalized if done through a facilitating government agency or NGO. It often entailed
women leaders to informally advise and guide IDPs such as about transportation and resource
referrals. Almost every IDP woman leader practiced this type of leadership to some degree and
most began their work as a leader here, but leaders varied in how much time they spent with
humanitarian assistance.
(2) Legal Assistance: IDP women leaders filed legal complaints (tutelas and derechos de
petición) for groups or individual IDPs; encouraged women to document or denounce violations
such as sexual violence, and brought forth denunciations to inter-institutional committees. Far
less commonly, IDP leaders aided IDPs in accessing and getting through the justice system
(through technical or moral support).
(3) Activism: Women leaders organized IDPs in marches, protests and takeovers such as one in
the city park and previously, the Red Cross building—with the purpose of advocating for IDP
rights. The role of galvanizing activism is probably the most visible form of IDP leaders’
involvement, particularly in Bogotá.
(4) Good Governance: IDP women leaders promoted good governance, particularly
accountability and monitoring of government institutions that served IDPs. They most commonly
reported problems of the UAOs to the Ombudsman’s office or other relevant agencies. For
instance, one woman leader took part in an oversight committee in the Personeria that monitored
UAOs and hospitals that received IDPs, and submitted reports to the Court. This leadership role
was less common; I understood it to be fundamental and an area that should be further explored.
(5) Defense of Human Rights: Often in conjunction with other forms of leadership, IDP women
leaders were human rights defenders. Several leaders were more deliberate about calling
themselves as such, and considered defending human rights a defining aspect of their work. For
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instance, they reclaimed rights by filing legal complaints, advocated for rights through marches
and activism, and in particular sought to promote IDP rights through influencing policies.
(6) Policy and Politics: IDP women leaders sought to influence national level public policy and
political processes. I found these leadership roles were associated with longer-term, systemic and
national level issues. They entailed holding the government accountable to policies at design,
monitoring, and to a lesser extent implementation stages, as well as testifying to the
Constitutional Court on behalf of IDPs for the purpose of shaping policy. Though mostly
discussed at the national level, IDP leaders influenced city and regional level policies and
politics, such as city planning. Critically, almost all women leaders served as conveyors of policy
to IDPs; their knowledge and ability to utilize policy affected all IDPs they interacted with. Their
roles in political parties, elections, and national political processes were less common as I discuss
in a later section.
GENDERED EXPERIENCES OF CONFLICT AND DISPLACEMENT
To analyze, understand, and respond to the lives, experiences, and priorities of IDP women
leaders we need to first have a gendered understanding of the experiences of conflict and
displacement, paying close attention to how these differences affect IDP women’s leadership.
Second, we need to explore the notion of IDPs as agents of social change internationally and in
Colombia as I discuss in the next section.
Keeping in mind that displacement is fluid and multidimensional, it can be roughly be conceived
of in two phases. Phase I is the destruction and uprooting of lives including livelihoods,
possessions, family ties, social fabric and a sense of stability. Recognizing that displacement
does not end upon arrival to a city, Phase II is the survival and reconstruction of the social fabric
and one’s own life project upon resettlement.147 Research has largely focused on the first phase,
including studies of violence and victimhood, such as the effects of terror on rural populations,
traumas suffered from the violence, and destruction of social ties and social fabric. There is
notably less written on the second reconstruction phase, which includes under its umbrella,
leadership and related forms of collective action, organizing, and participation of IDPs.
Both of these phases are markedly gendered: men and women experience and respond to
violence and displacement distinctly, and these differences carry over into how they reconstruct
their lives, including how they develop as leaders. In particular, shifts in identity are central
aspects to pay attention to throughout these phases. Women and men experience an initial
“rupture” of identity in addition to suffering material losses and violations of human rights, and
then must renegotiate or “negate” their identity in the survival phase in urban environments.148
Returning to the analytical focus on agency in this thesis, an IDP woman leader’s construction of
identity is especially dynamic and complex given that both agency and victimhood can
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simultaneously form part of her identity. Identity according to Malki is not static or given, but a
fluid, dynamic, and relational process, “partly self-construction, partly categorization by others,
partly a condition, a status, a label, a weapon, a shield, a fund of memories.”149 Yet in a context
in which violence is often referred to in a neutral form because of fear of accusations and high
mistrust, Meertens argues that IDPs in Colombia lack strong shared symbols of identity. For
instance, she suggests that shared identities may be more evident in cases of ethnic or nationalist
persecution.150
Two forms of identity do however remain discernable and become even more salient in the case
of IDP women and men in Colombia: ethnicity and gender. Indigenous people, AfroColombians, and peasant farmers are considered to be groups most at risk often because these
groups live on desirable land. Salcedo elaborates on differences in how indigenous groups and
Afro-Colombians experience displacement and reconstruct their identities in urban areas,
especially important given the ways in which they have been marginalized historically.151
Estimates of IDP women range from 52.3%152 to 58%153 of all Colombian IDPs, consistent with
the rate of slightly more than half of IDPs worldwide. Together, women and children also
comprise about 80% of all IDPs in Colombia.154,155 Overall, more than 70% of victims registered
by the State’s Attorney’s Office are women.156 Men are both the main actors of the conflict and
those most overtly harmed by it. They are often the ones recruited, killed, or disappeared by
armed groups, and represent the overwhelming majority of violent deaths, nearly 90% as of the
late 1990s.157 Women have been armed actors to a lesser degree (for instance, about 30% of
FARC members are women). Primarily, women are the survivors of violence perpetrated against
family members, communities, and themselves.
In this section, I draw from the work of Donny Meertens, Colombia-based feminist lecturer and
researcher on gender and internal displacement. I first introduce a few examples of gendered
impacts of displacement that she raises in a recent piece,158 and next discuss her in-depth 19941999 research including over 150 testimonies, life interviews, and open interviews with male and
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female IDPs in Bogotá and provincial capitals.159,160 I found her work to be ground-breaking and
original in the way in which it traces how gendered structures and dynamics prior to
displacement influence gendered dimensions of leadership in the reconstruction phase.
To begin, a few examples highlight major differentiated impacts of the conflict on women, and
how they experience specific risks and vulnerabilities because of their gender. The first is that
women are victim to armed actors’ use of gender-based and sexual violence as a weapon of war,
and to armed actors’ and power holders’ imposition of patriarchal forms of social control.
Second, forced displacement can occur when women are abandoned or widowed, and this leads
to an increased number of women-heads of household in urban areas as I discuss in the profile
section. Third, the historic lack of recognition of women’s rights has allowed for the
dispossession and seizure of land, meaning women lose significant land and property assets.161
Moving to Meertens’s 1994-1999 research, and starting with the first phase displacement, the
nature of violence perpetrated against women by armed actors has shifted in Colombia. In
peasant massacres during the period known as La Violencia in the 1950s-1960s, pregnant rural
women were tortured, raped and mutilated to “destroy the seed” of the adversary. Destroying
maternity or humiliating the sexual honor of the enemy has since diminished in importance.
Rather, the focus is on occupying territories, appropriating lands, and subjugating the population
through the use of terror (which has replaced protection as a means of gaining authority).
Colombian women continued to be killed, but because it was inconvenient to admit murders of
women and children, killings were often conducted anonymously as “indiscriminate acts of
terror” against civilians. Exceptions were when paramilitaries claimed responsibility in order to
control the population or instigate their displacement, as of the time of Meertens’s research.162
Currently, Colombian women continue to be targets of sexual and gender-based violence, though
systematic documentation has not been conducted during the on-going conflict.163 The UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights (most recent) 2005 Colombia mission report states,
The rights of women and girls continue to be violated due to inequality, discrimination and diverse forms
of violence. The security, particularly of rural, indigenous, and Afro-Colombian women and girls and of
those who are organized, displaced, confined or are returnees, has deteriorated as a result of the armed
conflict and the use of sexual violence and social control by the illegal armed groups. In spite of efforts by
the State, weaknesses persist in gathering information on the specific situation of women; this affects its
ability to respond appropriately to their needs. The judicial system continues to be ineffective in dealing
with cases of gender violence.164
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Similar to what other analysts have noted, UNIFEM attorney Julissa Mantilla remarked in 2009
that sexual violence continues to be underreported. An example of how this can occur is when a
massacre takes place in a village, civilians may be reported as having died in that massacre.
Meanwhile, acts of sexual violence that took place prior to the massacre never get reported and
are thus lost.165 The previous policy section and Annex 2 discuss the most germane and recent
documentation of the prominence of sexual violence: Auto 092 (2008), and the
UNHCR/Presidential Council on Equality of Women Gender Guidelines (2009). Importantly,
that sexual and gender-based violence are such central parts of the two most significant and
recent measures speak to the degree to which they are still pressing and immensely unresolved
problems.
Next, accusations by armed actors are also gendered. Men are accused of being helpers of the
other side (politically or economically), whereas women are most commonly accused of being
lovers, “flirting,” “raising new enemies” or hiding their children to prevent them from
recruitment. Women continue to comprise the majority of rural teachers who have the politically
sensitive and risky responsibility of educating the next generation.166 I did not encounter in-depth
information on the current nature of accusations.
It is essential to keep in mind the ways in which armed actors have historically used terror
against civilians to induce displacement because it has profound implications for IDPs’ potential
collective action or leadership. The specific types of terror are a “decentralized,
deinstitutionalized strategy for destroying the social fabric and taking over community,”167 This
is distinct from terror monopolized by the state as in Chile or Argentina, or even ethnic cleansing
or terror aimed at eliminating political opponents during La Violencia. Even in the context of a
politically tumultuous history, Meertens purports that a certain degree of trust has existed among
families, neighbors, community members, and local organizations in many parts of the country.
However, when terror is used to exercise power it attempts to break down nearly all existing
bonds of solidarity and trust.168 I gathered a similar sense from my fieldwork: trust and the
breakdown of trust related to the conflict were strong recurring themes from all types of
interviewees. It affected relationships critical to IDP women leaders (amongst each other and
men leaders, with their constituency of IDPs, and especially with the government institutions).
Subsequently, Meertens found that non-aligned collective action was impossible because “every
action is incorporated by or interpreted as involvement with one of the armed actors, and has
forced people to downplay, out of fear, any identification with whatever civic group or political
bond.”169 For instance, several “peace communities” as well as indigenous groups have suffered
because of their resistance. Thus, as Meertens proposes, an emotional displacement due to
“withdrawal from social belonging” can occur well before geographical displacement.170 I also
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found that an iterative “withdrawal” and “inclusion” from social belonging, and public and
political spaces continue throughout IDP women’s leadership today.
Furthermore, the fact that most IDP women leaders (and most IDPs in general) have rural roots,
holds particular gendered implications. Meertens argues that women in rural areas experienced a
greater rupture of social identity because of two types of traditional gender arrangements. First,
women traditionally had less mobility, control over free time, and access to information. In her
research, only 18% of women had lived in three or more places before displacement compared to
34% of men. When women had lived in another place or had contacts outside of their immediate
social networks, it had been determined by their fathers and husbands. Very few women
migrated to new land or to cities on their own within Colombia. Second, women had close,
informal family and neighborhood networks, whereas men tended to be involved in political and
community organizations despite increasing female leadership in peasant and civic
organizations. In Meertens’s research, over half of women had not participated in any
organization whereas 30% of men had not. Husbands discouraged women’s participation
because they preferred them to stay at home.171
Transitioning into the second phase of displacement, these traditional gendered arrangements
played out in different ways for men and women. Women’s limited exposure to information or
spaces outside of their immediate homes and communities meant they were less aware of conflict
in their surroundings and early warning signals. As a result, the arrival of violence more often
came as a surprise to women; the majority had to flee without preparation. Fundamentally,
Meertens describes how women’s social identity was destroyed distinctly from men’s: when
violence reached the family and community, it ruptured women’s entire system of social
structures, their “only world.”172 Men had to withdraw from their political identities and
participation in formal institutions. This was disruptive to men, however men could draw upon
greater resources and support based on their established patterns of mobility and expanded
access to geographic and political spaces. I understood that these trends had remained fairly true
in the current situation.
Once IDP women and men reach urban areas and are even re-displaced, these traditional, rural
gender arrangements remain influential and continuously evolve as identities are created and recreated. For instance, Meertens found that greater mobility allowed men to be resilient at the
moment of uprooting but did not extend to their ability to build new social networks. In contrast,
women’s experience in closer, more informal networks that were typically not considered
‘political,’ gave them more resilience in their new urban environment.173 The magnitude of the
trauma suffered, and social position also how affected how women and men would adapt based
on their social networks. Regarding the latter, teachers or plantation workers for instance had
more social structures than day laborers or small cultivators,174 again trends that are likely to
hold true currently.
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In addition, Meertens found similarities with regard to how women and men perceived their
situations. Displacement is an observable geographic change, but is also accompanied by less
visible forms of destruction and loss. To be “forcibly” displaced means disrupting one’s
livelihood and direction in life; it is to be disoriented in time.175 The repetition of uprooting and
displacement, both in history and memory, erodes IDPs’ control over constructing a life project
for both women and men.176 It also makes a difference to know one cannot go back. Meertens
described IDP women and men both as having a strong attachment to the past; their condition is
transitory without real clarity to what the transition is leading to. They felt being an IDP was a
“persistent sentiment;” even years after displacement, women and men considered themselves as
IDPs.177 Immediacy of displacement, how long an IDP has waited for assistance from the state or
for work, but also emotional and spiritual repercussions affect an IDP women and men’s current
state.178
Male and female IDPs started to diverge most in terms of how they adapted to the new, usually
urban environment,179 in part due to the differences in their networks. Two of the largest
distinctions were how men and women joined the labor market and asked for help, including
how they linked themselves to institutions. Meertens found unemployment was the major
concern for IDP men, hence the labor of their wives was found to be indispensible.180 IDP
women typically found work more easily partly because of their willingness to take on more
varied types of informal labor. Men had a harder time transferring physical labor skills they used
in rural areas (e.g. with agriculture and livestock), to the urban environment. Women also
become heads of households with the burden of taking on greater domestic responsibility, though
Meertens found IDP men started to take on greater domestic duties than they had in rural areas.
Relatives or acquaintances often provided shelter for a few days, after which IDP women and
men were pressed to visit institutions and take care of themselves. Emergency assistance would
run out quickly (e.g. food and housing stipends), and the situation altered dramatically with no
clear paths toward reintegration or support. The availability of humanitarian assistance has
improved since the time of Meertens’s research, though IDP women and men continue to face
similar struggles in adapting to the urban environment. Currently, the provision of longer-term
development, urban planning, and transitional justice measures that address IDP are rare
(especially ones that are gender-sensitive) – but I learned that there is increasing recognition
about the need to confront these issues in Colombian political and policy debates.
After emergency humanitarian assistance ran out, Meertens found IDP men tended to “hold on”
longer in seeking help from and returning to institutions, tried to establish ties with government
officials, and were more fixated on returning or resettling. Women tended to be more
preoccupied with daily survival responsibilities, which notably required much inter-personal
networking. For instance, they constantly had to find someone to watch their children, determine
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how to feed them, or search for loans or income opportunities. IDP women did not see returning
to institutions multiple times when they were busy with pressing day-to-day survival needs.181
Furthermore, resolving survival responsibilities and caring for their children postponed IDP
women’s psychosocial needs. As Meertens expresses, they had “no time for emotions or for
memories, so the necessary mourning for the loss of loved ones is postponed almost
indefinitely.”182 I did not encounter more recent data collected on IDP women’s perceptions of
their time for mourning and fulfilling their responsibilities, though in the case of the women
leaders I interviewed, I gathered that the multitude of their responsibilities and the lack of
psychosocial assistance available did postpone or hinder them in addressing their own
psychosocial needs.
Because of their survival responsibilities Meertens also found IDP women tended to gain greater
autonomy, and became rooted sooner in urban settings—including learning to form new social
networks. Women often had prospects for entering the labor force and valued better educational
opportunities for their children in urban areas. They tended to have more practical views of their
‘life projects,’ and were more oriented toward daily survival and child raising responsibilities.183
As Meertens contends, “[p]articipation in community groups gives women new elements for
reconstructing their identities, their sociability, and their social links and for establishing new
goals that did not exist before in the countryside.”184 Currently, IDP women’s participation and
formation as leaders, has granted them agency and allowed them to reconstruct their lives and the
lives of their IDP constituency in a number of ways in the urban settings as I discuss throughout
the findings. A limitation of this research, however, is the ability to compare IDP women leaders
in Bogotá and Soacha presently, to what is possible for women in rural settings—in areas such as
autonomy, reconstructing identities, and setting goals.

IDPS AS SOCIAL AGENTS
The literature on armed conflict and political violence tends to focus on victims, not their
agency,185 particularly when it comes to women. I found a similar trend with IDPs. The notion
that IDPs are simultaneously “victims of destruction” and “agents of reconstruction” seems
contradictory, though of course in reality the two are not mutually exclusive. IDPs receive and
depend on assistance but actively reconstruct social, cultural and economic networks, as well as
individual and collective identities and livelihoods. Agency includes “doing” and “acting” just as
much as it entails “being” and developing capacities, as well as identities, feelings of belonging
and feelings of the other.186
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I explore history and trends related to IDPs’ social agency at two levels: (1) the framing of IDP
participation and leadership at the global policy level, and (2) IDPs as social agents at the
national level in Colombia, including leadership and collective action trends. I look at both men
and women among IDPs, victims, and civil society more broadly, prior to focusing my analysis
on IDP women leaders.
IDPs As Social Agents: The International Policy Level
At the international policy level, there are varying perspectives on the ways in which IDPs can
and should express their priorities and be involved in seeking their own solutions. Interest in
listening to and encouraging the participation of IDPs and refugees stems from the field of
international development, which initiated much of the scholarly work in this area (see for
example Chambers, Cornwall and Gaventa). Attention to the subject has grown in research as
well as become central to agencies’ policies and programs, namely in UNHCR. Marc Vincent, in
the book he edits with Birgitte Sorensen, describes the salience of IDP contributions. The starting
point of the book is in fact that vulnerability of IDPs is generally recognized, but little attention
has been paid to how IDPs “perceive and respond to displacement.”
With all the attention directed towards issues of state sovereignty versus state responsibility, institutional
mandates within the United Nations (UN), and humanitarian concerns regarding security and access, the
one aspect of the problem that has been too frequently overlooked is the ability of internally displaced
people to adapt to the experience of displacement. This oversight robs the displaced of their voice and
belittles the substantial contributions they make in shaping their own lives. It also reinforces the incorrect
perception that the international stage is the only venue for action.187

Similarly, Ogata and Sen acknowledge IDPs’ crucial role in meeting their own needs and
influencing the course of armed conflicts such as by organizing to secure livelihoods and access
to services. Yet they point out international humanitarian actors tend not to support community
development activities and more long-term programming that empowers IDPs. Instead, IDPs are
almost exclusively viewed as a humanitarian problem. Their protection and well-being are
however connected to national development and poverty reduction—both elements for ending
internal displacement through durable solutions.188 Re-thinking IDPs beyond the scope of shortterm humanitarian assistance is especially relevant to Colombia considering the magnitude and
protracted nature of internal displacement.
Despite the growing recognition, questions remain as to how to take IDP women’s and men’s
perspectives into account in a way that is meaningful and practical. One approach is to collect
“IDP voices” through the form of testimonies, which often focus on individual and family
histories with fewer implications for practice.189,190,191 Applying what Roberta Cohen writes
about refugees, the problem is not that IDP voices are not heard—committees are often
established so IDPs can express their views—but their voices are often not listened to; they are
187

Vincent 2001, 1.
Sadako Ogata and Amartya Sen. “People on the Move.” In Final Report of the Commission on Human Security.
(United Nations Publications, 2003), 50.
189
Molano 2005.
190
Roberta Cohen. Listening to the Voices of the Displaced: Lessons Learned. (Washington, D.C.: Brookings-Bern
Project on Internal Displacement, 2008).
191
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)/Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC). Internally Displaced
Colombians Speak Out. (2007).
188

A. Taylor

54

left out of planning and policy. She explains that aid workers and governments rationalize that
they must work quickly, ‘know better,’ or fear being taken advantage of by IDPs’
demands.192,193,194,195
Incorporating IDP contributions is usually framed around ‘participation,’ or ‘consultation’ for
certain projects or policies. Elizabeth Ferris and Roberta Cohen, researchers at the BrookingsBern Project on Internal Displacement, have led the most recent and comprehensive studies on
internal displacement in various contexts worldwide. Several of these studies point to roles IDPs
have taken on as agents. Their findings demonstrate multiple benefits of IDP participation in
their own solutions, in areas from durable solutions, to political processes, to
peacebuilding.196,197,198,199 Notably, a 2008 report recognizes the need for IDP programming
personnel and policymakers (i.e., humanitarian organizations, government) to go “beyond
rhetoric” when it comes to participation and consultation with IDPs.200 In addition to countering
the view of IDPs as passive beneficiaries, consultation makes programs and plans more
sustainable, avoids discontent and violence, promotes greater trust with local populations, and
can jumpstart recovery of local economies in some cases.201
IDPs have played important roles in peace processes, as noted in Colombia and elsewhere. In
Colombia, the response to internal displacement has evolved separately from peace and justice
initiatives. For instance, IDPs along with other sectors of civil society have historically been
excluded from peace talks.202,203 Given the scale of displacement, not involving IDPs makes it
unrealistic to plan for stable peace.204 Two major studies, one of which is on Colombia, have
inquired about victims’ own perspectives on reparations and addressing atrocities (they include
but are not exclusive to IDPs).205,206 Finally, research has addressed IDPs’ roles as members of
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(or excluded from) civil society more broadly.207,208 For instance, Carr recognizes a strong civil
society as crucial in pushing for IDP policies in multiple countries.209
Much less is written on IDP political and electoral participation internationally.210 In Colombia,
the National Democratic Institute (NDI) has led efforts to increase IDPs’ political participation
across its programs, though I found such an initiative to be unusual in other programs in
Colombia and in other contexts with displaced populations. IDPs face unique and significant
barriers toward inclusion in political processes including in elections and campaigns, such as
lack of documentation. They tend to be marginal or lesser priorities on political agendas, and I
often heard accounts of local politicians ‘buying’ IDP votes in communities, and not following
through with assistance to them. Indeed, presidential candidates did not prioritize IDP issues in
campaigns leading to the 2010 elections and candidates faced pressures to demonstrate firm
positions on security. We have yet to see how internal displacement and humanitarian issues will
be factored into what is considered ‘hard’ security policy, which continues to be a primary
concern of politicians and policymakers.
Internationally, some of the major humanitarian agencies have incorporated notions of IDP and
refugee participation and leadership into its policies, most notably UNHCR. UNHCR’s
Participatory Operations Assessments seek IDP and refugee input on programming. In 2010, the
UNHCR Colombia office stated its aim to “strengthen its community-based approach to ensure a
decade of advances in the development of public policies has a concrete impact at the local
level.”211 In camps, UNCHR elects leaders who represent IDPs in those camps.212 Similarly, in
urban IDP settings, NGO and government professionals frequently only interact with leaders. As
a result, their understanding of and response to urban IDPs depends heavily on how leaders
portray and represent IDP women’s and men’s voices, experiences, and priorities. Other bodies
such as the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) have guidelines for local populations to
participate in humanitarian action.
It is clear that international humanitarian and forced migration practitioners increasingly desire to
pay attention to IDP voices, consult with IDPs, and facilitate their participation in policies and
programs. Again, Ferris and Cohen are primarily leading the policy discourse at the international
policy level. Still, conceptualizing IDP women and men as social agents in reconstructing their
lives remains an uncommon starting point much less analytical focus among international forced
migration scholars and practitioners. There are however important exceptions of studies on IDPs’
and refugees’ ability to reconstruct their lives in urban areas, which tend to focus on survival or
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social integration processes, livelihoods strategies,213, 214 or relations with host communities.215,
Salcedo’s notion of reconstruction in urban areas for instance emphasizes IDPs’ linking to
networks in their previous communities and especially with networks in the city with groups who
have previously migrated.217

216

In her original piece on urban refugees in Cairo, Katarzyna Grabska presents refugees as social
agents (or ‘actors’ in this case) as a way of coping with social exclusion in the most pertinent
research I encountered that explicitly addresses forced migrants as social actors.218, 219 Other
refugee scholarship looks at resettlement and reintegration in countries of asylum, such as in
Europe and the U.S. To date, I have found no empirical research that posits IDPs as social
agents, much less research that takes a gender perspective to look women and men as social
agents in the context of forced internal displacement.
Within the realm of social agents, one aspect in particular that has not been explored is the
phenomenon of leadership. Women and men leaders are however present among all populations
of forced migrants, particularly in protracted situations, whether in camps or urban settings.
Leaders receive little clear direction from the international level policies and programs as the
thinking around IDPs’ participation and leadership is relatively nascent. In addition, IDP leaders
face a unique set of challenges at the national level in Colombia.
Against the Current: IDPs as Social Agents in Colombia
From the neighborhood to the national level, IDP women and men have mobilized, created
organizations, joined committees, and become leaders to an extent that is unlike any country in
the world with a similar displacement situation of which I am aware. IDP leaders play a critical
role in seeking solutions for IDPs by organizing themselves, as well as by influencing policies
and programs through solicited ‘participation’ and ‘consultation.’ During the period in which I
conducted research in Colombia in 2009, about 1,800 IDPs staged a sit-in of the Tercer Milenio
public park in the middle of Bogotá for four months, living in tents and demanding their rights.
This was one of several sit-ins of this kind in the past decade; the most well-known was when
300 IDPs took over the International Committee of the Red Cross building in Bogotá for four
213

The livelihoods approach is an alternative to the traditional economic model of development that has also been
applied to humanitarian and forced migration contexts (see work from the Feinstein International Center
https://wikis.uit.tufts.edu/confluence/display/FIC/Livelihoods). It is based on a foundation that looks at ‘where
people are, what they have, and what their needs and interests are.’(Chambers 1988) Its starting point, simliar to a
social agent approach, is grounded in the experiences and capacities of people on the ground, rather beginning from
a grand theory. One of the main objectvies of a livelihoods approach is poverty elimination based on people’s own
conceptions and priorities for its eliminination.
214
Karen Jacobsen. "Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Urban Areas: A Livelihoods Perspective." Journal of
Refugee Studies. 19:3, (2006).
215
Martin Evans. “‘The Suffering is Too Great’: Urban Internally Displaced Persons in the Casamance Conflict,
Senegal.” Journal of Refugee Studies, 20:1, (2007). 60-85.
216
Elizabeth H. Campbell. “Urban Refugees in Nairobi: Problems of Protection, Mechanisms of Survival, and
Possibilities for Integration.” Journal of Refugee Studies. vol. 19, (2006).
217
Salcedo 2008.
218
Grabska 2006(a).
219
Katarzyna Grabska. Who Asked them Anyway? Rights, Policies, and Wellbeing of Refugees in Egypt.
Development Research Centre on Migration, Globalisation, and Poverty. University of Sussex, (July 2006(b)).

A. Taylor

57

months in 1999, following twelve protests in Bogotá the previous year. Leading up to the May
2010 presidential elections, IDPs staged additional protests in front of government buildings,
advocating for their rights to be taken into account in political campaigns.
Given the enormous size of the IDP population in Colombia (3 to 4.2 million), a relatively small
proportion of IDPs are in fact organized. CODHES estimates there are 2,000 IDP organizations
in the country, roughly estimating 150 IDP organizations in Bogotá, and 30 to 40 in Soacha.
Some IDPs choose to participate or lead independently or informally in their communities,
however it is rare that those who were publically active did not convene in at least in one type of
organization or committee. Due to a history of conflict, Velázquez and González characterize
Colombian civil society as weak, and participation among society as a whole as low.220,221 This
trend is exacerbated among IDPs as a marginalized and often continuously persecuted groups.
The fact that a portion of IDPs take up collective action and leadership in the first place is
remarkable given the context in which doing so both prior to and following displacement is
highly discouraged if not life-threatening.
A History Averse to Collective Action
According to CODHES, because Colombian IDP women and men leaders assume the roles of
IDPs’ spokespersons seeking justice and the restitution of their rights, leaders become newly
susceptible to vulnerability and risk, and “re-victimized.” CODHES documented 28
assassinations of IDP women and men leaders between 2002 and 2009, with an increasing trend
(nine each in 2007 and 2008).222 The majority of assassinations took place outside of
Cundinamarca (the province in which Bogotá and Soacha are located), in Antioquia, Córdoba,
Valle del Cauca, Nariño and Putumayo. However, CODHES also reported that 255 IDP leaders
were threatened in 2008, and the greatest number of leaders threatened were in Bogotá (83
documented threats).
According to the Committee for Strengthening IDP Organizations, only 70 of the 255 threats
were brought forth to authorities, and 30% of those have been addressed. The human rights
office under the vice president did not count IDP leaders in its bulletin of assassinations in 2008,
only referencing unionists, teachers, and local authorities. According to CODHES, not
recognizing IDP leaders’ assassinations means that their assassinations have not been registered
in official government statistics, making it impossible to guarantee protection to these leaders
and the IDPs they represent.223
Similarly, the Permanent Working Group on Women and Conflict has documented sociopolitical
violence against women leaders. As of 2007, a report described intensifying threats against
women leaders, as well as assassinations of women who had been active in regional victim
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movements in particular.224 Wills-Obregón notes a “new generation of leaders” are primarily
comprised of women survivors of the previous cycle of violence, many of which have overcome
their fears and begun to reclaim their land.225,226
Additional sources have described continued threats and assassinations against human rights
defenders, leaders of victims’ organizations, leftist leaders, and unionists. Displacements take
place in areas where people are socially active such as through protests and demonstrations, but
not necessarily politically active, such as in electoral participation. Areas with traditions of
peasant, farm worker, and indigenous rights organizing are targeted. More journalists, teachers,
and trade unionists are killed each year in Colombia than in any other country in the world as of
2005,227 and as of 2004 Colombia was the most dangerous place in the world for trade unionists
to organize. In 2003, three-quarters of murders of union members in the world came from
Colombia.228
A male academic who also worked on an IDP policy stated, “In the whole country, anyone who
participates enters risk. People are assassinated for participating, and that dissuades people, yet
people keep participating.” Another male leader who ran a civil society network described,
“[t]here has been a history of eliminating [co-opting, threatening, or killing] dissenters against
the main power…anyone with a social vision, who comes from a social movement with a
concrete idea of change, or fights against injustice. When anyone has a popular vision, he [or
she] is killed.”229 It is in this context that leadership has occurred in the case of both IDP men
and women. I elaborate on risks and threats to IDP women leaders in a later section.
IDP organizations in particular have faced threats from armed actors, and received little support
from the government. One tendency in Colombia has been for armed actors or the government to
discriminate against or even criminalize IDP organizations, such as by accusing them of
sympathizing with opposing armed actors. Expressing dissent against the military-oriented
security policy of the government has also put them at high risk. For instance, there have been
some cases of targeted violence or arson towards IDP organizations and their supporters.
The late 1990s and early 2000s was also marked by threats from paramilitaries and guerillas that
caused many IDP organizations to disintegrate. Afterwards, and mandated by the Constitutional
Court, the government began giving IDPs small income-generating stipends (proyectos
224
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productivos), and offered some support and training to IDP organizations. According to an
official in the Ombudsman’s Office, resources were not distributed equally. The unequal
distribution has led to competition for scarce resources as well as perpetuated mistrust among
different levels of IDPs leaders and organizations, and between IDPs and government agencies
responsible. According to a male lawyer in an international NGO, in the last 20 years Colombia
has secured greater support of international organizations—namely the OAS, UN and
International Criminal Court—for social organizations, networks, and human rights groups. This
support has created some space in which social organizations, including IDP organizations, can
operate and denounce violations.
Collective Action Following Displacement
Finally, I raise several conditions that should be taken into account that affect IDP women’s
collective action. IDPs’ common characteristic is having inhabited a region disputed by armed
actors, but they do not share a common ethnicity, political affiliation, or other form of identity as
previously discussed. Fear and mistrust has also led them to abandon political, social and cultural
affiliations that had once been part of their identity. As a result, because they do not have a
“common cause” or shared identity, they are often not recognized differently from other urban
poor, nor do they collectively oppose the discrimination they are subject to by claiming
recognition and justice.230 IDP leaders are similarly diverse, not only in terms of sociodemographic factors such as geography, ethnicity, gender, and culture, but in terms of their
leadership styles and experiences. Their transitory status can also constitute a common identity
and thus is a factor unifying IDPs in their organizational processes in the absence of shared
cultural, social or political cohesiveness. It is by this shared identity that IDPs seek to contest the
limited services and humanitarian assistance they receive (such as by protests, sit-ins, and by
taking on other leadership roles).231
IDPs’ poor and unstable living conditions, on-going security risks coupled with fear, and
continuous movement (including repeated displacements) all pose challenges to their
participation and collective action. Although there are neighborhoods with concentrations of
IDPs there are no “IDP neighborhoods;” IDPs are dispersed. IDPs often do not self-identify, a
challenge to organizing them. A female NGO representative characterized them as an “unstable
population” which often continue hiding. Leadership involves trade-offs for IDPs: resources,
transportation, and time can mean sacrificing a meal for the family or income from a job.
Meertens has remarked that organizing IDPs “in a polarized country divided by mistrust” is a
difficult process. Despite their volatility, IDP organizations play an important role in
reconstruction. She suggests networks based on ethnicity or geography as potentially powerful
building blocks for reconstruction and that, “displaced women play a much more prominent role
than men in interacting with local communities,” noting special attention should be given to the
role of women’s organizations for the defense of their rights232 in IDPs’ reconstruction process.
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By and large, IDP leadership, and related practices of collective action and participation have
occurred separately from other sectors of civil society in Colombia, responses to the conflict and
wider peacebuilding efforts, and political processes. I examine IDP women’s leadership
emergence and practices in the findings sections that follow, keeping in mind implications of this
leadership for advancing IDPs’ rights and priorities through a variety of avenues.
EMERGENCE OF IDP WOMEN LEADERS
PROFILE OF IDP WOMEN LEADERS
It is important to understand the realities in which women emerge as leaders. The Commission
for Monitoring IDP Policy (CSPPD) describes IDPs’ conditions as follows:
[It] is clear that the displaced population suffers from an accumulation of adverse socio-demographic
factors that increase their vulnerability, to a point that is approaching a true humanitarian crisis. Unless
these factors are taken into account and overcoming them is prioritized, effective enjoyment of rights will
not be a reality for the displaced population in the country.233

In this section, I seek to examine these factors in further depth. I cover socio-demographic data,
displacement trends, women’s experiences of violence related to displacement (prior to current
risks), and urban conditions—keeping in mind how these factors ultimately affect IDP women’s
leadership. I rely on data from 25 women leaders in interviews and the focus group, and
incorporate relevant statistics on national trends to set the data in context.
Primary Socio-demographic Data
Living Conditions and Poverty
In both the cities of Bogotá and Soacha, the IDP women leaders often lived in the most remote
parts of informal settlements set upon dusty hills. They typically lived two to three bus rides
from major roads, and far from the center of each city. During my fieldwork, two women leaders
did not rent or own a home or lot in one of these informal settlements; one woman leader lived in
a tent during a four-month park sit-in (nearly all had spent time in the park), and another had
been moving every two weeks between shelters and houses of acquaintances because of
continual threats.
I did not formally collect data on income and poverty levels of the sample population, however
visits and interviews in IDP women leaders’ neighborhoods seemed to resonate with national
trends. Nationally, 98.6% of IDP households live below the poverty line and 82.6% are below
the indigence line. Only five percent live in dignified housing (vivienda digna). Poverty
markedly increases after displacement: levels of poverty shifts from 50% to 97% following
displacement, and indigence from 23% to 80%.234 My visits to communities in which IDPs live
revealed, and several government and academic interviewees echoed strongly, that IDPs live in
the poorest neighborhoods of the cities. There was also general agreement that recently arrived
233
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IDPs lived in the poorest conditions and had the most difficult transition of having to navigate
the system to find food and housing. Hence, women and men leaders may have been somewhat
better off, because by and large they had settled for longer than recently arrived IDPs.
Age, Education and Labor
The average IDP women leader was around 44 years of age. The youngest two leaders were 32,
and the oldest was 69. One report cites that nationally 55% of IDP (women and men) are less
than 18 years old.235 One of the critical gendered shifts with displacement is the “switch in
economic provider roles between displaced women and men upon arrival in the cities.”236 Many
IDP women leaders, as well as other women I interviewed who were not leaders, pointed out that
finding work after 30 or 40 was very difficult, which may in part explain the absence of younger
women leaders. One IDP woman leader remarked, “after 40, you’re old in Colombia. There’s no
more work.” Others added that there were no opportunities for youth (women and men).
It was widely understood that IDP women often had an easier time finding a job than IDP men.
However, younger women can more easily find jobs than older women and they also tend to be
more reliant on income because they need to support several young children (in their roles either
as mothers or older sisters). Almost no IDP women leaders I spoke with were employed full
time, and two mentioned taking on occasional, informal work such as selling food or crafts. My
general perception was that as IDP women leaders’ families and children became more settled, it
freed up more of the women’s time to actually take on leadership roles. The average grade level
IDP women leaders completed was 8.3, with two currently finishing high school, and two with
technical school education.
Several IDP women leaders mentioned working in Bogotá, most commonly as domestic maids or
informal street vendors. These and other kinds of jobs IDP women assumed inevitably affected
their ability to begin and continue leadership roles. For example, being a domestic servant
typically required several hours of transportation per day to the wealthier northern part of
Bogotá. This reduced the time women could care for their children, as well as limited time to
participate in leadership-related activities. IDP women leaders’ spouses and older children also
had to assume greater childcare responsibilities if women began to take on leadership roles or
work, which at times caused tensions in the household.
Households and Children
Significantly, 21 of 25 (84%) of IDP women leaders were heads of household, with an average
of six people living in each household. Nationally, women are heads of household in 49237 to
50.8%238 of registered IDP households. Of these 49% of households, single women head 30% of
IDP households.239 Among the IDP women leaders I interviewed, one woman lived alone, and
three had at least 12-14 people in her household. In terms of marital status, four women were
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widows, one had a husband who was disappeared, and five were separated.240 I learned that IDP
women often did not appear as heads of household in the government registry system. To
illustrate, one woman’s husband had been disappeared. She fled and, registered herself as an IDP
in the city but did not appear in the system as a head of household because her husband’s
disappearance was not recognized. As a result, she was denied government assistance (granted to
heads of household) for herself and her eight children. I also saw that income and work could be
serious factors trumping leadership activities in the community, especially given that nearly all
IDP women leaders were volunteers (1:20 received income), and also responsible for childcare
and household responsibilities.
IDP women leaders had an average of four children (nine was the highest number of children),
and one woman leader was nursing at the time of the interview. In this way, IDP women leaders
had similar numbers of children as IDP women have nationally.241 Three women leaders I
interviewed had children who had died. Several IDP women leaders pointed out that older age
meant leaders tended to have older children so they could leave them at home or with an older
sibling in order to participate in leadership activities. I observed that IDP women who were not
leaders frequently had more and younger children around them, and were more often pregnant or
breastfeeding.
Ethnicity, Origins and Differences in Culture with Regard to Displacement
Of the 25 IDP women leaders, four were Afro-Colombian, three indigenous, one of AfroColombian/Indigenous descent, and the remainder mixed race and/or of Spanish descent.242
Nationally, indigenous peoples and Afro-Colombians are disproportionately represented among
the IDP population. While only 3.4% of Colombia's total inhabitants are indigenous, they make
up an estimated 6.5% of IDPs (6.9% of registered, and 5.2% of non-registered IDPs). Similarly,
about 7.2% of the total population is Afro-Colombian while 16.6% of IDPs are Afro-Colombian
(16.1% of registered, and 17.8% of non-registered IDPs).243 The trend towards greater
displacement of Afro-Colombian and indigenous populations is also thought to be increasing,
and researchers have attributed this toward their lands being of particular strategic interest to
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armed groups244 and drug traffickers. Some indigenous tribes are thought to be in danger of
extinction in a few regions altogether if rates of displacement and killing continue at the same
rate.245
I found that the meaning of displacement could vary according to ethnic group or geographic
region, and this influenced how IDP women adapted to the urban environment and developed as
leaders. Looking at the case of indigenous Colombians, a female NGO representative who
worked closely with IDP organizations described how indigenous IDPs place an especially high
value on nature and their land, and are particularly resistant to leaving it. Abandoning land is not
seen as an option even in the face of severe violence or threat. In addition, she pointed out that
indigenous people are not as likely to use the word “displacement” to describe what had
happened to them; instead they sometimes called it “change.” Language is also unique barrier to
indigenous IDPs arriving in Bogotá or Soacha. Further, while there are some shared cultural
beliefs across indigenous Colombians, they have diverse regions, climates, cultures and
languages.
Displacement Trends
Consistent with the national trend, rural-urban displacement was the most common trend among
the IDP women leaders I interviewed, commonly followed by intra-urban displacement,
suggesting the reality of many IDP women leaders was one of on-going displacement and
movement. Inter-urban displacement also occurred, mostly among Bogotá and the neighboring
city of Soacha, and to a much lesser degree from Cartagena and Cali to Bogotá. However, interurban patterns occurred with much less frequency and among fewer women leaders as compared
to intra-urban displacement within Bogotá and Soacha, again similar to the national trend. One
IDP woman leader had been part of a mass displacement of campesinos, but the majority had
been displaced with a few family members or in small numbers.
Rural Origins and Provinces of Expulsion
The IDP women leaders overwhelmingly had rural roots: 23 of 25 experienced the first
displacement in a rural area, often from a farm or piece of land they were living on. The two
exceptions of first displacements came directly from a large city and a small city. Within the 23
whose first displacement took place in a rural area, almost all went to a small city or town first
before arriving in Bogotá or Soacha. The trend seemed to be toward displacement and flight into
progressively larger cities. Because of the insecurity, IDP women leaders almost never returned
to the same rural area, nor did they temporarily resettle in another rural area after leaving it for
the first time.
Of the IDP women leaders who experienced more than one displacement (22 of 25), half went to
provinces outside of the original provinces in which they were displaced, and up to three
different provinces before reaching Bogotá or Soacha. Other women relocated within their
provinces, or came directly to Bogotá or Soacha. Two sought asylum out of the country but
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returned to Bogotá. Again, data from the sample population of IDP women leaders mirrored
national trends: 92% of IDPs come from rural areas and 8% from urban areas. Of the 92% of
IDPs displaced from rural areas, 93% arrive in an urban setting and 7% in another rural
setting.246
The IDP women leaders’ displacements took place in 19 out of Colombia’s 32 provinces, and the
first displacements took place in 14 of the 19 provinces. Eighteen of 25 IDP women leaders were
displaced in their place of origin for the first time, whereas the remainder were displaced in a
second or third place (i.e., a place where they had moved with their spouse). Of my study
population, Tolima was the province in which the most first displacements took place, followed
by Bolivar and Nariño. Tolima is a province with a high indigenous population, and news
sources have pointed to its emergence as a targeted area in recent months. The diverse
geographic and cultural backgrounds of IDP women leaders, including the gendered structures in
their places of origin, influenced their leadership styles, including how they interacted with each
other, IDPs, and institutions.
Repeated Displacements and Reluctance to Declare
The average number of displacements among IDP women leaders was 2.5, and the mode was
two. Two considerations are of importance with these figures. First, the number of displacements
is based on responses to the question, “how many times have you been displaced?” not
necessarily how many times IDP women leaders had registered displacements. Seven mentioned
they had not registered at least one displacement out of fear or lack of trust. For example, one
IDP woman leader refused to register because the government security forces had displaced her.
I also heard that the government registration system often denied or delayed registrations. IDP
women leaders attributed denied or delayed registration to the fact that individual or small scale
displacements of the “drip” kind common in Colombia were harder to prove than mass
displacements; and most commonly, that it was difficult if not impossible to get records from the
expelling province.
The second explanation as to why 2.5 displacements is likely to be low is because IDP women
leaders had highly varied perceptions about what constituted intra- and inter-urban
displacements. I gathered a strong sense that IDP women leaders tended not to count, to
undercount, and not to declare intra-urban displacements within Bogotá and Soacha. They tended
count and declare their earlier displacements more consistently, as well as count and declare
inter-urban displacements between Bogotá and Soacha. In particular, IDP women leaders who
experienced multiple threats talked about “stopping the count” or not declaring all. Two
remarked “I can’t keep track anymore,” or “at least ten;” and similarly five stated the number of
displacements up until arriving in Bogotá/Soacha, but then added that they had experienced
many more in Bogotá or Soacha. One IDP woman leader commented that she had relocated
almost every two months in the last eight years, with the exception of the last year, which had
been relatively stable. Another had lived in nearly every neighborhood in the south of Bogotá.
IDP women leaders almost always referred to inter- or intra-urban relocating as “displacements”
but a few talked about frequent “moving” within these cities. In some cases they relocated for
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economic reasons, related or unrelated to forced displacement. To illustrate, an IDP could be
denied housing in one area (which she was entitled to because of her displacement), and have to
move to another more affordable area. This move could also happen independently from, or
simultaneously with a security threat, blurring the lines between displacement and relocation for
more socioeconomic reasons. Such a lack of distinction poses a challenge to the government and
NGOs, and especially for IDPs. It is clear across nearly all socioeconomic indicators that IDPs
that are not registered are less protected than those who are, according to the CSPPD.247
Documentation and proof of registration for IDP women leaders, as well as IDPs more broadly,
is especially important with frequent displacements. Having identity grants status, protection,
and helps IDPs claim other rights. A letter of registration is legal “currency” for IDPs and
particularly matters in Colombian society, which is highly formal (identification is requested to
gain access nearly everywhere). Without it, IDPs are invisible; they largely remain in the
informal job sector and unprotected because they do not qualify for numerous programs and
benefits. For instance, several women were part of an IDP women’s working group facilitated by
an NGO, and requested that this NGO provide them with a letter to facilitate their access to
officials in a UAO.
Many IDP women leaders pointed out the government’s lack of recognition of displacements
beyond the first one, particularly with intra-urban displacements. This was highly problematic
when multiple displacements were the norm. Some IDP women leaders were more likely to
declare subsequent displacements, but not the first. Fear prevented some from declaring the first
time, or disclosing information about it. In order to register as an IDP, a displaced person must
report the party responsible. Doing so has meant that armed actors have chased, arrested or killed
IDPs for reporting such information because of leaks in institutions, as González Bustelo
writes.248 Some IDP women leaders had developed strategies such as having grandparents or
older children declare alone, so that they would be granted more assistance as separate nuclear
families. The IDP women leaders often went from their regions of expulsion to the city with
surviving family members, which presented an advantage because they could provide protection
for each other, but greater difficulties in securing additional housing and food.
Interviews with IDPs who were not leaders demonstrated some of the particular intricacies with
registering displacements. An IDP man expressed that he did not declare his second
displacement because if he did, the assistance from the first displacement would run out. One
IDP woman described a story of victims and perpetrators within the same family. Her daughter
had been in an armed group, and was threatened so she and her son were displaced. When she
arrived in Bogotá with her son, officials told her they could not be in the registry system because
her daughter had been in an armed group. They therefore qualified for social services allotted to
ex-combatants, but not for those allotted to IDPs. This woman insisted that despite her
daughter’s affiliation, she and her son had been displaced but were not allowed to register as
IDPs. She went on to describe the subsequent difficulty accessing services and discrimination
she and her son faced. A doctor did not attend her, and her son was struggling to find a university
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that would take him so he could study medicine. Without a letter declaring his displacement, it
was even more difficult to access education.
Return: “There are no guarantees”
The large majority of IDP women leaders I interviewed did not perceive return as a possibility,
which held significant implications for their leadership. I asked what their ideal preference would
be regarding return. Many expressed that they wanted return to their place of origin or in some
cases the place where they had last lived, but could not stay because of the insecurity. The
common phrase was “there are no guarantees,” meaning there were not sufficient conditions to
enable IDP women leaders to return. About half of the women leaders specified they would
prefer to stay in Bogotá or Soacha, while the other half wanted to resettle in another place (eight
of twelve preferred rural locations, while the rest preferred another city or town). Despite the
desire for return, and a government position at least formally in favor of return, IDP women
leaders did not view returning as a possibility. The implications for IDP women’s leadership
were that their organizing, leadership, and participation form part of longer-term resettlement in
an urban area. In contrast, leadership in some camps in other refugee and IDP contexts may be
equally crucial but more transient or temporary until resettlement occurred. Nonetheless, as the
next section shows, “resettlement” in a city does not necessarily make for more stable conditions
for leadership. One IDP woman leader felt it did not matter where she went, as long as certain
conditions were met:
Where they guarantee one’s self-sufficiency, education for children, and work, one stays. Where there is
some protection. Where they [the government] guarantees that, that’s where one goes—whether it is
returning, staying here, or in another place, but where they [the government] guarantees those conditions.
(Recently displaced woman leader)

The lack of certainty and security made IDPs feel that returns were impossible, highlighting the
salience of focusing on resettlement in urban areas.
IDP Women Leaders’ Experiences of Forced Displacement
Displacement due to Leadership and other Causes
As I described in the background, there is a history of persecution of various types of public
leaders in Colombia, including IDP leaders, human rights defenders, community, and union
leaders. Within the sample population of 25 IDP women leaders, six were clear that their first or
second displacement happened because they were leaders and therefore their personal security
was threatened for being public figures, human rights defenders, or leaders of organizations. For
example, one woman leader in Soacha was a community health promoter, and the army accused
her of supplying vaccines to another armed group and threatened her. Another IDP woman
leader was displaced because armed actors had targeted her father, a prominent community
leader in a rural area about two hours from Bogotá. One day this woman leader came home to
find nearly her entire family massacred, and she was forced to flee for her life. Other IDP women
leaders either did not directly attribute their displacement to their leadership or had become
leaders following their initial one to three displacements.
I did not specifically collect data on causes of displacement as part of my interviews, however
IDP women leaders often described threats to the family’s security, being forced out of desirable
land, and violence by all three categories of armed actors (paramilitaries, government security
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forces, and guerillas, with the former two most commonly mentioned). One IDP woman health
leader described the difficulty of recognizing actors who caused the threats, recalling that the
men who displaced her were “army by day and paramilitaries by night.”
IDP Women Leaders’ Experiences of Conflict and Displacement
I discussed gendered impacts of the conflict previously, highlighting the different effects of
displacement on women. During interviews, I did not specifically ask IDP women leaders about
their experiences surrounding displacement, and this section will not attempt to do justice to
describing the violence and terror they experienced. However, several IDP women leaders did
share some of their experiences. A recurring theme I found was that violence was a central
characteristic of IDP many women leaders’ past and present histories and must always be taken
into consideration in order to understand the conditions from which they emerge as leaders.
IDP women leaders had been sexually, emotionally, and physically abused by armed actors and
their own spouses, and were witnesses to many acts of violence. Among the 25 leaders, one was
abused and nearly killed by her spouse, another kidnapped and tied up, while another elderly
leader was forced into marriage by armed actors. Two IDP women leaders mentioned their own
rapes, and several recounted rapes of family members and friends at the hands of armed actors.
One woman leader recounted the story of a neighbor who had been tied up and raped by armed
actors in front of her family in a rural area not far from Bogotá. Another woman witnessed a
killing by the army, putting her at great risk of retaliation by the army against witnesses.
Several of the IDP women leaders described feelings of disbelief of what had happened to them.
As one elderly woman leader from Soacha expressed, “you always remember what happened;
I've been to psychologists but you never forget…It calms down, but you never forget.” The same
leader had attempted suicide, but remarked “God has not let me. Could it be to tell about the
injustices?” A Profamilia study focused on two regions outside of Bogotá found that IDP women
are more likely to have experienced rape than other Colombian women: an estimated 8.1% IDP
women have been raped compared to 6.1% of non-IDP women (with reported numbers believed
to be low). IDP women experienced lower levels of most forms of physical violence, but in terms
of sexual violence committed by their partner (15%) and armed attacks (6%), IDP women
experience the highest averages.249
One IDP woman leader tied together the difficulty of losing a spouse, displacement, and
reconstructing one’s life:
Women, especially outside of Bogotá are very dependent on their husband, spouse or brother. Then when your
husband is killed, if they don’t rape you they shake you up [te desgarran]. You start to look at life in another
way. Women come to Bogotá with 2-3 children, don't find work or if they do as a maid, in restaurant or in
prostitution. They don't get paid enough for those jobs.(Afro-Colombian woman leader)

The violence in IDP women leaders’ lives did not end with displacement. One Afro-Colombian
woman leader who was a widow recalled receiving a phone call in Bogotá, and being told that a
family member had been killed: “They found him in a river. The two children were left.”
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Violence was also on-going in the current urban environment in which women leaders lived.
They were concerned that many IDP women were reluctant to denounce violations of sexual
violence upon arrival in the city, and remarked that sexual violence and other issues concerning
women were not given sufficient attention by many officials and at the UAOs. One IDP woman
leader saw her role as encouraging women to denounce rapes and sexual violence.
Women need to denounce, not to keep their suffering inside. I make that clear to them. They say ‘I'm
ashamed to, I don't want to denounce; my family might run a risk’…sometimes [IDP women] say ‘if I open
my mouth they might kill my family.’ But it's time to wake up. (Afro-Colombian woman leader, who was a
widow)

Loss of Material Assets
In addition to witnessing and experiencing violence, IDP women leaders lost valuable assets of
land, houses, and other goods. Several described being told they had to leave immediately ‘with
the clothes on their back,’ taking little to none of their belongings. One IDP woman leader left
with her children as her house burned down, and another described the frustration of knowing
that guerillas were now living in what once was her own house. Arriving in Bogotá or Soacha
with no assets greatly increased vulnerability. IDP women leaders’ journeys were also often
grueling; one woman leader for instance left on a separate bus from her young children because
she feared they would be at greater risk if she was stopped along the way.
IDP Women Leaders’ Arrival in Bogotá and Soacha
As I described, Bogotá and Soacha are two of Colombia’s principal receiving cities. Of the
sample population of IDP women leaders, three had arrived in Bogotá and Soacha within the past
year, while the average had lived for 6.4 years in their current city250 since their last (intra-urban)
displacement. These figures can only represent roughly the numbers of years IDP women leaders
had lived in Bogotá or Soacha because several returned briefly to provinces they had been
displaced from or temporarily went to other cities.
The important implication for IDP women leaders with regard to the high number and frequency
of displacements and uncertain living conditions is that these factors interrupt their development
and practice of leadership. The trends also began to suggest that the emergence (or in several
cases re-emergence) of IDP women’s leadership usually required a minimum number of years
lived in Bogotá or Soacha. A greater number of years could generally be associated with several
factors which would support leadership: time to heal, but perhaps not ever fully recover from
past experiences of violence before taking on leadership roles; securing immediate needs of
housing, food, a source of income, and care for younger children; and familiarity with the city
and their development of established protection strategies in light of current on-going threats
against them. IDP women leaders’ longer duration in Bogotá or Soacha could also increase the
likelihood that these conditions were fulfilled to allow for leadership, but did not necessarily
guarantee they were fulfilled in a linear or consistent fashion throughout women’s leadership
experiences.
Urban Conditions: General Socio-economic Barriers
I listened to the IDP women leaders discuss difficulties with resettling in an urban area. I also use
data from interviews with NGO and government professionals to augment some of the themes
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identified by leaders. The following themes generally correspond to deprivations of economic
and social rights.
Lack of Orientation, Uncertainty, and Mistrust: Lack of guidance and unfamiliarity with the city
could inhibit the enjoyment of rights, particularly before IDP women obtained a declaration
letter, which took a minimum of two weeks. Several described not knowing that what they
experienced was referred to as “displacement” until others informed them, or finding out they
had in fact arrived in Soacha thinking it was Bogotá. Others described IDPs arriving ‘blind' and
not knowing where to go, how to assert their needs in the UAO or when registering their
displacement. IDP women leaders expressed a great sense of uncertainty especially upon arrival,
with phrases such as, “we are left floating out there,” ”we don’t have that base,” or “we count on
some luck.”
We displaced people, we are like a ship at sea, we don’t know where we’re going to stay—wherever the
opportunity presents itself. Including this work [as a leader]; I don’t know whether today I will be
here…tomorrow yes [long pause], tomorrow no.(Recently displaced woman leader)

Several women described lack of trust as, “you never know who you are dealing with.” This
prevented IDPs from finding lodging from or depending on others upon arrival, joining
organizations, and even from leaving their houses. As one woman put it, “you arrive in a
different world…You’re unknown. You prefer to stay in a park than with people you don't
know.”(Woman leader who sought asylum outside Colombia and returned).
Securing Housing: Because they were seldom alone (i.e., they came with family members) there
were important gender implications for IDP women leaders to find housing. Being accompanied
by several children made it much more difficult to find a place to live. Another IDP woman
leader added that the men were ‘gone’—they were either dead or recruited, or left and could
more easily find housing on their own. One IDP woman leader slept on the street for a week with
her son until someone stopped to help her.
The problem is that many husbands abandon women with their children – in a city where everything costs
more. In the campo it is easier – you can just stay with relatives, but not here.
(Recently displaced woman leader)

Poor Urban living Conditions: IDP women leaders described an increase in poverty coupled
with poor living conditions as consistent with national trends. Green space was rare amidst the
dust-covered informal settlements on hills surrounding Soacha and much of Bogotá. One
exception was a community I visited that had several small farms and gardens, which many IDPs
valued. Most IDPs came from rural areas and were highly nostalgic for their land, and these
small plots also provided much needed food. IDP women leaders most often responded about
urban conditions by contrasting it with nostalgia for rural life and a love for their land, which
they associated with plentiful food, cleaner air, and tranquility. As a recently displaced woman
leader said, “life was calm, we had a little business, and then we arrive and have nothing.”
Hunger: IDP women leaders often mentioned hunger, which posed obvious challenges to taking
up leadership roles. Several remarked that it was difficult to justify spending the little available
money on transportation to go to a meeting when that money could be spent looking on food for
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children. IDP women leaders also described their own hunger, especially upon arrival.
Nationally, more than 50% of IDPs report frequent physical hunger.251
Climate: A common first comment about arrival in the city related to the coldness in Bogotá and
Soacha, particularly when IDP women leaders had to live on the street or in un-insulated
housing. Many IDP women leaders described the shock and lack of warm clothing after coming
from warmer climates.
Health: I was able to observe and gain some understanding about the health risks facing IDP
women leaders (and greater IDP populations) by accompanying about ten Profamilia mobile
clinics that targeted neighborhoods with high concentrations of IDPs around Bogotá and Soacha.
Health conditions related to the cold climate, coupled with poor living conditions, were the most
evident. IDPs commonly caught colds or the flu, especially upon arrival. For instance, I visited a
shelter of recently arrived IDPs, most of whom had bad colds, which were spread quickly in
close living quarters. There were also some cases of H1N1 among IDP populations, especially
among recently arrived indigenous IDPs, at the time of my fieldwork. Skin irritations, fleas, lice,
and bed bugs were among the most common conditions I observed and learned about from
physicians and nurses.
Lack of insurance was considered a major problem among IDPs, and these clinics therefore
mostly served IDP women and men who were uninsured. The Profamilia traveling clinics
specialized in sexual and reproductive health services for IDPs and attended mostly women
accompanied by their children, though they were also open to men. IDP women faced challenges
with securing consistent access to sexual and reproductive healthcare services, particularly those
most recently arrived and who were the most mobile.252 Profamilia’s health advisers relied upon
IDP women leaders to schedule and maintain traveling clinic visits once per month, and they also
provided training to IDP women leaders.
Psychosocial: Women I interviewed alluded to on-going psychosocial challenges that ranged
from adjusting to the urban environment to sadness and isolation. Several professionals
expressed there was meager psychosocial care for IDP women. Of registered IDP women in
Colombia, only 5.3% solicited psychosocial care while only 2.4% of non-registered IDP women
did so.253 A female NGO employee added that psychosocial issues increasingly became lower
priorities compared to other needs, while a male UAO lawyer noted “greater psychological
wounds” among women he attended compared to men.
Competition for resources: There were often tensions about “who is most vulnerable” between
IDPs and other urban poor. Other IDP women leaders occasionally brought up how excombatants received more resources than IDPs or victims, while a woman leader who was not an
IDP at one point commented, “all the resources go to IDPs,” frustrated that other urban poor did
not receive more resources.
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Urban Conditions: Advantages and Challenges Related to Leadership
Shifts in Social Assets and Networks
Many of the prominent barriers IDP women leaders discussed with regard to being displaced to
an urban environment related to changes in social support (friends, contacts, family, and
leadership status if they were previously leaders), and these barriers persisted as challenges to
their leadership. Loss of social assets after displacement however was followed by mixed
opportunities for rebuilding new networks in a large city.
Loss of Social Assets: In rural areas women could rely on neighbors to trade food, watch
children, or for other kinds of help when they needed, but this was not the case in a big city. One
IDP woman leader expressed that the situation of finding food was particularly worrisome for
campesinos for this reason—before you used to be able to find food easily and in the city she felt
everything was “locked up.” IDPs had to develop a new support system, and Meertens found
IDP women were sometimes able to do more easily in an urban area following displacement, as
compared to IDP men.254
Still, the difficulty of not being able to rely on others affects IDP women’s leadership greatly.
For example, one woman leader felt it was harder to be a leader in Bogotá because you could not
just leave your children with anyone like you could before. Another put herself at risk by going
back to Cartagena (from where she had been displaced) to have her baby because she felt her
social support was there. Other IDP women leaders felt people did not look out for each other,
had colder dispositions and more distant inter-personal interactions. “People don’t hug or touch
each other,” one woman leader remarked of Bogotá.
Notably, some professionals pointed out that geographically, Bogotá was land locked and
surrounded by mountains and thus harder to reach. Historically, it remained less accustomed to
receiving outsiders of any kind, whereas cities along the Caribbean coast have had a long
tradition of having to welcome all types of people through their ports. People in rural
communities have traditionally been more dependent on each other, though the conflict has
severely threatened this social fabric, particularly in the most severely affected provinces.
Loss of social assets had additional implications for leadership. One woman professional who
worked with IDP women’s groups described the tendency that leaders knew each other in small
towns and rural areas where IDPs came from, but in Bogotá she was not sure how much they
interacted or remained aware of what others were doing. Several women who were leaders
previously commented on the difficult shift in status from knowing and being recognized by
government officials, to arriving in a city where no one knew who they were. Additionally,
several IDP women leaders described feelings of isolation and marginalization (particularly prior
to developing as leaders). Isolation was coupled with depression at times. One woman initially
spent three months at home without wanting to leave. IDP women who were not leaders
discussed fear and lack of desire to leave the home to a greater extent than leaders, citing security
reasons or unfamiliarity with the city and people. Threats also caused IDP women leaders to feel
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great isolation and confinement in their homes, as well as limited their movement and ability to
maintain social assets.
Building Social Assets: IDP women leaders commented that Bogotá and Soacha had similar
conditions for leadership but each possessed advantages and disadvantages. It was easier to get
involved in an organization in Soacha because both the city and infrastructure are smaller. As the
capital, Bogotá offered greater access to government institutions and NGOs, as well as to
headquarters of most national IDP organizations and a greater number of IDP organizations than
anywhere in the country. Women leaders generally agreed this access was perhaps the greatest
asset to living in an urban compared to a rural area, but proximity to national offices mattered
most to IDP women leaders who worked at the national level and on policy. Interestingly, one
study showed that IDPs in Bogota relied on humanitarian assistance from NGOs to a greater
degree than in other cities where IDPs relied primarily on government entities.255 Several women
leaders discussed the advantages of meeting new people through organizations. In fact the
building of social networks aligned with much of IDP women leaders’ growth as leaders and
ability to expand the spaces in which they were active and could exert influence.
Stigma, Discrimination, and the Importance of Dignity
Stigma and discrimination were among the issues IDP women leaders most frequently discussed,
and both could stifle leadership development. As one professional woman put it, IDP women
leaders suffered “triple discrimination” for being women, IDPs, and leaders (in addition to age
for some). IDPs have been stigmatized because of being associated with an armed actor in the
conflict, as a potential source of conflict, or as a social services burden, as González Bustelo
writes.256 When IDPs arrived, others in the neighborhood often looked down upon them. Women
leaders I interviewed recalled being told that IDPs whose land was invaded deserved it, or that
there was a reason they were forced to leave. A woman NGO professional explained that not
knowing anyone, and being seen either as dangerous or not “part of the city” made it much
harder for an IDP to join existing social organizations. For that reason, IDPs form or join
organizations with other IDPs. Additionally, IDP woman leaders commented on how stigma
prevented access both to work and being a leader.
When I say I'm an IDP they immediately say ‘no’ because most people think you were displaced because
you're a delinquent, you did something bad, or because you have ties to the guerillas. But being an IDP has
nothing to do with that…there are professionals, campesinos, who have very rich and honest values.
Violence came to them and they had to choose between the lives of themselves and their children, and
surrendering to the [armed] groups. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)
We are victims not because we wanted to be. We used to have a life that was organized and protected.
(Woman leader in the focus group)

Afro-Colombian IDP women leaders also felt racism was strong in Bogotá and Soacha, even
more so than in other large cities like Cartagena and Cali they had lived in previously. As one
Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca put it, “they say ‘you have to get used to it’ but I
have roots, and those are born with me.” Another leader similarly described the triple
discrimination she felt for being Afro-Colombian, a woman, and an IDP.
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IDP women leaders’ sense of dignity was very important. Discrimination of all types described
above unsurprisingly affected IDP women leaders’ dignity. In comparison to being self-sufficient
on their land, several described that IDPs were treated like beggars in the city. A few described
the shame of being dependent because they did not have support from of the state, and of digging
through trash for food. Whether the previous place in which they had lived was a city or rural
area, issues of dignity seemed to be even more threatened when surviving in a large city.
We weren't rich but we had electricity and water. Here I've had to dig through the trash for food.(Former
woman leader whose husband had been disappeared)
One arrives like a beggar. We had everything. It’s a very hard situation. No one wants to look at the issue
of displaced people. Everyone thinks IDPs were something else, but we’re the people who worked the
most, campesinos.(Woman leader who founded an IDP woman’s organization)
Sometimes I could almost steal for my children because they say, ‘mom, I’m hungry.’(Northern Colombian
woman leader)
They’ve made us beg. We had to beg, beg for our children.(Woman leader who was nursing)

Distance, Transportation
Though there were many government institutions and NGOs in Bogotá, IDP women leaders
described distance, transportation, and cost as barriers to accessing those resources. Bogotá was
difficult to navigate because of its sheer size, and it was harder to get around than in small towns
where leaders could do their work by walking everywhere. Transportation was readily available
on main streets, but from their neighborhoods, IDP women leaders often had to take two or three
buses to reach a more central part of the city. Most importantly, some meetings or events were
entirely out of reach unless an NGO or government agency paid for IDP women leaders’
transportation. IDP women leaders discussed often walking for hours to be able to reach the
center. They raised a difficult contradiction: holding committees, meetings, and especially events
closer to IDP women leaders’ homes was a benefit in terms of transportation; however it was
also often necessary to find a central meeting place in order to avoid visibility and a potential
threat that could come with having a meeting in a more remote and insecure neighborhood. As a
result, meeting places were often far from their homes, particularly if they involved any type of
facilitation from an NGO or government agency.
A major theme was that conditions in the urban environment posed challenges to IDP women
leaders, but also a mix of increased opportunities such as greater access to government and NGO
institutions, that in some cases facilitated women leaders’ work in promoting IDPs’ rights.
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EMERGENCE OF IDP WOMEN LEADERS
Conditions related to displacement including poverty and the difficulties of urban life, coupled
with insecurity make it challenging if not nearly impossible for an IDP woman to become a
leader or continue leading. Nevertheless, IDP women emerge as leaders.257 Here I cover
women’s prior leadership experience, leadership formation and training, and motivations.
Prior Leadership Experience
IDP women leaders generally perceived having related experience either participating in their
community, or as a leader, as an advantage to their current leadership capacity. Meertens
similarly found that when IDP women had previous experience and organizational capacity, it
aided them in surviving the crisis of displacement.258
Of the 19 IDP women leaders I interviewed, 12 had prior experience as a leader or in some
capacity participating as a volunteer in their community before arriving in Bogotá or Soacha
(most often before their displacement, and a few after the first displacement).259 The fact that the
majority of IDP women leaders interviewed had some leadership antecedent is not surprising,
however I found it noteworthy that it did not seem to matter what type of experience it was that
influenced leaders’ current ability to lead.
IDP women leaders had a range of previous experiences. Some of these experiences included
dividing time between being a street vendor and doing community work; participating in town or
neighborhood councils (Juntas de Acción Comunal); being a health promoter; volunteering in
communal kitchens or parent’s associations; and being highly active in local politics. Two IDP
women leaders who had backgrounds in local politics participated in political party campaigns
and advocated for campesino rights. Interestingly, these two women leaders shifted from their
previous political focuses in order to concentrate on IDP issues. They now felt that their most
prominent identity was as an IDP woman, despite strong previous campesina and political
identities (one had been involved in politics for 20 years). These women felt driven to act
because of the gravity of the IDP situation. One IDP woman leader involved in politics recalled
being shown a survey on conditions of poverty and lack of employment among IDPs, and this
survey shaped her decision to focus on IDPs. Of the IDP women leaders who had no previous
experience participating or as a leader, two had paying jobs in local government prior to
displacement (in the mayor’s office and police inspection unit) and one was a small business
owner. The remaining IDP women leaders began leading following their first (or early)
displacements.
About a quarter of IDP women leaders either described leadership as something they were born
with or was “in the blood.” Of those, several had a mother or father who were leaders and
growing up they learned to value community life. One IDP woman leader was influenced by her
257
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father, a prominent community leader. She was forced to leave with a few surviving family
members after her father and the family were massacred due to her father’s position. When this
woman arrived in Bogotá in her middle age, she became a leader herself. The majority of IDP
women leaders described leadership as a gradual process, and several emphasized having to
prove oneself in order to gain credibility in an organization. It was clear that many leaders had
been trained or developed ‘out of’ or after their first displacement, but other women conveyed
they had natural or early tendencies toward leadership.
IDP women leaders who had been leaders or involved in some form of community activity or
meetings in the past, tended to feel that doing so helped their ability to lead. One AfroColombian woman leader called her first leadership experience her “trampoline.” Another IDP
woman leader felt she would not have been able to found her own organization without her first
leadership experience, which taught her about organizing, listening, and about the problems she
would be addressing. However, a female NGO professional who worked closely with IDP
women leaders and organizations did not feel that their previous experience was necessarily
recognized.
[As an IDP woman leader], you have to start over again. People do not really care if you were the president
of an organization before—they say, ‘who are you?’ when an IDP woman leader is used to recognition
from public officials and others. You have to fight to gain recognition as a leader among already
established leaders, organizations, work plans, and spaces that won’t know who you are, and no one wants
to share their power.

IDP Women’s Leadership Formation
Training was critical to the development of IDP women leaders, and it occurred both formally
and informally. Both types of training shaped the learning of IDP women leaders, as well as how
they would guide and represent IDPs in their subsequent work.
Formal training
Two central questions arose as central for government, NGOs, and IDP women leaders to
consider with regard to formal training of IDP women in the future: (1) what should trainings
consist of, and (2) who should be trained?
Regarding the first question, I identified two types of formal training that IDP women leaders
received: content-based and skills-based. Content-based training covered IDP rights, policies,
and legislation; institutional structures and services; and topics affecting IDP women like health
or gender-based violence. Skills training included building organizational capacity such as
setting missions and visions, project design and management, joint decision-making, teamwork,
conducting meetings, and time management. The majority of these skills reflect a series of
trainings offered by UNHCR and Acción Social in various Colombian provinces in 2007. After
an initial assessment, the trainers found that many IDP women and men leaders had contentbased knowledge but lacked skills, or what they called “human training.” For instance, they
found that IDP leaders could more easily obtain copies of policies and were familiar with their
rights, but lacked skills that would help them run successful organizations. IDP women leaders I
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interviewed had not participated in this training, though findings from the UNHCR/Acción
Social assessment were very consistent with what I found in my fieldwork.260
A small number of IDP women leaders mentioned grant writing (with technical assistance),
would also be an important skill so their organizations could apply for funding and be selfsustaining. A few women leaders also felt that sometimes NGOs supported them greatly for a
period of time, but then ‘abandoned’ them once a specific project was over. Skills-based training
also encompassed skills related to negotiation and conflict resolution/conflict management,
including consensus-building, and effectively engaging with officials and professionals (i.e.,
testifying in court, gaining legitimacy, or negotiating the provision of rights and terms of gaining
assistance from officials).
It was clear from my interviews and observation that IDP women leaders overwhelmingly
received more content-based training, predominately on IDP policies, which I found to represent
a significant gap for several reasons. First, IDP women leaders generally had great knowledge of
content, with some variation in the depth of their knowledge. They spoke extensively of rights,
and were familiar with a range of relevant policies and legislation. In fact, IDP women leaders’
knowledge in these substantive areas was striking compared to IDP women who were not
leaders. On the other hand, I observed that many of the greatest challenges related to leadership
had more to do with issues covered in skills-based trainings.261 As previously mentioned, IDP
women leaders discussed difficulties related to managing and sustaining their organizations—
especially given the risks they faced as described in the next section.
Importantly, it was striking that IDP women leaders conveyed many challenging experiences
involving negotiation in particular, yet they never spoke of negotiation or conflict resolution
training. For instance, IDP women leaders strove to claim decision-making power and be heard
once they ‘gained a seat at the table,’ whether in IDP organizations or committees with officials
and professionals. Additionally, negotiation skills were also relevant to IDP women leaders’
consistent need to balance representing the rights and interests of IDPs with those of themselves
and their families. The ability to convincingly express and negotiate one’s interests in front of
diverse audiences of women and men became clear as skills that could determine IDP women
leaders’ effectiveness in influencing agendas on critical IDP issues.262 Additionally, government
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and NGO professionals raised difficulties of IDP women leaders in areas related to negotiation
and speaking in formal settings. For example, the same UNHCR/Acción Social assessment
mentioned above found that IDP leaders, often women, struggled to articulate their interests in
specific terms.
The gap I identified in skills-based training for IDP women leaders should not detract from the
importance of content-based training. One critical set of issues that IDP women leaders, as well
as several government and NGO professionals voiced was a lack of IDP women leaders with
strong training in gender and issues important to IDP women. In particular, multiple interviewees
felt it was not so much IDP women leaders’ lack of knowledge of issues important to women,
though many agreed there was a greater gender-awareness and awareness of women’s issues in
Bogotá than other regions in Colombia. Rather, it was that IDP women leaders struggled to get
interests and needs relevant to IDP women onto and integrated into agendas, and faced resistance
when it came to gender-related issues. For instance, it was challenging to articulate the ways in
which experiences and priorities should be taken into account in different ways that affected IDP
women and men, such as in the areas of health, labor, and other forms of IDP assistance. This
was especially true when IDP women leaders had to speak in front of government officials and
members of mixed IDP organizations who tended not to prioritize women’s or gender issues. I
found that the women tended to engage more easily with other women working on gender and
women’s issues, though there were some tensions across different types of women’s groups. The
UNHCR/Acción Social assessment also held similar findings about the IDP women leaders’
difficulties in pushing forth IDP women’s agendas.
In addition, I found that content-based training was especially crucial for those IDP women
leaders who were more recently emerging, for IDP women who were not leaders, and for IDP
women leaders who sought to develop expertise. For instance, IDP women leaders who focused
on health, women’s rights, or family issues had often sought specialized training. One women’s
rights NGO had adopted a strategy to train IDP women leaders to gain expertise in specific areas
such as legal matters and communication. The theory was that IDP women leaders would begin
to be recognized as having certain expertise, and be better prepared to address issues relating to
those areas, rather than having superficial knowledge in several areas.
Furthermore, it was important that IDP women leaders know the rights they were entitled to so
that they could claim those rights, but it was challenging for them to keep up to date because
changes in policy occurred so frequently. Similarly, a male government official who worked on
IDP programming explained that no set ‘displacement route,’ or sequence of steps IDPs should
follow to seek assistance from institutions, was disseminated to IDPs because of such frequent
changes. Overall, for the majority of IDP women leaders who already had basic foundations in
policies and rights, and especially for women who had already developed a certain expertise, I
found skills-based training to be more relevant and needed than additional content-based
training. The kind of training that would prepare IDP women leaders to convey and negotiate the
rights and interests of IDP women seemed particularly desired among IDP women leaders, as
well as valuable from the perspective of NGO and government professionals who worked with
IDP women.
Gershenfeld and Watkins 1999, Laws 1981 (chapter 6, “Representation of Stakeholder Interests”), and Susskind and
Cruikshank 1987. I discuss representation in greater depth in a later section.
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There were several final points regarding formal training. Several IDP women leaders with
experience voiced the need for longer, more consistent, and in-depth trainings. They expressed
that two- to three-hour ‘piecemeal’ trainings were inadequate and often did not go beyond a
superficial level. For instance, these women raised the idea of six-month diploma for IDP women
leaders. Trainings were not set up in a way that allowed IDP women leaders to professionalize,
or work their way up to engaging in higher level arenas such as politics and peace processes in
which they could propose solutions for IDPs. Still other IDP women leaders questioned the
utility of trainings. One elderly woman leader remarked that trainings made her feel empowered
and taught her about rights but she was not sure how much they helped her with tangible needs.
She joked, “if only they had a training that helped you withstand hunger!”
Several IDP women leaders and many professionals spoke about a tendency for the same leaders
to attend trainings. One male respondent from a legal NGO remarked “you always see the same
ones,” while other IDP women leaders described that leaders go to trainings with other leaders
because it was mostly leaders who were invited. A few IDP women leaders remarked that
government officials ‘kept them in mind’ and called them whenever there was a training or
workshop. One IDP woman leader felt that she continued to be invited to trainings because
officials and NGO professionals noticed she contributed. Likewise, several government officials
and to a lesser extent NGO staff reflected that they had certain leaders they knew, provided
guidance to, or kept in mind when opportunities arose.
Subsequently, the second question that arose as particularly fundamental to consider for future
training was: should the government entities working on IDP issues and NGOs prioritize training
experienced IDP women leaders, or IDP women with less or no training? It became clear that
IDP women leaders with different levels of experience required different types of training. Two
IDP women leaders pointed out they did not know how to read or write before becoming leaders,
and high literacy would be a pre-requisite to doing more policy work or grant writing, for
example. It was important to train IDP women with far less knowledge to enable them to protect
themselves, but at the same time there were clear advantages to building upon existing
experience.
Ultimately, I found it was important for NGOs and the government to clearly articulate the
purpose of their formal trainings for IDP women leaders (both in terms of skills offered and
target audience), to avoid generating expectations, and to be mindful of potential tensions or
unintended consequences that could be generated among IDP women and men. For instance,
attention should be paid to how training IDP women leaders affects existing power structures and
dynamics, and how they may include or marginalize IDP women who may already feel excluded.
Informal Training: Passing down Knowledge
Most IDP women leaders had learned a great deal of what they knew from each other. Often the
first conversations leading to their development as leaders took place among IDP women and
men in the lines of IDP assistance centers (UAOs), and as they began meeting other IDPs who
lived in the vicinity. Importantly, I found that IDP women leaders tended to learn about
navigating themselves and IDPs through the ‘displacement route’ (particularly the innerworkings of the UAOs), as well as how to file a legal complaint, from each other and by
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spending time at the UAOs. They did not gain this knowledge through formal training.
Additionally, there was little interaction with NGOs and government officials at the initial stage
of leadership. IDP women leaders did however interact with officials when seeking basic
assistance. Relationships with government officials in particular tended to begin after women
leaders were already established.
IDP women leaders emphasized the passing of knowledge from leader to leader, and a heavy
reliance on word of mouth, both to gain knowledge and make connections to join organizations.
To illustrate, one IDP woman leader discussed how she had recently taught another leader how
to distribute letters of support, as well as recalled how she herself had learned from another
woman leader to form relationships with the government officials and to ‘speak properly’ with
them. Several women leaders emphasized how they were either invited or referred by another
male or female IDP leader to join an organization or begin going to meetings (which initiated
their leadership), and two women leaders were invited by a national organization or committee.
In sum, I found that much of the training of IDP women leaders occurred orally and informally,
and amongst each other. The role of other IDP leaders or organizations in “inviting” IDPs was
highly influential in addition to IDP women leaders initiating leadership on their own.
NGOs, Government, and IDP Women’s Leadership Development
At the formative stage of IDP women’s leadership development I generally observed less
interaction with NGOs and governments; the impression was that institutions got involved at
later stages, once leaders had already begun to emerge (or re-emerge as is the case with prior
leaders). Further, only one IDP organization I encountered had been given initial start-up funds
through a proposal and given technical assistance from a UN agency at its creation. Two women
leaders received technical assistance from an NGO and a university in starting their IDP
organization. Institutions did play a key role in facilitating leaders’ development in their early
stages, but again, formal trainings did seem to take place once IDP women leaders had been
established. One IDP woman leader began as a beneficiary of a government program that relies
on mother leaders, and after becoming an assistant to a leader she eventually became a leader
herself. This same program also influenced several IDP women leaders at an early stage. In
another case, the Personería in Soacha suggested a few IDP women begin meeting together, and
thus facilitated a space that marked the start of several of the women’s leadership. Local
women’s NGOs like Sisma and Casa de la Mujer similarly played key roles in facilitating
meeting space for IDP women leaders in their formative stages, in addition to providing training,
sometimes even guiding IDP women when they had recently arrived. Several IDP women
leaders emphasized the significance of meeting space because it offered safety and legitimacy
(for instance, there could be risks involved with meeting in a woman leader’s home).
Motivation: Reasons IDP Women Begin to Emerge as Leaders
As a diverse group, IDP women leaders expressed different interests and motivations as to why
they became leaders and what drove them to continue leading. Nonetheless, several trends stood
out. I identified five main motivations, based on analysis of interviews with IDP women leaders.
It is worth noting the first three motivations were echoed by some NGO and government
interviews. Additionally, these motivations reflect what Henderson and Jeydel indicate as
reasons women join women’s movements and organizations in both developing and developed
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countries263 and what Velásquez found through his research on citizen participation in
Colombia.264,265 A few motivations were clearly more pervasive, especially ones related to
experiences of the conflict; and they often occurred simultaneously. Below are the five main
motivations of IDP women leaders I identified, followed by discussion in further detail.
As a response to violence or a tragic event, out of “victimhood”: Experiences of
violence, trauma, and suffering motivate IDP women to act.
Solidarity benefits: Building social connections and feelings of camaraderie as well as
empathy and emotional support. Both are closely related to IDP women’s experience in
the conflict and were the strongest motivation expressed among IDP women leaders.
Altruistic benefits: IDP women leaders expressed the desire to help others, to act for the
good of other IDPs—often stated as a desire to prevent others from going through what
leaders have with displacement. It could encompass material benefits but the distinction
was a motivation for collective IDPs’ benefits rather than to serve one’s self interests. I
also included the desire to seek justice, peace, and the retribution of rights for IDPs and
women as altruistic benefits.
Material benefits: IDP women leaders were driven by the desire to satisfy unmet needs or
improve standards of living such in areas such as food, health, education, housing or
livelihood for leaders themselves and their families.
Encouragement or recruitment from others: IDP women leaders were encouraged to
become leaders by friends and relatives (particularly other IDPs), or organizations.
As a response to violence, tragedy, out of “victimhood”
The drive to become active following violence or tragedy is commonly discussed in writing on
women’s participation and activism following conflict or post conflict peacebuilding. According
to Henderson and Jeydel, “Much research has shown that a common thread that explains why
women join movements, even in the face of political repression, is that some trauma, or disaster
has occurred in their life and has in a sense ‘woken them up’ to the need to take action.”266 The
authors provide the example of mothers in El Salvador organizing in the face of “a traumatic
event that encouraged many, who had no history of political activity, to act despite the very real
263
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possibility that they might be arrested and/or jailed, heckled and physically abused by the
government for their actions.”267
One explanation for IDP women leaders’ motivation to become leaders was that their survival
through so much hardship and violence (both as witnesses and victims) provided them with
extraordinary drive to take action. A woman professional observed two phases in working with
women victims. First, women would realize the extent of what had happened to them, that they
had been made vulnerable and that their rights had been violated. Next, “a transformation of
women in the public sphere” would occur, meaning some women would come forward and begin
participating in community and political public spaces again. For IDP women, “victimhood”
extended beyond psychosocial hardship or trauma; accompanying material deprivation and ongoing insecurity could also contribute toward their development as leaders.
I saw this type of motivation manifested in several ways. As one recently displaced woman
leader said, “if we keep on mourning we can’t help other people, we can never get over the pain
to be able to help.” Two to three others felt that that being a woman leader helped them forget or
kept their mind off of what had happened. One IDP woman leader courageously expressed how
being a victim made her feel that she had nothing left to lose, and thus continued to be motivated
as a leader.
I keep doing my work [as a leader]. The threats don't scare me any more. I know what it's like to have a to
have a dead brother, to be displaced twice. What else can they do to me? I'm going to keep going. They've
wounded me through hasta mi ultimo ser de vida (to my vital core). There's nothing left that could make
me afraid. I want the institutions to know that.(Afro-Colombian Woman Leader from the South)

Finally, an example of a specific instance of violence that sparked action among IDP women
leaders occurred during the sit-in of 1,800 IDPs for four months in a central Bogotá park. When
the rape of 13-year old girl was reported in July, leaders quickly organized to respond and
strategize about preventing further rape.
Solidarity Benefits
IDP women leaders strongly expressed motivations related to solidarity and support from other
IDP women and women leaders. The types of solidarity these women sought and relied upon
varied in earlier experiences of conflict and displacement and as it tied to their leadership. At the
same time, it is important to be cautious of making assumptions about IDP women leaders’
solidarity or “bonding” with other women just because they were women; I found solidarity
among IDP women to be highly nuanced.
I found that initial survival required IDP women to be highly resourceful. Similarly, Meertens
notes in her research that women who had experienced conflict or displacement in Colombia
tended to seek the compassion of other women (i.e., relatives, teachers, or merchants) rather than
men. In particular, she found that widows did not seek solidarity with other widows or women
displaced from the same region, yet women peasant leaders did, which she attributes to their
geographic location and prior social mobility.268

267
268

Ibid., 50.
Meertens 2001(b).

A. Taylor

82

Additionally, I learned through my fieldwork that IDP women leaders tended to seek solidarity
early on, but they did not emphasize it as much in terms of their continued leadership. I
identified two types of solidarity benefits expressed by IDP women leaders: (1) building social
connections and feelings of camaraderie, and (2) solidarity in terms of empathy and mutual
emotional, or psychosocial support. The two are distinguishable but clearly interrelated. Both
kinds served both as a motivation to become a leader (even if indirectly), as well as a part of
leadership practices.
Building Social Connections: Henderson and Jeydel discuss the first type of solidarity as a
common motivation of women to join movements, citing the U.S. women’s movement and an
example of conflict in Uganda where women “wanted to socialize, gain new ideas and meet like
minded people.”269 Along the same lines, IDP women leaders discussed advantages of building
social connections through their leadership because it allowed them to meet people, share and
learn from others. As described previously, these social connections were crucial in training,
joining, and forming organizations for IDP women leaders, and often important when women
first became leaders. As one IDP woman leader described:
Displacement is pain, you lose things, and then you start participating, and little by little you start building
and building through trainings. One first arrives being very quiet (silenciosa). At first you don’t participate
in workshops, unless maybe you go with a friend, but you almost don’t have any relationships. But when
you keep going, you start to [form relationships, friendships]. Those who have been leaders before re-grasp
that capability. But mostly women are starting to lead for the first time.(Soacha woman leader and
women’s organization founder)

Similarly, another IDP woman leader remembered a moment before she became a leader. She
walked by and saw a group of women smiling and laughing in a window, and decided to stop
and talk to them.
I didn’t know anyone and I came here afraid. I didn’t even know I was a ‘displaced person.’ They were
doing workshops about rights and invited me to participate. I kept participating... (Woman leader in the
focus group)

Some IDP women leaders felt a strong solidarity towards other women, which in turn fostered a
sense of duty. IDP woman leaders in the focus group especially commented on solidarity: “We
feel responsible for being leaders because other women have stopped being leaders or were not
able to because of being mothers or wives in a patriarchal culture,” and, “everyone goes through
the conflict…We see a woman in a situation of risk and we accompany her until her depression
passes.” Similarly, another woman leader from the coast felt committed because the women
knew and trusted her. A related type of solidarity was expressed as recognition or belonging to a
group. For example, one woman leader observed that IDP women leaders recognized each other
by the thick folders of documents they carry around.
Empathy and Social Support: Reflecting on her experience working with women in
peacebuilding, Sanam Anderlini writes, “what they find is a shared experience of violence and
pain, of being women in societies dominated by men, of fear and mistrust of each others
communities, and of common hopes for future based on peace, justice and normalcy.”270 I found
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Anderlini’s statement to be consistent with what I observed with IDP women leaders. In
particular, IDP women leaders placed substantial value on empathy and social support that they
experienced with each other. On the other hand, professionals as well as the literature on women
and social movements and participation rarely raised these issues. I found that IDP women
leaders often engaged in coping, mourning, and healing with each other. For example, one IDP
woman leader expressed a sentiment shared by other women leaders:
[O]ne doesn’t just cry from one’s own pain, but with the pain of others too, for the injustice.
(Woman leader who sought asylum outside of Colombia and returned)

IDP women leaders in the one focus group I conducted were the most vocal about the importance
of social support given their experiences and the current climate of impunity. They formed part
of an IDP women’s network but all also belonged to the same base organization. “We know each
other’s stories, what has happened between us. We’ve listened to each other cry,” as one IDP
woman leader in the group described. Another woman felt that some things had “drowned inside
of her” and she had felt liberated by becoming a leader. A third woman leader added, “If they say
the truth, they can be persecuted…but we feel the warmth of one another…There is still a lot of
fear and loss, a crisis of the nerves. It is never going to be erased, it’s a void that cannot be
erased.”
Finally, a question surfaced as to whether IDP women were seeking leadership or sense of
belonging in IDP organizations, at least in part, to fill a gap in emotional or psychosocial support
they were able to obtain. While this support may complement leadership processes, it was worth
considering that IDP women leaders and organizations may not be able to provide (and could
even be counterproductive) to what quality, structured, and confidential psychosocial support
could offer IDP women and women leaders. Throughout my fieldwork I saw a consistent need
for greater psychosocial support for IDP women and men.
Material Benefits
I found that IDP women at times developed as leaders in order to satisfy unmet needs or improve
the standard of living in areas such as food, health, education, housing or their livelihood. This
type of motivation relates to the type of leadership I identified as seeking humanitarian
assistance, whether for leaders themselves, their families, or communities. Velásquez also refers
to this motivation as utilitarian or instrumental and characterizes it as for personal gain.271 I noted
in interviews that IDP women leaders became leaders because they needed to satisfy basic needs,
or that they tended to satisfy basic needs prior to becoming leaders.
In the latter scenario, IDP women required a minimum number of weeks to fulfill urgent needs
for living (housing, food, a productive project), and to recover somewhat from the experience of
displacement before they could emerge as leaders. After satisfying those needs, IDP women
would then be more likely to consider taking action as leaders. If they were leaders previously,
women leaders also needed to fulfill these needs before resuming leadership activities, or
discovering new opportunities and spaces in which they could exercise leadership. According to
this explanation, IDP women first needed to obtain a minimum standard of living, accompanied
by some increase in access to social or economic assets. However, rarely did basic needs ever get
met and most IDP women and men continued to live in great poverty. This explanation was
271
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consistent with my findings that IDP women leaders often worked when they were younger and
had more recently arrived. Determining the average amount of time (weeks, months) that an IDP
woman would need to be able to develop as a leader was unknown and out of the scope of my
research, but my interviews suggested that time would not necessarily be indicative unless it
were after several years. Recall IDP women leaders I interviewed had been in Bogotá or Soacha
for an average of 6.4 years. Finally, the time it took the government to deliver basic needs, if at
all, varied greatly, as did the response time for legal complaints and even declaring
displacements.
Motivation for material benefits is significant to consider because it related to one of the greatest
tensions I encountered about the scope of IDP women’s leadership. Most IDP women leaders
demonstrated an awareness of longer-term interests, but in my fieldwork I observed that by and
large they focused on securing more immediate, humanitarian needs for IDP women, men, and
children. Government officials in particular were overwhelmingly under the impression that IDP
women and men leaders were too focused on short-term needs and lacked long-term vision.
Last, two professionals expressed that some IDP women and men leaders sought to form
relationships with officials in government or NGOs because they thought they would gain
material benefits. One male academic stated at times people participate so that political officials
will give them something material and another NGO representative said that an IDP leader
would go to a meeting and sign something when he or she thought it would lead to some material
outcome. IDP women leaders did not express forming relationships with institutions as a way of
gaining material benefits but several pointed out that being a leader had opened doors to being
able to talk to or access NGO or government institutions.
Altruism
In addition to solidarity benefits, IDP women leaders frequently expressed their desire to help
others, to act on behalf of other IDPs. Altruism can include material benefits as well, but the
distinction is when IDP women leaders are driven to provide collective benefits. Altruistic
motivations were typically described as benefiting IDPs at the community level, and much less at
the national level. IDP women leaders often spoke of wanting to ensure that what happened to
them did not happen to others, usually specifying other IDP women or women with children. A
few also expressed being leaders for the sake of their children. Related to altruism, Velásquez
discusses “democratic citizenship” as a reason people participate in Colombia in order to resolve
issues for the greater good of society.272
Several IDP women leaders associated altruist tendencies as being dedicated to social work. One
woman leader said, “it’s not just for need but for the spirit of it, for love of the community. I
suffer when I see a child who doesn’t eat.” Another woman felt that no IDP should have to be in
a UAO without guidance or knowing where to go. Finally, an Afro-Colombian woman leader
from Cauca specified, “there are big problems but people are afraid to confront them. There are
women who are raped on the pacific coast.”
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Seeking Justice, Combating Impunity, and Retribution of Rights: IDP women leaders were driven
to speak out and to seek justice including to combat impunity, and to claim rights—despite the
lack of a culture and danger of ‘speaking out’ in Colombia. About one quarter of IDP women
leaders I interviewed expressed this as a motivation. Several women leaders spoke about
impunity. For instance, one woman leader stated, “you need to scream when nobody
screams”(Woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)
and saw being a leader in her organization as a means of seeking justice. A few IDP women
leaders expressed how they became leaders after seeing so many rights violated and so many
injustices. “They kill people and stay quiet,” said one, while another woman leader recalled the
rights violations she witnessed when she lived with six families in the streets upon arriving in the
city. “Victims have to talk, act—if they’re quiet nothing will happen,” remarked a woman leader
in the focus group.
In terms of rights, one IDP woman leader directly stated leaders do their work “because IDPs’
rights are so violated…we need to make rights visible,” while a few women leaders wanted to
help IDPs claim their rights because no one told them they had rights when they arrived. As one
woman put it, “It’s a fight for the right to exist within a space where one has the right to exist.” A
few women specified that as leaders they wanted to claim rights for IDPs because the
government did not do so, or was slow to do so. Being organized, one pointed out, they could
better access their rights. In this way, IDP women leaders were driven to fill in gaps of what the
government was not providing in terms of rights. A female UN professional described the
situation of IDP women leaders well: “When they first begin participating, women are often lost
among already established processes, among men leaders but they keep going because they see
the need to stand up for an alternative—otherwise who will listen to them?”
Encouragement or recruitment from others
Encouragement or recruitment from friends, relatives, or organizations is a frequently cited
reason for women to join social movements.273 I found that recruitment or referrals seemed to
facilitate IDPs women leaders’ involvement and were consistent with how they discussed
emerging as leaders and founding organizations. IDP women leaders were commonly ‘invited’ to
participate in committees and groups of women leaders such as The Sisma Observatorio and in
Casa de la Mujer as I discussed previously. Several IDP women leaders expressed the
encouragement they felt when IDPs expressed gratitude when the women leaders helped them.
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RISKS AND THREATS TO WOMEN LEADERS
Lack of security continues once IDPs reach the city,274 and I encountered high levels of
insecurity for women leaders in particular. The most striking finding of this study in fact was the
escalating persecution of women leaders between 2009-2010. In spring 2010, the Inter-American
Commission of Human Rights of the Organization of American States for the first time granted
provisionary protection measures to seventeen Colombian IDP women leaders, due to the
Colombian government’s failure to protect them. Five of the individual cases were women I had
interviewed several months prior. Paramilitaries, most commonly the Aguilas Negras, were
responsible for death threats, committing acts of sexual violence and intimidation (including a
few cases towards the women’s daughters), following women to their homes and organizations,
and otherwise threatening the women in person, and by phone and email.275 A few women
leaders and their family members had also been assassinated in Bogotá and elsewhere in
Colombia (none I had interviewed of which I am aware). Leaders become newly susceptible to
risk, and re-victimized by acting as spokespersons for and defending the rights of IDPs.
Paramilitaries created lists of IDP leaders (and other human rights defenders) they were
threatening, and that list consisted of more women compared to men leaders.276 Upon meeting
with IDP women leaders and professionals in July 2010, I learned that many of the women
leaders’ work had become centered on documenting and following up with these measures,
reducing their time to carry out their other agendas. One woman leader ceased being a leader
altogether, and another was hospitalized because of the high levels of anxiety and stress she
suffered. The level of insecurity IDP women leaders faced severely undermined civil and
political rights, most often by restricting their rights to freedom of movement and freedom of
expression. The two women’s rights NGOs, Sisma Mujer and Casa de la Mujer, which brought
the cases to the Commission, had also turned much of their attention to the protection of these
women leaders;277 Sisma had been threatened as an organization and had since received little
protection.
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By July 2010 the Colombian government had still responded with limited substantive protection
measures for the women leaders. For instance, I was told that the government eventually
provided material protection measures such as cell phones, but was less willing to provide more
substantial political guarantees. It had yet to be determined how regional or international human
rights systems would continue to intervene. Aside from sociopolitical violence, I found it was
important not to overlook everyday threats of violence and control in women leader’s homes,
and in urban settings such as when reaching transportation.
Risks for Leaders in the Urban Environment
By the end of the first field visit in summer 2009, all women leaders I interviewed had received
threats related to their leadership since they had been displaced (with the exception of one).
Almost all received two to three threats within the past year, several received them consistently,
at least three had experienced assassination attempts, and two had sought asylum in another
country but returned. Threats most severely limited the women leaders’ freedom of movement
and freedom of expression. This insecurity and violence was part of IDPs’ current realities and
fundamentally defined the kinds of work in which women leaders were engaged. Importantly,
though many IDP women leaders considered themselves to be human rights defenders, they
almost never mentioned access to justice and land rights as an activity—in part because of
geography, and also because I gathered these were among the most contentious and potentially
risky issues an IDP leader could target. In contrast, I found providing guidance for humanitarian
assistance to be somewhat less risky.
The large urban environment represented paradoxes in protection for the IDP women leaders.
For many it meant greater anonymity: “you learn to find yourself among strangers, no one knows
each other,” remarked one woman leader. This anonymity allowed some women leaders to move
more easily, to “become invisible” when necessary, which they associated with greater
protection against harm. Additionally, there is stronger rule of law and police presence in urban
areas (which is otherwise absent in many parts of the country), which made some women leaders
feel safer. However, formal protection from security forces and police was lacking in the most
marginalized neighborhoods where IDPs live, and furthermore, IDPs often distrusted these
security forces.
Several women leaders saw living in Bogotá as an asset for their leadership. One woman leader
said it offered greater security than the town she had been displaced from because she was
farther from armed actors who persecuted her. Further, it allowed her to continue running her
organization by phone, fax and email which she would not have been able to do from her original
town. Another woman leader felt that moving so many times all over Bogotá has increased her
recognition, expanded her network, and allowed her to refer IDPs to services and organizations
she had encountered. Yet at the same time, she acknowledged that mobility and recognition
represented risks for her.
In contrast, most of the women leaders I interviewed felt doing their work in Bogotá and Soacha
was just as dangerous, if not more so, than if they had been a leader in a rural area or smaller
city. They relied heavily on getting around on foot because they could not afford transportation,
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which one leader pointed out exposes them to more potential threats along the way, such as from
armed actors. Notably, women leaders are not scattered throughout both cities; rather, they are
concentrated in the poorest and most insecure neighborhoods with high numbers of IDPs. They
occupy spaces in which IDPs and especially leaders are known to frequent, such as UAOs,
marches, and sit-ins, including the city park sit-in that lasted for four months in 2009. As one
woman leader remarked,
All the victims and perpetrators show up here [in Bogotá]. You go to marches more here. I’ve made
friends. But this makes one visible, and then come the threats. (Woman leader from the coast)

The women leaders expressed differing views as to whether higher level, national organizations
in Bogotá provided greater protection. Many felt that in addition to greater access to resources
and policymakers otherwise not accessible in other regions, national IDP organizations offered
greater protection. Two women leaders described how national organizations they belonged to
had helped each of them travel from Cartagena and Cali to Bogotá to seek protection, in addition
to guiding and supporting them when they arrived, which they saw as increasing their protection.
But one woman leader recounted that it was also when she started participating at a higher level
(a national organization that focused more on systemic, policy issues) in Bogotá that she
received two assassination attempts, which clearly diminished her protection. Higher-level
affiliation therefore also resulted in a greater number and intensity of threats; notably, the three
women leaders I interviewed who had suffered assassination attempts were national-level IDP
leaders. A newer woman leader noted, “When you spend more time as a leader you're more
recognized and receive more threats.”(Soacha woman leader and women’s organization founder)
Types of Threats
Armed actors tended to threaten women leaders in person, over the telephone, or in pamphlets
they placed under the doors of the women’s homes and organizations. Women leaders I spoke
with were sometimes unsure about the source of the threats they had received, and about what
happened to other women leaders about whom they recounted stories.
[Speaking of threats in the form of pamphlets] You wake up and find that surprise there. They say leave in
24 hours. Who knows who they are. (Elderly woman leader in Soacha)
Violence has affected leaders in a lot of different ways, many have been threatened. Two I know left the
country, another I know was raped and they almost killed her. We don't know where one woman leader is.
(Woman leader who founded an IDP women’s organization)
I have been threatened, and they killed another woman thinking it was me [in a northern city]. Someone
asked for an appointment with me, and the other woman was where it was supposed to be. I went
somewhere else. It made me very sad. Wanting to work with the people, defending human rights is hard. It
affects me a lot not being able to work with the same strength, not being able to express myself as before
because of the fear. You have to work all quietly…There is no real security for anyone, there is no
protection. (Woman leader who founded an IDP women’s organization)

Several women leaders attributed threats to paramilitaries or the government security forces,
most commonly noting their strong disapproval of women’s leadership and organizing.
The state wants to weaken organizations and any kind of struggle that exists to denounce [violations] or
demand that rights be fulfilled. We are followed, stigmatized...The army comes by and accuses us of being
paramilitaries or guerillas. (Woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and
Soacha)
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If one is capable of speaking out, one's problems increase…You can't speak against the state.
(Woman leader who sought asylum outside of Colombia and returned)
I left my region, was displaced for being a youth leader. Today [I have to leave] for being a human rights
defender. It's not convenient for the state in any way. (Woman leader who was displaced and moved over
20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)
People start to realize how much you've learned and they dislike that…One said to me, 'negra metida [nosy
black woman], we're going to kill you. Stop taking people where they don't have to go' because I was trying
to show people they had rights. Another time they said, 'we're going to kill you like we killed your
brothers.' (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)

One of the highest level women leaders in a national organization described not feeling safe in
her own house as a single woman head of household.
It's not just the act [of violence] that affects women, but the psychological fear…We are much more
vulnerable. If a man comes into my house, I don't have anyone to defend me, men throw a harder punch.
(Woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)

Protection Strategies
Worldwide, including in Colombia, Barry and Nainar have documented women human rights
defenders’ strategies to protect themselves and to continue their work. This section seeks to add
to our understanding of these strategies in Colombia.278,279 The threats and strategies are similar
for IDP women leaders who explicitly call themselves ‘human rights defenders’ and those who
frame their leadership in other ways, such as by guiding IDPs through humanitarian assistance,
or shaping policy. My research revealed, however, that a greater connection to human rights
often meant a higher level of risk for IDP women leaders.
Preventative protection strategies included not telling others where they were going (as to not
endanger family or organization members), and being cautious to disclose minimal personal
information to professionals and strangers. The most common protection strategies IDP women
leaders used were to maintain a low profile for several days or weeks after a threat, to change
cell phone numbers, and to move homes or office locations so as to avoid staying in one place.
Women leaders emphasized devising their own strategies because they did not feel protected by
the police, government security forces, or by the Ministry of the Interior and Justice.280 IDP
women leaders often did not register their subsequent displacements, pointing out the IDP
registry system did not acknowledge inter-urban and intra-urban displacements, which means
these forms of displacement and the volume of threats to leaders is likely underreported.
Sometimes I don't tell people where I'm going or who I'm going to be with. (Woman leader who founded an
IDP women’s organization)
I don't even trust the police... Now I don’t declare threats because declaring for the first two didn’t amount
to anything. (Northern Colombian woman leader)
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The government says it will give you a car for protection [but it hasn't], I've had to find my own forms of
protection. You learn to look at situations to know whether you should be there or not. (Woman leader who
sought asylum outside of Colombia and returned)
When I was threatened I cut my hair - it used to be down to here…I moved houses 20 days ago. (AfroColombian Woman leader)

Several IDP women leaders discussed strategies to protect IDPs at UAOs. These strategies
include having women leaders taking turns in lines to get in so that mothers would not have to
wait starting at one o’clock in the morning, or petitioning to change the hours of a UAO to
decrease the time IDPs would wait in the dark. Notably, the women leaders designed these
strategies to protect other IDP women but not necessarily themselves. Some women leaders and
professionals described UAOs as “the place to go for an illegal actor if you wanted to find an
IDP.” As a central space where everyone knew IDPs went (and thus put IDPs at risk), women
leaders voiced that they wanted to take part in providing greater protection to IDPs at UAOs. As
one Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca who had been particularly persecuted remarked,
“I don’t go to UAOs so they can kill me at the door.”
Impact on Organizations, Community and Family
A distinguishing feature of women leaders compared to other IDPs is their high mobility, both
due to the nature of their work and because of insecurity. Some women leaders estimated they
lived in dozens of neighborhoods in Bogotá; one had been moving every two weeks. A female
Soacha city official who also ran a women’s peace network noted how mobility makes it difficult
to keep track of IDPs she worked with: “When I’ve tried to find some leaders, I’ve called, left
messages, and I can’t find them anywhere.”
Because it is not uncommon for women leaders to be absent at any time, coordinating meetings,
organizing and sustaining initiatives is difficult. The removal of a woman leader, whether
temporarily from a threat or due to an assassination, can lead to fragmentation, disintegration,
and a significant void in an organization or community. For instance, one woman leader stopped
her duty of scheduling monthly health clinics for several months because she had to maintain a
low profile after receiving several threats; the whole neighborhood felt the consequence of her
absence.
IDP organizations are also threatened. One IDP woman leader from the coast described how a
newspaper wrote that a prominent national IDP organization was being watched by
paramilitaries, which increased their risk; others discussed how they had seen organizations
completely disintegrate because members feared further engagement. A leader in a national level
IDP organization said there is always a worry of someone infiltrating or being a spy in the
organization – people have been “sent” before to ask her what she did and once all of the central
processing units were stolen from the computers. There are crucial implications of this mistrust
for IDPs wanting to join an organization for the first time. Another woman leader described how
an NGO director allowed her to prepare legal complaints in her office, but would not get
involved in the content of any “IDP issues” herself because of the risks (Afro-Colombian woman
leader from the south). One of the most common disruptions is the need to find a new meeting
place. In one case a woman leader recalled starting to meet with women until they received a
threat; afterwards many retreated to their homes making it more difficult to continue gathering.

A. Taylor

91

Threats can deter others from beginning or continuing to lead because of what they see
happening to leaders. For women who were not leaders, the risks seemed too high; an indigenous
IDP woman for example was very weary to leave the house much less participate in any public
groups because of fear and lack of trust in associating with anyone. A few women leaders chose
not to return to a place where they had been displaced when they heard another IDP leader had
been killed at that location.
Finally, security concerns were closely tied to family relations and responsibilities. In particular,
women leaders worried for the safety of their children if they were to be killed and were
sometimes pressured by their children to stop their work.
We are afraid for our children. For example, if we come out of a meeting we wonder, has something
happened to our children? (Woman leader who was nursing)
As a woman there is nothing that hurts more than when they harm your children. It gets to the most fragile
part, it violates you. (Woman leader who was displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)

One leader was told to leave the country because of the level of her persecution but was staying
for her son:
“He is just starting to live, to study… My son says, 'mom, why do you get involved in that [being a
leader]?’ He wants me to leave the country.” (Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca)

Last, a woman leader added,
I almost lost my baby when I was four months pregnant [because of an attack], she was born with a
punctured lung and stayed in intensive care for one month. (Woman leader who was nursing)

Most women leaders continued their work, but with greater caution and lack of trust. At least one
IDP woman leader had decided to stop being a leader, and some of the other women had not seen
her. Several women discussed the dilemma of continuing as a leader where they had established
a base and network, or leaving because of the risks. Overall, women leaders felt that despite the
risks it was still worthwhile and meaningful to continue their activities by taking certain
precautions.
The police told me to 'give it up' [because being a leader was getting too dangerous]. But you can't just
'give it up.' If you gave it up, who would guide people? Not everyone does that. (Afro-Colombian woman
leader)
We live in a problem of violence with armed groups. They displaced us, and they can kill us here too. Risks
come with the word ‘leader.’(Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow)
Someone told me 'I hate to give up on [being a leader] but it's too risky.’ And that's exactly what the
government wants: for leaders to get tired…The risk is so great. But we keep going in this fight, sometimes
we have to come by foot to show up which makes it difficult. It hurts us to give up this fight. (Woman
leader who was nursing)

A. Taylor

92

IDP WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP PRACTICES
‘INCLUSION WITHOUT REPRESENTATION?’281
I structured this section based in part on the work of María Emma Wills Obregón, a leading
Colombian feminist scholar who conducted research on women’s participation in political and
academic spheres in Colombia from 1970-2000.282 Investigations into inclusion (numbers and
quotas of women) and representation (how they negotiated, made decisions, and more broadly
acted beyond being present) were central to her research. Wills Obregón found that Colombian
women had achieved moderate levels of inclusion in these spheres, but much weaker levels of
representation. Additionally, I draw from Andrea Cornwall, a primary researcher in the
Participation, Power, and Social Change team at the Institute of Development Studies. She
provides some original insights into gendered aspects of women’s participation in development
contexts.283,284 I found several aspects of both of their work as relevant when applied to
understanding IDP women’s leadership practices.
In order to analyze IDP women’s leadership practices, I first inquired about the inclusion or
literal presence (access and numbers) of IDP women leaders in public spaces in which they could
potentially influence decisions affecting IDPs’ lives. Once ‘included,’ I looked at the more
complex topic of representation, which encompasses differences in political and social power
that IDP women leaders embody and confront, their ability negotiate, influence, and make
decisions amongst other IDP leaders, as well as government and NGO policymakers. Both the
concepts of inclusion and representation are central in my application of a gender perspective
since they bring into focus the experiences, power, and resonance of IDP women leaders among
different settings of mixed groups of men and women IDP leaders, all-women groups, and
professionals.
Inclusion of Women Leaders: Access and Numbers
Inclusion refers to the access, invitation of, and numbers of IDP women leaders—whether they
have a ‘seat at the table’ where decisions about IDPs’ lives are made. Women have historically
been excluded from participation in political and public spheres in Colombia. This exclusion has
implied not just leaving women out, but seeing them as lesser; exclusion that accompanied the
advent of modern democracy was subordinating and reinforced economic inequalities according
to Wills Obregón. Further, ‘publics’ have traditionally had masculine origins (parties, elections,
plazas and streets, institutions and academia). Women’s inclusion in the first place is thus
meaningful, but it is not sufficient. In terms of numbers, Colombian women have gradually
281
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enjoyed greater inclusion in political and academic spheres but how women are represented is in
these spaces is less understood.285 In writing about women’s peacebuilding, Anderlini brings
forth a final yet important insight on inclusion, particularly regarding who is invited to the table:
We keep focusing on bringing organized groups to the table, but women are organized in a different way so
they do not appear in the picture. They are not invited to the table. Women play more subtle, constructive
roles so unless you change your criteria for selection about whom you invite at the table, they will never get
in the picture… 286

Most respondents agreed there were about equal numbers of women as compared to men leaders,
but that women leaders played distinct roles. I found that IDP women leaders were far less
included than IDP male leaders in national IDP organizations and in committees with
government and NGO representatives. More equal numbers of women and men leaders existed
in the local level or base IDP organizations. For instance, of the five main national IDP
organizations, one had a woman president (the national Afro-Colombian IDP organization).
Three women and three men also made up that organization’s executive committee. In another
major national level IDP organization with a constituency of 280 base IDP organizations, six of
the 30 executive committee members were IDP women. Overall, some women and men I
interviewed (professionals and IDPs) noted that IDP women leaders could increasingly be seen
in executive committees in mixed IDP organizations.
I found similar patterns of inclusion of IDP women leaders in other spaces. The Committee for
Strengthening IDP Organizations (MFOPD, by its Spanish acronym) had IDP representatives,
but there were fewer IDP women representatives at the national level as compared to the lower
levels. Eight of 25 IDP representatives at the national level MFOPDs were women, and close to
half were women at the city or local level committees according to a CODHES interview. To
illustrate, the 2009 four month park sit-in by about 1,800 IDPs also demonstrated a low presence
of women leaders. Of the seven IDP leaders who reached the final negotiation table with the
government over the park sit-in, one was a woman. Most IDP women leaders involved in the
park sit-in that I observed and heard about took on roles such as cooking and food distribution or
health services.
Representation of IDP Women Leaders
Expanding from Wills Obregón’s explanation, representation encompasses who is present in
public and political spaces (in this case, which women are present and where), what strategies
they implement, with whom they form alliances or confront, as well as interests, needs and
values (in this case, of IDP women leaders themselves, and of their constituents). Representation
also looks at how IDP women leaders have been able to break into, or influence, the official
political agenda – and if they have done so, under what conditions.
Wills Obregón and Cornwall provide several insights as to how including women is important
but not sufficient. Inclusion can open up space for women’s voices to be heard but unless we
look farther, outcomes will remain limited. First, Wills Obregón asserts that representation
depends on “the state’s capacity to guarantee the necessary rights to the emergence of a political
285
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opposition.”287 As I discussed in the background, the Constitutional Court has made significant
advances toward promoting IDP rights, but those rights are rarely guaranteed because of the
challenges of implementing policy.
Accordingly, one should consider the willingness of government officials and also NGO leaders
in decision-making positions to listen, engage with, and incorporate IDP women leaders’
proposals once they are present.
[T]o include does not always mean to represent groups previously devalued culturally, socially, and
politically… inclusion gives them the right to vote and to be elected, but that right does guarantee…
political elites will incorporate people belonging to groups previously excluded. The case of women is
precisely relevant in this aspect.288

Similarly, Cornwall agrees that women’s opportunities to influence decision-making does not
just depend on whether they are able to get to committees in which decisions are made, but rather
how and whether women represent women’s interests, whether they raise their voices, and when
they do, whether anyone listens. “Voice does not necessarily translate into influence,” as
Cornwall rightly concludes.289
Cornwall adds that merely looking at inclusion can legitimize decisions or positions already
made,290 in this case either by the government or other IDP men and women leaders. Mohanty
asserts, “the mere presence of women in the decision-making committees without a voice can be
counter-productive in the sense that it can be used to legitimize a decision which is taken by the
male members.”291 Further, not examining representation can promote a surface-level kind of
engagement that does not go beyond consent or reinforce a tendency toward “quick-fix”
solutions. I argue that the quality of representation is a particular area of concern with IDP
women leaders in Colombia. A major theme I gathered from interviews with women and men
IDPs and professionals was that the state’s approach to IDPs was short-term and emergencyoriented in nature, requiring IDPs to regularly ask for and depend on assistance.
Two additional points Wills Obregón raises with regard to women’s representation apply to IDP
women leaders. First was women’s ability to form alliances between diverse sub- or identity
groups among women and IDPs. The second was their ability to identify and articulate common
interests (build consensus) to be expressed with greater force in public spheres.292 Subsequently,
the greater the ability of IDP women leaders to be able to articulate these interests, the greater
chance they would have at being effective and heard. A reason Wills Obregón suggests
previously excluded groups such as women are not guaranteed to be included (and therefore
struggle to be represented), is because they are often not previously organized. Thus, this thesis
in part looks at ways in which IDP women leaders are striving to organize themselves, despite
little written history of “IDP women’s” organizing or leadership.
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Decision-making and Responsibilities
A common perception held by women and men I interviewed (IDPs and professionals) was that
there was not an absence of IDP women leaders per say; ‘inclusion’ opportunities were available,
even if to a greater extent in base organizations. Rather, the nature of their representation was
limited once present in decision-making spaces. Specifically, IDP women leaders were less
likely than IDP men leaders to (1) hold the highest level positions such as presidents and vicepresidents; (2) interact with and serve as liaisons with NGO and public officials (often men
tended to serve as representatives in inter-sectoral committees); and (3) be present for and
especially have the final say in decision-making and conceptual designing and planning.
Even if IDP women leaders were more included in base IDP organizations as compared to
national organizations, I gathered from my fieldwork that they had less decision-making power
compared to male IDP leaders, both in national and base IDP organizations. In fact, the most
frequent comment IDP women leaders made regarding their representation was that men made
the decisions in their mixed organizations or in committees of which they were involved.
Women’s voices, experiences, and priorities were not given equal weight, even if women were
physically present at decision-making tables with men. IDP women leaders often attributed the
lack of regard to them to broader patriarchal structures in organizations and society.
I don’t like a man to make decisions for me. (Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow)
Men don't want to wake up to the fact that we are part of the decisions. They think what they believe goes,
and it's not like that. So for that reason we created the Committee of Women within the organization.
(Woman leader in Soacha. Note this committee taught women about family violence, which was rarely
covered by organizations at large, and about economic independence.)
Being in [a mixed IDP organization], it’s a barrier to be a woman. Men have their ideas of how they want
to lead and usually are in public meetings [outside of the organization]…so we [women] insist there are a
fifty-fifty mix of men and women in meetings. (Woman leader who sought asylum outside Colombia and
returned)
The women share their opinions but its difficult because of machismo – [men] think they have all the
‘voice and vote’ but we do too, otherwise we’d always be at home cooking. Here I come to work with a
community, not to argue or fight with anyone. It’s a machista, patriarchal society…men want to come out
ahead. (Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow)

A woman leader pointed out that when women saw men dominating decision-making, it could
dissuade them from attempting to influence decisions.
Spaces for women to participate are open, but then you get in and you see how difficult it is…Men make
the decisions, at least the important ones. They want to have the last word. (Soacha Woman Leader and
founder of a consortium of IDP women's organization)

On the other hand, many IDP women leaders noted that knowing their rights gave women greater
confidence, credibility, and ability to influence decision-making with men leaders. For example,
one woman recalled:
Before it used to be the men who gave the orders [in both national organizations she worked in], but now
that one knows rights, we're equal. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca)

Similarly, an IDP woman leader felt that women made more of the decisions because there were
greater numbers of women than men in the organization. Speaking of the national AfroColombian IDP organization, a woman leader said men gave their opinion but listened to
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women, and whoever had the best argument made the decision. “There is one who tries to
dominate but we tell him ‘that is not the way it is,’” she remarked.
Perceptions of IDP women leaders’ limited decision-making roles were accompanied by
commentary that women took on different (often more surface level) responsibilities and tasks
than men. In IDP organizations, political parties, and Community Action Councils (Juntas de
Acción Comunal), women were more likely to fill out attendance lists, do administrative work,
and serve as treasurers or secretaries rather than presidents. A female Soacha city government
official who ran a women’s network noted that Community Action Councils consisted of mostly
men. Throughout the last few years she observed that women’s roles in councils like this have
been changing from administrative roles to increasingly higher positions. An IDP woman leader
pointed out, however, that there had never been an IDP president of a Community Action
Council, much less an IDP woman president.
Furthermore, two women hospital employees who were IDP and gender specialists and attended
local Committees of IDP Organizations (Mesas de Organizaciones de Población Desplazada)
observed that fewer IDP women leaders attended local and national committees than men.
Interestingly, they noticed that the IDP women spoke, but tended not to vote. An IDP woman
leader who sought asylum outside Colombia and later returned, described women leaders in a
way that a few other leaders echoed. She saw IDP women leaders as “mothers of the
community” who looked out for people’s needs and were good at organizing events, and men
leaders as the ones who managed organizations, dealt with resources, and had greater political
power with local officials.
Finally, several IDP women leaders and professionals raised concerns that IDP women were
sometimes used instrumentally. For instance, they would be called forth in situations when it
may be convenient to have women in a certain discussion or meeting to show “strength in
numbers” or to obtain resources based on a greater count in the organization. A male
representative of the IDP unit in the Ombudsman’s Office said IDP women leaders were often
seen and put in roles as “fighters” for action, not “negotiators” in influencing policies or
decisions. For example, male IDP leaders would call IDP women to come forth when it came
time to organize a march, but the women were less likely to have a substantial role in
conceptualizing or making higher-level decisions about that march. As an elderly Soacha woman
leader put it, “They [other male and female leaders] just use you to go to marches, to have a
presence, to demand rights.”
Implications of Inclusion and Representation among IDP Women Leaders
Women in Colombia are increasingly included in public spaces, particularly in executive
committees of organizational management, politics and academia, and decision-making
positions, particularly ones that IDP women did not hold previously. However as one male NGO
representative and academic described, “it’s a formality…it is men who are still leading and
making the decisions. The voices of men predominate.” A few other government and NGO
representatives made similar observations that there had been theoretical development in policy,
but in practice women had not been able assert themselves fully in participation and leadership
spaces.
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Throughout my fieldwork, I saw the lack of inclusion and representation of IDP women leaders
in higher-level national organizations. I felt that this had profound implications for who would be
present in future national and higher level discussions affecting IDPs, for instance in political or
peace processes. When IDP women held legitimate decision-making positions, they had greater
control over resources; had greater power over receiving and disseminating information about
policies, rights, or aid; and greater success in setting agendas for the benefit of IDPs. Some
women leaders and NGO professionals were also concerned that if IDP women were not in
decision-making positions, issues important to IDP women but had typically not been subjects of
public and political discussion—including those occurring in the domestic sphere such as
domestic and sexual violence—would not reach or be addressed in public decision-making fora.
Lack of inclusion and representation of IDP women leaders also affected NGOs’ ability to
analyze and understand larger IDP populations. A female professional in a legal NGO remarked,
“NGOs rely on and invite [IDP] leaders [to workshops and events], and since there are very few
women leaders, this means NGOs are mostly dealing with men to represent IDPs.” Subsequently,
when NGOs rely on mostly men leaders to assess IDP populations, the understanding of issues
that affect IDP women and are prioritized by them have a great chance of being lost, and hence
policy and programming decisions are unlikely to reflect the experiences and priorities of IDP
women on the ground.
I have outlined challenges in this section, yet it is also crucial to understand significant
opportunities that women’s representation can provide. Acting upon these opportunities depends
on IDP women leaders themselves, as well as institutions. First, Wills Obregón offers some
insights related to politics and citizenship. Politics, including political parties, bureaucracy, and
public policy – all areas that IDP women leaders have begun engaging in – serve as spaces where
women learn the skills to advance their political citizenship, and to negotiate and make
themselves heard.293 Like Colombian women in politics, IDP women’s leadership practices can
serve as a platform to construct their identities, as well as their political citizenship, which I
argue is essential to survival and reconstruction following displacement.
An important contribution of taking a gendered approach is that it recognizes differences, and
Cornwall points out that accounting for differences and power can reduce the likelihood that
participation and leadership practices exacerbate exclusion and reinforce existing structures of
inequality between and among women and men stakeholders294 and across groups of leaders and
IDPs. Accounting for differences can provide a more effective basis for action. In addition,
strategies to increase women’s confidence and awareness of rights enable them to be more
assertive in joining committees, Cornwall has found. She points out gender-progressive NGOs or
women’s organizations can play an important role in encouraging deeper inclusion and
representation of women, in this case IDP women leaders.295 Cornwall also suggests ways to
structure public spaces to include those who are more marginal: work with smaller, separate
groups, each who presents their analysis in turn in open sessions. In addition, she suggests
holding meetings at times women find convenient allows the option to participate; as well as
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places where they feel comfortable and can focus on the work (Cornwall found this often has
meant not holding meetings in women’s homes).296
Understanding issues of representation helps foster IDP women’s leadership so that it is better
positioned to make a positive impact on the lives of IDPs, whether in terms of community level
policy, or political decisions. According to Cornwall, paying attention to leadership practices at a
deeper level in terms of representation and gendered power requires institutions to be committed
to longer-term social change rather than “quick fixes.” Looking beyond inclusion of IDP women
could therefore promote more sustainable solutions for IDPs rather than promoting their reliance
on assistance. Building off of Cornwall, accounting for difference and representation enables a
more transformative form of leadership and participation, rather than one that is tokenistic.297
GENDERED SPACES OF INFLUENCE
Navigating Between Mixed IDP and Women’s Groups
The majority of IDP women leaders I interviewed worked in a combination of women’s and
mixed groups. They found being able to navigate both kinds of groups offered advantages and
disadvantages, though most IDP women leaders felt it was advantageous if not necessary for
them to work at some point with mixed organizations. One strategy some women leaders and
NGOs considered particularly beneficial to the development of IDP women leaders was for
women to receive training in earlier phases or even throughout leadership in all-women’s groups,
which helped build their confidence and supported their growth as leaders. Concurrently, and in
some cases later, exposure to mixed groups was essential to increasing women leaders’ ability to
negotiate with and influence decisions with male IDP leaders within IDP organizations, as well
as in mixed groups with local or national government officials. Becoming used to working with
mixed groups was also crucial in training IDP women leaders how to raise issues of concern to
IDP women with high-level and wider audiences (as I discuss later in this section).
To illustrate, one IDP woman leader’s strategy was to work primarily in a mixed IDP
organization she had co-founded, and with both men and women IDPs on community projects.
At the same time, she maintained a core group of three women leaders. She did not raise this
group of women until later in the interview, but I learned that ultimately they were critical to her
leadership practice. Despite this IDP woman leader’s position among four central leaders and cofounders of her base organization (the others were male) and frequent interactions with mixed
committees, she stated it was a “barrier” to be a woman leader. She described men as sometimes
jealous or machista: “They have their idea of how they want to lead and are usually the ones
[speaking] in public meetings.” At one point during my visit to her organization, she defended in
front of a male leader that the women leaders she collaborated with were “feminist but not
radical.” I found it was clear that this IDP woman leader was effective in working with the men
leaders but discussed and planed differently with the women, such as by exchanging ideas and
leadership strategies. Her small group of women leaders also had plans to initiate training for
IDP women.
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Several women and men interviewees referred to male IDP leaders as barriers to women’s
participation and leadership (i.e., not listening to them or allowing them to talk). Other IDP
women leaders felt it was not a question of men prohibiting women to participate, but that men
did not always see the women as credible and were resistant to their leadership positions and
decision-making if it meant taking power away from men.
IDP women leaders developed several other hybrid arrangements of working amongst women’s
and mixed groups. For instance, a woman leader could work in a women’s committee within a
larger mixed organization (most national IDP organizations had women’s committees); in a
mixed organization but yet serve on a committee focused on women such as the Committee on
Women and Conflict; or continue to receive leadership training focused on IDP women – but
otherwise work with mostly men leaders. One strategy an organization run by IDP women
leaders initiated was to invite husbands to meetings, noting that husbands sometimes contributed
to the organization. This same women’s organization was also deliberate about working with
IDP men and children (prioritizing IDP families), and collaborated with several other mixed IDP
organizations. An IDP woman who led this organization felt that working with mixed
organizations allowed women leaders and their agendas to gain respect and momentum with the
proposals they put forth—from the part of these other mixed IDP organizations, and from
professionals.
There were other reasons for IDP women leaders to work in a combination of women’s and
mixed groups. One advantage was the opportunity to transfer learning and knowledge between
women-only and mixed organizations, and thus to disseminate information to a wider audience
of women and men. For example, several IDP women leaders found it important to take what
they had learned about Auto 092 (focused on IDP women’s experiences of conflict and
displacement) and share it in mixed spaces with men. This was a crucial strategy in increasing
visibility of issues affecting IDP women – and not isolating them as ‘women’s issues’ that only
women should hear about and respond to.
I like to share with men so they listen and become aware [of issues women face too]. She also learned
about what men say about gender roles by talking to them. They [men] say, ‘if I wash a plate they call me
gay.' But that's not true. For a man to take care of a child does not mean he will turn into a woman…Men
deserve to be listened to by us women too. Sometimes women don't listen to what they have to say.
(Woman leader who was nursing)
Some women do not like to work with men—that’s not me. (Woman leader from the coast)
Many IDPs come with their families, and they're disoriented so I guide them. Men have women and
daughters in their houses too, you can’t forget about that. (Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a
widow)

Several IDP women leaders who worked at the national level found it had been necessary to
work with mixed groups in order to influence decisions at a higher level (i.e., beyond the base
IDP organizations or at the community level). One IDP woman leader who had worked almost
exclusively on IDP women’s issues and in women’s organizations did so because she preferred
to avoid male-dominated decision-making and machismo. She found however that as her
prominence increased as a leader, and as her interests became more political (she joined a
political party), it became inevitable and critical for her to learn to work with IDP men leaders
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and other men involved in politics. Another IDP woman leader noted it was challenging to
compete with men leaders to be in certain positions and felt that men often were the ones with
experience interacting with officials in institutions, which was an advantage to them.
[E]ven we women don’t support each other as leaders…Men are more prepared to face institutions, to fight
the government, we [women] have to learn to face institutions. (Woman leader from the coast)

Power and Dynamics in All-Women Groups
Nearly all of the IDP women leaders were involved in at least one organization or committee
consisting of all women. There were a few base women’s IDP organizations, though a trend of
creating a “women’s unit” in larger mixed IDP organizations and other committees had become
increasingly common. These units provided important fora for IDP women leaders, however, at
times they risked isolating ‘women’s issues’ from organizations’ central agendas.
IDP women leaders noted several advantages to working in all-women groups. Particularly, they
felt it strengthened themselves as women; allowed them to empower other IDP women; and as
leaders, enabled them to be more confident and influential in mixed groups. Some felt they could
speak more openly and securely about a range of topics in all-women groups.
I have more freedom to intervene – with men it’s not very easy. In this country it’s usually men who give
the orders, so there’s a clash. With women, we sit and put our ideas forth – but without clashes or conflict.
(Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)

Another national level IDP woman leader found that having a women’s committee allowed them
to develop an agenda that focused on finding solutions for IDP women such as those regarding
reparations, activism, and to make programs for women visible. She also found working with
this women’s committee offered ownership and greater security. Additionally, it was necessary
she thought, because women, especially campesina women like her, were not used to expressing
their views.
We [women] had not done so in a way that was very organized or visible [in the past]. It can become
something of ‘old ladies’ (viejas). There is a lot of stigma and machismo to deal with in recognizing the
situation of women. (Woman leader, displaced and moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)

IDP women leaders again discussed the social support, camaraderie, or feeling of being in a
family they felt from working with each other, and were inspired by working with other ‘strong
women.’ As I described with motivations, however, solidarity among women cannot be assumed
and was certainly not the case among all IDP women leaders. One IDP woman leader described
coming to Bogotá and starting to work with a group of women, sharing strategies, and forming a
group.
We started identifying with each other and putting ourselves in the shoes of the other women. I look to
them now that we’ve developed friendships. (Woman leader who was a widow)

In addition, IDP women leaders took turns helping each other out at times, such as when one did
not have money for transportation. They seemed to rely more on other IDP family members and
neighbors to watch children, however, than on other women leaders to watch their children.
Overall, only a few IDP women leaders stated they did not like working with men leaders
because they were patriarchal, machista, or did not respect women leaders’ opinions. The
majority, even women who worked primarily in women’s organizations, cited the importance of
working with mixed groups.
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Finally, given the great heterogeneity among IDP women leaders, paying attention to power
relations among them was important in considering who participated and when among IDP
women. For example, power dynamics were particularly evident among women I observed in a
national conference called the Forum on Women Victims. In two break-out session groups, each
with four to five women victims (mostly IDP women), two women dominated the conversation
and talked nearly the entire time, while the others barely spoke. On the other hand, power
sharing in conversations and decision-making occurred more equitably in some women’s groups.
Notably, I consistently observed across multiple settings among women as well as in mixed
groups, that facilitators played a crucial role in moderating the conversation and encouraging a
range of IDP women’s voices to be heard.
Cornwall reminds us that we cannot assume that women will be more open to sharing power and
control than men. Women’s solidarity can at times actually obscure their own pursuit of projects
or agendas that may not be based on connection to other women, but instead to other identity
groups.298 Further, she adds it is worth questioning what would facilitate more marginalized
women speaking out, particularly in brief encounters: “it is easy to seek out ‘women’s voices’
and only hear the more prominent among them.”299 Ensuring that certain groups of IDP women,
such as younger women and indigenous women who I found to be less included in public spaces,
were not just given a space to speak but were listened to – required what Cornwall describes as a
deeper and “longer process of engagement rooted firmly in local ownership.”300
IDP women leaders had diverse leadership styles and levels of experience. For instance, a female
professional who worked on reparations from a gender perspective described dynamics between
women’s organizations in workshops. She found stronger women’s organizations wanted to
impose their ideas on less developed women’s organizations while the less developed
organizations struggled to get their views across. Additionally, a female NGO professional who
worked with IDP women leaders pointed out some women reproduced “masculine” leadership
styles such as being more authoritarian in their decision-making. On the other hand, a few NGO
interviewees felt IDP women leaders tended to work more collaboratively in groups and were
more open to listening to different points of view than men leaders, observing that authoritarian
leadership styles were not exclusive to but more commonly seen among male IDP leaders.
IDP Women Leaders’ Empowerment of IDP Women and Gendered Agendas
I observed that IDP women leaders took on roles in which they empowered IDP women. Their
tendency to do so tended to be informal and not something they stated as part of their main
leadership capacity, but nonetheless this practice came out rather strongly in interviews. Many
IDP women leaders talked about close one-on-one interactions with and advising of IDP women.
An Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow for example emphasized empowering
women by encouraging them to co-sign documents with their husbands, such as for land and
housing: “I tell them, ‘go ahead,’ who knows if he’s going to go for someone else? The world
takes us on so many turns.” Another woman leader similarly stated,
There are parallel processes in terms of how women and men become leaders and can participate in the
same spaces. But the process is harder for women. I have three kids; I'm in this because I like it. [It's like]
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women have to break free from the chains. I like to empower women. Women say 'I can't because my
husband said I couldn't’ and I say 'no.' (Afro-Colombian woman leader)

Several IDP women leaders expressed that they wanted to help IDPs as a community, or as a
people (women, men, and children), because they all had needs and rights. Other women leaders
felt they could especially contribute toward helping women IDPs because they empathized with
their experiences, such as with protection needs and gender-based discrimination.
I found through my fieldwork that the ability to articulate and frame the relevance of ‘gender’ as
it related to IDPs, to audiences of diverse male and female stakeholders, was critical in ensuring
the voices, experiences, and priorities of IDP women and/or men remained in agendas. In
addition, several IDP women leaders took a gender perspective to shape their agendas and scope
of work. We cannot assume however that women will identify with and represent feminist
consciousness, or act based on awareness of gender (differences among and between women’s
and men’s experiences and priorities). I saw that IDP women leaders who worked predominately
in all-women’s groups tended to focus more on gender issues, women’s rights, or issues
considered in women’s ‘realms’ such as motherhood and children. For example, in a
government-sponsored program targeted toward poor families, of 450 ‘parent’ community
leaders, only four were fathers.301 IDP women leaders saw working with women’s organizations
as an advantage with certain topics that were not prioritized in mixed organizations, including
those that affected women disproportionately such as sexual violence, or women’s rights. A male
academic pointed out that more IDP women worked on the IDP health policy passed in 2008,
and he attributed this to their role as caretakers in their families and communities.
IDP women leaders tended to be more involved in working on Auto 092 focused on IDP women
than men leaders, and similarly were engaged in or concerned with the policy on IDP children. A
few women leaders said men were not interested in policies and issues specific to women. Two
IDP men leaders I interviewed said of their own accord however that they had felt excluded from
working on Auto 092 and had an interest in working on it.
The next two sections continue with issues related to representation. I briefly address the
question ‘where are the other women?’ where I inquire about who is not included and
represented among IDP women. Then I shift the focus to how IDP women leaders act as
representatives on behalf of IDPs in their constituency.
‘WHERE ARE THE OTHER WOMEN?’
PERCEPTIONS OF LEADERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES FOR IDP WOMEN
A female Soacha government employee who also ran a women’s peace network with IDP
women pointed out,
Some leaders have been around for ten to fifteen years. So where are the other women? NGOs and other
organizations need to deal with that question.
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In analyzing IDP women’s leadership, I found it important to look at who was not included. This
section covers perceptions of opportunities for IDP women’s leadership (among IDP women
leaders and women who were not leaders), and conditions I found that enabled leadership.
Among trends of who became an IDP woman leader, two consistent variables were apparent:
duration in Bogotá/Soacha and age. Newly arrived IDP women were far less likely to be leaders
at least in part because they were less established and had time consuming and costly immediate
needs to fulfill. Similarly, younger women were not taking on leadership roles as compared to
middle-aged women in part because they were more likely to be working (and could more easily
find work), and because they had younger children. Two leaders interviewed were over the age
of 60 but elderly leaders were also rare. A female government representative who worked closely
with IDP women also pointed out that widows participated less, asserting “widows are more
likely to stay invisible, to stay in the private realm; they’re stigmatized.”
IDP women leaders explained several reasons they thought other IDP women did or could not
become leaders. Most felt leadership opportunities were available, but sometimes described that
women had to have a strong desire and disposition to gain access to information and work hard
as a leader. Women leaders also discussed structural barriers that limited IDP women’s access to
existing opportunities. For instance, they said IDP women were reluctant to give up family life
and make unrealistic labor and economic sacrifices. Women leaders discussed several final
barriers to IDP women’s leadership: lack of recognition of IDP leaders, particularly among
officials; general lack of interest among IDP women; risks (i.e., IDP women saw that women
leaders received threats, which dissuaded them from leadership); and barriers related to
traditional gender arrangements and perceptions. As one IDP woman leader said, “women are
very dominated by men…they still lack the confidence they need to become leaders.” Taking a
gender perspective, it would be important to further explore which men women felt dominated
by and in what ways, whether among IDP men in their homes, communities, and organizations,
and/or male officials.
Perceptions of opportunities for leadership among IDP women who were not leaders
Of the eight IDP women I interviewed who were not leaders, four had prior experience
participating in their communities. One was the former leader previously mentioned, and two
were members of their Juntas de Acción Comunal. Of those, one had actively participated in her
community throughout her life, and the other had a certification from the Red Cross. Finally, an
indigenous woman was also familiar with participation and community meetings from
experiencing her family’s involvement in participation in public life, but had never participated
herself.
Several IDP women expressed their desire to engage in leadership activities, or participate in
public life in some form. I found that leadership seemed out of reach, something that ‘others’ did
according to many IDP women who were not leaders. An IDP woman who attended a policy
training and had begun to participate in meetings about IDP women’s rights did not consider
herself a leader. She saw leadership as exclusive, as well as opportunistic.
Displacement disrupts how people can be a part of anything. [Leadership], it’s for those who are qualified
and who have the education. (IDP woman who previously participated in a neighborhood council and held
a certificate from the Red Cross, but did not see herself as qualified to be a leader)
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[Becoming a leader] has not even crossed my mind. I have not found out anything about it. (IDP woman
who participated in a community council in Tolima)
They [leaders] are established; they have their people, their own rosca. They hold their positions and their
things. If they need something like votes, [leaders] go out and look for them. (Afro-Colombian IDP woman
from the south)

Similarly, at times I observed a power differential between IDP women leaders and IDP women
who were not leaders. For example, an IDP woman leader corrected an IDP woman who
attended a meeting for a first time. A few times IDP women with more experience looked down
upon IDP women they viewed as ‘needy’ or inexperienced. Importantly, several IDP women I
spoke with and observed had very positive associations with IDP women leaders, for instance
saying they acted on behalf of IDP women, looked out for them, and were good-hearted.
Primarily, opportunity costs and transportation costs were prohibitive to IDP women’s
leadership; IDP women sometimes described participating or leading as making sacrifices. Other
reasons IDP women did not lead included caring for children (particularly important keeping in
mind the greater number of IDP women heads of household and with a greater number of
children), needing to work or obtain job training, or not seeing meetings or organizations as
providing tangible benefits. On the other hand, satisfying these needs such as by finding
someone to watch children during meetings, were instrumental in allowing women to lead.
They [officials] talk and talk [at a presentation about the policy focused on IDP women’s rights]…it was
useful to get to know [Policy] 092 and to learn more about the topic [of women and conflict], but they
should have done more on the points of how we claim our rights.
[She continued]…Sometimes you don’t have enough to buy bread, you prefer to buy food for your children
than go to a meeting, pay transportation, and the come back the same or worse off. But if [the meeting] is in
the neighborhood or there is a benefit, ok, listo! [I am ready!]… (Afro-Colombian IDP woman from the
south)

Interestingly, IDP women who were not leaders also discussed social ties and to a much lesser
degree other types of solidarity, which fulfilled them in ways that leadership fulfilled IDP
women leaders. Two IDP women mentioned feeling satisfied with their and their children’s
ability to adapt, and mentioned that seeing psychosocial advisors had helped. One woman who
was a leader prior to her husband’s disappearance determined not to lead in Bogotá but
maintained a close proximity to women leaders. In doing so, she maintained friendships that
turned out to be strategic in keeping in touch with IDP policy and program developments. In
contrast to women leaders, IDP women and men who were not leaders much more commonly
expressed boredom and other forms of discontent with their situation, such as not liking living in
Bogotá/Soacha, and wanting to leave. A few IDP women who were not leaders emphasized a
much greater difficulty in trusting people. Greater trust on the other hand facilitated women’s
ability to meet others, not to mention participate in a public space or develop as a leader. One
indigenous woman in particular expressed,
I prefer to be in my house. I would like to leave but one never knows what other people know. You never
know how they are going to guide you. (Indigenous IDP woman from Tolima)

Another IDP woman in Soacha noted, “It is hard to be part of something,” when “the conflict
breaks up family, society.” It seemed that the women who were leaders had found leadership as a
means of overcoming this lack of trust and isolation

A. Taylor

105

IDP WOMEN LEADERS AS REPRESENTATIVES
The notion of IDP women leaders as representatives is central to the purpose, reach, and
effectiveness of their leadership. By ‘representatives,’ I refer to IDP women leaders’ roles as
agents in interpreting, negotiating on behalf of, and translating interests and information between
themselves and their constituents, or ‘principals’ – IDP women and men.302 Whereas in the
previous section I looked at IDP women’s leadership among and between other men and women;
here I focus the analysis on critical issues of power between leaders and those they represent.
This section also continues the theme of looking at IDP women leaders in gendered spaces.
As a matter of leadership practices that are often nuanced or implicit, issues of representation are
frequently overlooked. Focusing on representation as its own unit of analysis however can shed
light on important questions. What do we mean when we say leaders represent IDPs? How were
IDP women leaders able to promote agendas or distribute resources according to the best interest
of IDPs, and conversely, reduce the chance of further marginalizing IDPs or generating tensions
in the case that leadership practices were unequal or unrepresentative? To further understand
what this form of representation entails, Colombian-based political scientist Angelika Rettberg
raises some of the key issues at hand with what she refers to as ‘representativeness’:
The question of representativeness of people is always present in social debates, to contest legitimacy and
in order to claim certain groups’ voices. Who, in addition to belonging to a certain sector, can interpret or
adequately express the needs and opinions of that sector? Who has the authority, and in short, the capacity
to mobilize that respective sector? Who has the deliberate form of representation to be able to speak on
behalf of the others, and subsequently achieve what has been set?303

As we see, questions of who is included and who is chosen as a representative continue in this
section. The participation of ‘all stakeholders’ can sometimes mean looking more closely at the
voices of a few, as we saw in the previous section.
Furthermore, in writing about negotiation theory, Crutcher-Gershenfeld and Watkins outline
three main challenges representatives face, which I find highly applicable to the case of IDP
women leaders. First, representatives may have their own concerns distinct from those of their
constituents. They must manage their own interests with those of constituents, and the greater the
number of constituents, the more difficult it becomes to represent the interest of all. Second,
rarely do they represent principals whose interests are static; rather, their interests are
constructed, contested, and re-constructed in interactions between representatives and those they
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I use the term ‘constituents’ to refer to a population of IDPs that IDP women leaders seek to represent, whether
at the neighborhood community, city, region or national level; or in an identity group such as indigenous, women, or
campesinos(as). Often constituency refers to how leaders represent IDPs in their base organization but can mean
their community more generally. Constituents would be considered ‘principals’ in principal-agent literature in
negotiation. Agents are leaders, or those who serve to negotiate or act on behalf of principals. Crutcher-Gershenfeld
and Watkins (1999) elaborate further on principal-agent dynamics, collaborative opportunities and challenges.
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Angelika Rettberg. Destino Colombia: Crónica y Evaluación de un ejercicio de participación de lideres de la
sociedad civil en el diseño de escenarios futuros. (Bogotá: Universidad de Los Andes, 2006), 82. Author’s
translation.
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represent. Third, interests are not monolithic since representatives may have multiple
constituents.304
I found IDP women leaders faced similar challenges in representing their constituents. They
were simultaneously negotiating time they spent at the local level, such as with IDPs in their
constituency where they could remain aware of needs and interests; and in higher-level
committees or spaces where there were opportunities to receive training, influence decisions, and
interact with policymakers. Recognizing the potential for growth in power as a leader, with the
trade-off of distance from the constituency, IDP women leaders often struggled to strike a
balance.
Additionally, IDP women leaders faced dilemmas related to trust and flexibility, which were
largely concerned with IDP women leaders’ relationship with their constituency. As CrutcherGershenfeld and Watkins describe,
[R]oles representatives play, the interests they represent, and their scope for transforming these interests
arise out of relationships between representatives and those they represent – relationships that may be long
standing and involve substantial trust…All relationships between representatives and those they represent
are complicated by asymmetrical access to information and limits on control.305

I found that trust was especially critical to the experience of IDP women leaders. I heard across
many interviews with them, as well as professional women and men about the extent to which
the conflict had broken down trust and destroyed social fabric in Colombia. In the background
and profile sections I also discussed some of the manifestations of IDP women’s lack of trust,
particularly following a recent displacement, and around violence and accusations. The greater
the trust that constituents have for representatives, the more it allows them to create value, or act
upon collaboration opportunities to further the interests of IDPs.
The second dilemma relates to flexibility: the representative’s ability to understand and reconcile
constituents’ divergent interests into internal agreement. Internal disagreement can make the
party susceptible to being “divided and conquered,” but too much specificity internally can limit
flexibility in external negotiations.306 In other words, IDP women leaders felt the trust and
flexibility dilemmas internally within their organizations and with their constituency, and
externally when aiming to influencing outside decision-makers, such as government or NGO
officials, or politicians.
Finally, I discovered understanding IDP women leaders’ roles as representatives was particularly
significant because of institutions’ reliance on leaders. As a male professional in an NGO
described,
Leaders are intermediaries. [Professionals or NGOs] will speak with leaders, not with the base. We meet
with a leader [when we go to a community or want to talk to a group]. This is a vice of NGOs, usually due
to urgency and resources.
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To this point, it was assumed that IDP women leaders would represent the needs and interests of
IDPs. Yet, NGO and government professionals, as well as some academics, tended to
characterize IDP leadership (for both men and women) as disconnected from the constituency
and not representative. Some even attributed this as more commonly occurring in urban areas. As
much as they critiqued the degree to which IDP leaders were representative, professionals did
recount numerous examples of IDP leaders who they did consider to be representative.
In the remainder of this section I cover strategies IDP women leaders used to represent their
constituencies and share information with them. Conversely, when they did not do so, I found a
lack of representation could entail negative consequences for IDPs.
Women Leaders as “IDP Representatives” in Policy Spaces
IDP “representatives,” who were almost always leaders, were invited to and attended interinstitutional, government-sponsored committees, councils and meetings (most notoriously, the
many mesas in Colombia). These spaces were critical for leaders to represent IDPs, such as to
translate IDP needs and denounce violations. For instance, a woman leader denounced the rape
of a 13 year old girl, bringing attention to insecurity during the 2009 park sit-in. Importantly,
many IDP women leaders agreed that you must have a clear proposal or agenda to come to a
committee, or mesa. A few added that IDPs had to know about that agenda.
Professionals and IDPs women leaders alike described how IDP representatives could have a
tokenistic presence (women and also men). For example, a committee would allot one to three
seats for IDP representatives but they were often the vast minority amidst twenty or more
professionals from government or NGO professionals. Further, many professionals and IDPs
described these seats as a formality. IDPs were at times inconsistently invited or kept in the loop.
Once present, IDPs were the minority at the table and had to compellingly convey their proposals
amongst competing interests, sometimes to stakeholders who held indifferent or discriminatory
attitudes towards IDPs. As a result, IDP representatives faced great challenges in being taken
seriously. Time and opportunities were slim in which they could articulate their proposals and
represent on behalf of IDPs. As two women hospital workers who were involved in running a
committee with IDP representatives described, “[IDPs] show up to forums and meetings—they
are present, but don’t influence decision-making. If they don’t see that they are influencing
policy, they stop coming.” Following a committee meeting, IDP leaders could also potentially
leave and not transfer of information back to IDPs in their constituency.
IDP leaders, women and men, tended to be the most excluded from positions and spaces that did
not focus on IDPs, but served the population as a whole, even if in a poor area. For example, of
the dozens of Community Action Councils dotted throughout nearly every neighborhood in
Bogotá and Soacha, none had ever had an IDP president. A Soacha city government leader
described the city’s practice of ‘community participation,’ but this did not entail reaching out to
or deliberately including IDPs, who were substantial portion of residents in Soacha. IDP women
and men participated less in these neighborhood- or city-wide public settings because they were
more marginalized and often reticent to approach public fora in which there could be a risk
involved with exposure as an ‘IDP.’ NGO professionals voiced that insufficient resources were
dedicated to training IDP representatives to advocate on behalf of IDPs in front of public
officials and stakeholders with many competing interests.
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Reports and literature on community or civil society participation in humanitarian and
development settings have highly relevant implications to understanding the variation with
which institutions – government and NGO – can engage with IDP leaders as representatives of
IDP constituencies. They describe spectrums of participation, ranging from tokenistic to
transformative, the latter of which positions IDP women leaders as social agents. Accordingly,
this table constructed by Cornwall captures some of the important distinctions:307,308
Mode of
Participation
Functional
Instrumental
Consultative
Transformative

Associated with…

Purpose – why invite/involve?

Beneficiary
participation
Community
participation
Stakeholder
participation
Citizen
participation

To enlist people in projects or processes, so as to secure compliance,
minimize dissent, lend legitimacy
To make projects or interventions run more efficiently, by enlisting
contributions, delegating responsibilities
To get in tune with public views and values, to garner good ideas, to
defuse opposition, to enhance responsiveness
To build political capabilities, critical consciousness and confidence; to
enable to demand rights; to enhance accountability

Participants
viewed as:
Objects
Instruments
Actors
Agents

IDP Women Leaders’ Strategies to Represent IDPs
When highly representative of IDPs, IDP women leaders maintained a close relationship with
their constituency, interacted with, and listened to IDPs. A close connection allowed leaders to
remain astute to valuable knowledge, to maintain a pulse on IDPs in their constituency. As one
elderly indigenous woman leader put it, “You have to know what is going on in the community,
if not, how can you do it?" She felt that she stayed connected to what was going on in the
community by visiting IDP humanitarian assistance centers (UAOs) and by going to IDP
women's houses. I found that the two most critical spaces IDP women leaders used to reach IDPs
were their homes, and UAOs, where IDPs consistently went to apply for or replenish the
humanitarian assistance they were entitled.
Staying connected to their constituencies positioned IDP women leaders to respond in a way that
reflected voices, experiences, and priorities of IDPs. Doing so was a challenge given the diverse
voices of IDPs, and the resource and mobility constraints of leaders. Leaders then had to
determine whom they would represent from their constituency in decision-making spaces and
how they would do so. Finally, women leaders had to consider how to transmit knowledge
gained from their broader exposure in meetings, trainings and policy spaces, back to IDPs in
their constituency. IDP women leaders differed the most in their perceptions of how to connect
with IDPs. Some felt it was important to be recognized or available so IDPs knew to approach
them, whereas most felt it was necessary to go directly to IDPs (in addition to wanting to
minimize their own visibility for security reasons). For example, one woman leader who founded
an organization remarked, “We look at each one and decide how to support them. If a poor
woman has six or seven children, or if someone is sick, we look out for her.” Another woman
307
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leader was responsible for mothers in her neighborhood. Because the mothers lived close by, she
saw them everyday and could easily check up on them. Some IDP women leaders preferred
communicating by cell phone at times because IDPs were so highly mobile, while others were
weary to rely on phones. As one woman leader put it,
IDP women don’t make calls [because of the cost and risk], you have to go find them…I don’t have the
resources either but I get around by walking. (Woman leader in Soacha)

Furthermore, IDP women leaders had diverse responses when I asked them about how they kept
in touch with and represented their constituency. There were no shared mechanisms to ensure
‘representation,’ nor were there uniform responses to what covoncando la base or ‘representing
IDPs’ meant (it was perhaps the issue I had to probe and clarify most in interviews). Strategies
were largely adopted informally.
Women leaders’ empowerment of IDPs to be self-sufficient was an important way they
described their relationship with their constituency:
With some you have to do the same little work over and over, every three months you do the same [help them
get their entitled aid]. Then they find employment or start to take courses to overcome their situation. (AfroColombian woman leader who was a widow)
The people [IDPs], with time, mostly the ones who know how to read and write, learn themselves and sort out
their things. They ask ‘what should I do?’ but they themselves go and come back. And if they have difficulty
with something, they come and find us. But the tie is almost never lost, it never breaks. We’re always there to
attend to the people. (Afro-Colombian woman leader who was a widow)
Other members of the organization have to go to trainings to learn rights and how to defend themselves. You
can’t just feed them, but have to teach them have to fish.[As a result, the leader founded an organization to help
IDPs become self-sustaining.] (Woman health leader)
We don’t just teach them how to dress their children, but work with them so they can solve their problems so
mothers can get ahead. (Woman leader displaced over 20 years ago who was responsible for young mothers in
her Soacha community)

IDP women leaders raised a number of key strategies they used. Some stressed that they learned
to listen carefully to other women (one woman referenced ‘listening’ as the primary job of IDP
women’s organizations). Others said they talked to women in the community, inviting them to
trainings and to join organizations. They talked about the need to build trust and confidence
(including respect for the diversity of IDPs from all over Colombia). Some IDP women leaders
said they focused on solving problems together with the constituency. They provided oversight at
UAOs because if leaders were not aware of IDPs’ needs, they cannot advocate for constructive
changes to staff and directors of UAOs. Some tried to keep abreast of surveys of IDPs to find out
about their conditions. They prioritized taking up the issues that were most viable to everyone.
They distributed information, such as in the case of health leaders who disseminated nutrition,
family planning, clinic, and vaccine schedules. And they would file tutelas regarding services for
IDPs or push for their rights.
IDP women leaders discussed several strategies within IDP organizations as well. Holding
assemblies within the organizations were a key strategy for two reasons. First, they allowed IDPs
in the organization to select leaders. For instance, two or three leaders would come forward, and
the assembly would vote. An Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca described criteria for
choosing a leader: “We pick one who has the capability, a policy agenda, and who will represent
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us well.” Second, assemblies were the main avenue to communicate issues to IDPs and gather
input about their problems and priorities. Some IDP women leaders specified holding assemblies
every two months with the base organization, and once per month with the national organization
after organizations met at the regional level.
Other strategies IDP women leaders used within organizations were as follows. Women went to
meetings (i.e., local and national inter-institutional or neighborhood committees, or city planning
meetings) and brought other IDPs so they could obtain information. Or they learned about IDP
policies and collected reports in meetings to then share and discuss with IDP organization
members. One woman leader mentioned the importance of designating a neutral person to be in
charge of allocating resources when possible, and keeping track of resources. For national IDP
organizations, women leaders remarked they had to represent the base organization within the
national organization, such as by maintaining contact with the base organization to avoid losing
contact with the community.
Lack of ‘Representation’ and Consequences
Some level of distance from the constituency may have been inevitable or even positive if
leaders were to influence decisions and interact with policymakers in national-level policy
meetings. However, IDP leaders and professionals alike noted ways in which some leaders
clearly did not exercise representative leadership practices. NGOs noted that once leaders began
to rise in prominence, they began to lose touch with their constituency because time was
increasingly spent “going from meeting to meeting.” IDP women leaders themselves pointed out
that in some trainings and meetings only leaders were invited to attend. They found that, for
instance, “leaders should pass knowledge back to [the] community that they gain in workshops
but that didn’t always happen” (Woman leader displaced over 20 years ago).
According to a woman representative of a legal NGO who worked closely with IDP leaders,
representation was a major weakness of many leaders. Most had an idea about IDPs’ problems
and issues, but when it comes to making decisions, leaders often do so in response to their own
problems. She pointed out:
You’ll hear leaders refer to [organization members] as ‘their associates’ or say they represent them, but
when you ask them how old someone is, or where they came from, they don’t know. They don’t know the
details about people in their constituency, and this is important if they are able to represent them.

Other professionals and academics agreed that IDP women (and men) leaders defended their
own personal interests over interests of their communities. Similarly, lack of representation was
related to authoritative or illegitimate practices. As one male academic who had also worked
with IDPs on a policy commented,
Leaders are disconnected with their bases. They arrive and direct people at meetings, but they don’t
generate participation in their communities…There are no mechanisms to relate with and represent the base
[constituency]. Leaders reach spaces in which to participate, but they’re not legitimate enough with their
people.

CHALLENGES TO IDP WOMEN LEADERS AND IDP ORGANIZATIONS
This section covers challenges surrounding IDP women’s leadership. I discuss issues
professionals and IDP women leaders raised in interviews: corruption, authoritarian leadership
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styles, cronyism, concentration of power, and challenges to IDP organizations – and implications
of these challenges on IDP women’s leadership practices.
First, professionals and IDPs all discussed or had experienced corruption related to IDP
leadership on several occasions (from both women and men leaders). The most common form of
corruption was when leaders charged IDPs for services that should have been free. I learned that
lawyers and non-IDP leaders also exploited IDPs in similar ways. For example, they would
charge to assist IDPs with legal services or for entrance to a conference. Acción Social, the
agency responsible for coordinating IDP assistance, began a small awareness-raising campaign
to tell IDPs they did not have to pay for these and other services. Some IDP women leaders also
revealed that at times people pretended they had been displaced in order to receive assistance.
Another form of corruption I learned about included IDP women leaders pocketing some of the
resources allotted to other IDPs in their organization, or receiving bribes from politicians for
generating votes for that candidate among IDPs in their constituency.
The story of an elderly IDP woman leader in Soacha illustrates one way I observed corruption
unfolding, and how corruption led to feelings of mistrust and betrayal. This IDP woman leader
recalled positive experiences in her previous IDP organization, in which she felt a sisterhood
with other woman leaders. One day she was accused of speaking behind the back of one of the
top leaders, and subsequently ostracized from the group. This IDP woman leader eventually
joined a new IDP organization. Of 125 IDPs in this organization, the top five or six women and
men leaders had used the organization’s resources to purchase a piece of land they intended to
divide only amongst themselves. Their plan was to leave the city of Soacha, and abandon the
organization and the IDPs, with none of the resources reaching the IDPs the organization had
purported to assist. This elderly woman leader noted that she did not like the plan, but when she
voiced disagreement to the other leaders they told her to be quiet. She decided not to say
anything more because they had included her in the division of the land. At the time of the
interview she was in a predicament, wanting to go to the land for a more secure living situation
as compared to the informal settlement she was living in, but thought she may not be able to
because of health problems. She reflected, “Sometimes leaders are looking to organize to benefit
themselves. After they finish the project, the leaders want to 'eat alone'...and it only ends up
benefiting five or six people.”
IDP women leaders and IDPs described some leaders as authoritative, and a few exhibited
authoritarian styles. One IDP woman leader asserted her power, while acknowledging the need
for consensus: “I give my opinion on [a policy]—they can take it or leave it. In the end, we have
to be in it together” (Afro-Colombian woman leader from Cauca). Other IDP women leaders
seemed to indicate they were aware of IDPs in their constituency but did not feel compelled to
act on their behalf. In the most visible demonstration of authority, another elderly IDP woman
leader voiced how she communicated with her organization members: “We give the orders and
they do it. I say, ‘you do this, and [to someone else], you do that for me’” Some IDP women
leaders referred to their organizations as “my organization.”
Women and men I interviewed from different sectors expressed that IDP women leaders worked
with and invited their friends, and that government and NGOs professionals sometimes “kept
certain leaders in mind” and tended to re-train the same leaders. For example, one IDP woman
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leader said of other IDP leaders, “They choose the faces they know…if a new leader arrives, they
don’t care”(Woman leader displaced over 20 years ago). Similarly, a male professional in a legal
NGO commented, “In meetings where IDPs go, you see IDPs who are part of say three
organizations. It’s always the same ones” Some leaders seemed to have garnered a status of
being ‘known’ and contacted by professionals. For example, one IDP woman leader was open
about having accepted bribes from politicians to garner IDPs’ votes in her community, as well as
having more authoritative leadership practices. There was also criticism that IDP women leaders
stayed in positions for too long, making it difficult for other leaders to share power without
‘threatening’ existing leadership, and for new leaders to rise (this criticism was especially made
of national level IDP organizations).
I also learned that when power was centralized within one or even two leaders in an IDP
organization or community, if that leader was threatened, displaced again, killed, or absent for
any other reason – his/her absence left a vacuum. If no one else had the capacity to assume the
leader’s responsibilities, the organization could potentially dissolve, and IDPs in the community
could be left vulnerable. For example, when one IDP woman leader was threatened, she stopped
all contact with her organization for several months. One of her duties was to schedule monthly
traveling clinics with an NGO for IDPs in her neighborhood. In her absence, no clinics were
scheduled – an important venue for healthcare for IDPs in the community had been cut off.
A few professionals described IDP women and men leaders as “elite” among IDPs, noting they
were a small sliver of the population with access to greater power, resources, and institutions
than other IDPs. Yet they also noted that these IDP leaders did not always share or represent
IDPs with this power. A male legal NGO professional pointed out that when some IDP leaders
referred to the IDP group (la junta), they were referring to the executive committee and only met
with other members of the organization when there were elections. Echoing some of the
concerns raised in the representation section, this male professional noted, “‘the people’ [IDPs in
the constituency, or organization’s base] do not participate in decision-making at the executive
committee level.”
Some of the greatest challenges expressed were tied to IDP organizational culture, including how
organizations dealt with issues of representation. As one woman in a legal NGO who worked
closely with IDP women leaders stated:
It’s not just about the knowledge IDP leaders have [about rights, policies, etc.], but about how connected
they are to the realities of IDPs, and how those realities reach organizational agendas. It is about how they
represent others, and what leaders say to the organization’s directors or to others. It is not only about
planning but about…whether leadership is exercised in [a] concerted, collective way, about who they
represent and how they represent them. Every organization defines whether accountability is in place; if
there’s no accountability, the leader just does whatever he/she wants.

From the perspective of NGO and government professionals, and many leaders, the primary
concerns of IDP organizations were that they lacked democratic structures and practices, such as
representative decision-making, transparency, and accountability. IDPs and professionals alike
also cited gaps in organizational management, technical knowledge, administrative capability
and professionalism (a trait particularly important for interacting with officials). In addition, IDP
organizations were often considered resource-poor, unstable and susceptible to fragmentation.
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Several IDP women leaders and professionals described leadership as a weakness of IDP
organizations because leaders, particularly at the highest decision-making levels, left for security
reasons or traveled to other parts of the country for leadership activities. It was difficult to ensure
sustainability of organizations’ priorities when IDP leaders did not meet regularly or were
unreliable. A male leader described civil society organizations in Colombia, in which he
included IDP organizations, as formulaic: “They have all the right ingredients—a secretary,
president, etc. but are not collective and horizontal.”
Corruption and detrimental leadership practices had led some IDP women leaders, professionals,
and IDPs to develop negative perceptions of leaders. The most significant consequence was the
perpetuation of lack of trust across many levels. For instance, lack of trust dissuaded IDP women
and men from engaging with leaders, becoming leaders themselves, as well as distancing and
eroding relationships between government officials and IDP leaders.
Lack of trust had been an on-going theme with IDPs, and was an especially sensitive issue with
leadership. As the background section describes, accusations of supporting ‘the wrong side’ were
a characteristic of the conflict that Colombians had experienced. My data clearly demonstrates
that IDP women and men felt institutions were perpetually telling them to wait and “come back
later.” The vast majority of all IDPs I spoke with felt betrayed or exploited by the system in their
experience living through the conflict. In turn, this lack of trust made them reluctant to engage
with institutions, yet doing so was an inevitable part of the job of all IDP women leaders I met.
Many IDP women leaders spoke well of agencies that had helped them and those they had
positive experiences with (most often the Ombudsman’s Human Rights Office, and Personería).
They distinguished these from agencies that were perpetually unreliable or dysfunctional. There
was steady criticism of Acción Social, from nearly all types of stakeholders I interviewed,
including IDPs, NGOs and government officials. Government officials sometimes seemed to see
IDP women leaders (as well as other IDPs) as complaining about their frustrating experiences
with institutions – to which they would react by saying there was nothing they could do because
it was the IDPs who were reluctant to engage with them.
I observed that lack of trust was often reinforced across IDP leadership practices and
organizations, and between IDPs and women and men in government institutions. For some IDP
women leaders, the word ‘leadership’ had gained a negative connotation, and they preferred not
being called leaders. A climate of mistrust, coupled with a lack of accountability in
organizations, garnered it almost impossible for an IDP woman or man to determine with
certainty whether he or she was interacting with a leader who was trustworthy and capable of
providing constructive guidance.
Finally, I learned that IDP women leaders had limited skills in negotiation and presentation in
front of diverse audiences (as discussed in the training sub-section). In turn, these gaps created a
major challenge in IDP women leaders’ ability to express their agendas and represent the voices
and priorities of IDP women leaders – in spite of the strong commitment they usually had.
Many of the critiques I found were not exclusive to IDP leaders or organizations. Some
professional and IDP women and men pointed out that corruption and lack of accountability, for
example, were common to local and national politics and were being reinforced in civil society
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organizations, including IDP organizations in Colombia. To paraphrase, as Wills Obregón
acknowledges with the history of women’s participation in Colombia, it is not all triumphs and
advances; there are places where errors and failures occurred.309 Bringing forth, and thinking
critically about how to address these challenges could shed light on how to support positive
leadership practices among IDP women—leadership of a kind that represents the voices,
experiences, and priorities of IDP women and men.
STRATEGIES AND SOME BEST LEADERSHIP PRACTICES RAISED
Many IDP women leaders discussed their roles in warning IDP women and men of corrupt
practices, particularly those who had most recently arrived. They also taught IDPs to defend
themselves in front of organizations and institutions. As one Northern Colombian woman leader
expressed, “I tell them [IDPs] ‘careful with that leader’ – she’ll charge you and you won’t be left
with anything!” IDP women leaders and professionals raised several other strategies and what
they considered to be best practices. Two major ones I highlight relate to preparedness and
affiliation with IDP organizations. I end with a few best practices that came up for professionals.
First, IDP women leaders and professionals alike overwhelmingly highlighted the importance of
preparedness, particularly when women leaders sought to influence decision-making among
government officials. IDP women leaders recognized they were more effective speakers and
negotiators when they had their priorities written out in note form, and arrived to meetings with a
well-thought out agenda or concrete public policy recommendation. IDP women leaders and
government officials both said the women were taken more seriously when they came forward
with clear priorities, as well as when they cited policies and laws.
If we’re not prepared, the government takes us advantage of us…When they [officials] see that you’re not
just loose/on your own [suelta] they pay more attention to you. IDP women – there are a lot, but very few
leaders [who know how to make themselves heard]. (Woman leader from the coast)
One who goes to negotiate without a public policy and is not prepared has no place being there. (AfroColombian woman leader from Cauca, referring to the IDP park sit-in)
[With politics, policies], if you know how to work well with the institutions, you get ahead. (Elderly
indigenous woman leader)
It's like you have a sign on your forehead that says 'displaced'...if you really want to [be a leader] you have
to fill yourself up with a lot of will and prepare yourself psychologically for rejection. You have to prepare
yourself for so many things, like [interacting with] the officials. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the
south)

An Afro-Colombian IDP woman leader from Cauca similarly described positive outcomes from
knowing how to clearly to ask for what she needed:
The injustice committed against the compañeros [other IDPs] hurts me. I tell them [Acción Social and other
agencies] ‘it’s like this, and like that,’ and they give me what I need [with basic humanitarian assistance].
Since 2002 I’ve approached them clearly with things [he venido con mis cosas claras.]…You have to be
organized to ask for things [from the government]…I know how to ask for what I need, how to demand my
rights…and that way they respond.
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This woman leader also emphasized the importance of preparedness, such as by taking notes and
writing down names of government and NGO officials to keep track of whom she had spoken
with, what she had asked of them, and when. Importantly, I did not get a sense from my
fieldwork that IDP women leaders who felt they had successful interactions with officials, taught
other IDP women these skills. It would be worthwhile to explore IDP women leaders’ sharing of
strategies for interacting with officials in further depth. One elderly indigenous woman leader did
acknowledge that another woman leader taught her how to speak properly and obtain
commitments from those in political positions.
Knowing policies was a critical best practice for IDP women leaders to gain respect from
officials, but at the same time, staying up to date on policies and intricacies of the ‘displacement
route’ of IDP services was a challenge given that changes occurred so often. IDP women leaders
had developed different strategies to stay informed, such as participating in committees, ongoing workshops and training, and in some cases meeting with each other. Similarly, a few IDP
women leaders mentioned using data and reports as evidence to support their arguments. For
instance, one woman leader used a baseline survey about Soacha to create a proposal for a local
level policy change.
Also related to preparedness, several IDP women leaders acknowledged the value of taking notes
in a notebook to keep track of what was going on with their constituencies and in their
communities.
I wake up at five in the morning and usually walk because I don’t have [money for] transportation. I always
walk, and look around to notice what could be improved about the neighborhood, and write it down in a
notebook. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)

Spending time understanding their constituency was critical to IDP women leaders who strove to
be representative. Primarily, IDP women leaders did so by meeting IDPs at UAOs or in their
homes. Several women leaders acknowledged conflict resolution training (i.e., through the
Ministry of Interior and Justice “Mediators of Peace” training) and being able to express oneself
articulately and clearly as key practices, whether in front of IDPs in their organizations or
professionals. Again, these findings echo the relevance of skills-based training in the previous
training sub-section.
There were two final aspects about preparedness. A few professionals and to a lesser degree IDP
women leaders discussed the importance of women leaders being at a fairly stable psychosocial
state in order to lead. In addition, it was important that IDP women leaders be selective about
when to disclose personal narratives, and when and how to criticize the lack of assistance they
had received from the government – in settings with officials, especially when they were trying
to influence policy. Some officials and women leaders preferred addressing policies and
priorities in a way that emphasized its impact on IDPs in the constituency, rather than the
women’s own experiences. For instance, some government officials voiced they were better
positioned to respond if an IDP woman leader articulated recommendations for action, whereas
they did not know how to respond (and at times expressed frustration) when IDP women leaders
focused on their personal narratives without tying it to recommendations.
The second set of best practices related to organizations. IDP women leaders often saw
belonging to an IDP organization as an advantage, whether a base or national organization. For
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instance, belonging to a national organization ensured a few IDP women leaders protection when
they were displaced from one city as a leader to another. These national organizations sometimes
arranged travel and a person to meet IDP women leaders when they arrived in a new city. For
base organizations, some mentioned how obtaining legal status had made them more legitimate
and stable.
Again, fostering trust was raised as a best practice. One woman leader emphasized the
importance of gaining IDPs’ trust from an early stage, recognizing the diversity of IDPs in the
UAO in which she spent most of her time.
Here you have black people, indigenous people - they each have their organizations and their leaders. One
is successful in gaining work and building confidence when one does things well from the beginning [with
diverse groups of IDPs]. (Woman leader who left with her children after their house was burned)

In addition, women leaders described their roles as intermediaries given IDPs’ lack of trust with
politicians. One IDP woman leader in particular said it was important for leaders to form
relationships with politicians because many IDPs were reluctant to engage with politicians,
expressing statements such as “I don’t go where politicians are.”
Acknowledging some of the critiques of organizations, IDP women leaders expressed the
importance of adopting democratic practices related to accountability and transparency (e.g.,
submitting reports and tracking resources). Despite the challenges of transforming organizational
cultures, IDP women leaders found trust and efficiency were enhanced when organizations were
more selective about who was in charge of resources or who ran executive committees. In
another example of accountability, an IDP woman leader described her work as a leader for a
government-run program for vulnerable families. Certain families were formally ‘allocated’ to
her in her neighborhood; there was rarely question as to who she was responsible for. Being a
leader through this institution also provided some assurance that if she were to have done her job
poorly, she could be dismissed. In contrast, accountability of IDP women and men leaders,
whether working independently or affiliated with an IDP organization, was rare or non-existent.
Importantly, a few IDP women leaders voiced the necessity of a strategy to prioritize and
specialize skills and knowledge, either as individuals or small organizations. One Soacha woman
leader who ran an organization emphasized ‘starting off small,’ rather than trying to take on too
much and not adequately meet the needs of the constituency. At the same time, it seemed that
successful IDP organizations were able to offer IDP women leaders spaces to exercise and
develop as leaders, as well as to fulfill some needs that would enable women to stay with the
organization. For example, one consortium of IDP women’s organizations had incomegenerating activities, such as baking and selling bread (since they were not being paid for their
leadership work). Other organizations made childcare arrangements for women leaders;
childcare was rare and was a great concern expressed by IDP women leaders with younger
children.
IDP women leaders at times found that IDPs were dispersed throughout too many organizations
(recall the CODHES estimate of nearly 2,000 organizations), and therefore saw value in having
women leaders meet across base organizations to discuss IDP policy developments, design joint
strategies, and prevent overlap of work. For example, I learned about a few instances of leaders
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from different base organizations meeting to strategize about how to jointly influence policy.
These types of meetings seemed rare however, and worth planning and pursuing.
One IDP woman leader mentioned a printed directory of Afro-Colombian IDP organizations had
helped leaders refer recently arrived IDPs to organizations in their neighborhood. Risks involved
with publicizing organizations and especially their locations seemed to prevent IDP women
leaders from attempting to disseminate lists of IDP organizations, though doing so could have
provided valuable information for IDPs, particularly those most recently arrived, seeking to join
a legitimate organization.
Last, I noted several best practices for government officials, national and international NGO
practitioners, and academics who worked with IDP women leaders. Primarily, it is critical not to
raise expectations with IDP women leaders. As one woman city government official who ran a
women’s peace network pointed out, “They [IDPs] have a lot of economic needs, so some come
[to participate] and think that after two months they’ll get something [material] out of it. So you
have to be very careful not to generate expectations, especially with IDPs.” She and other
professionals acknowledged the importance of being clear at the onset about what NGOs could
and could not offer, which also built trust. Some IDP women leaders effectively took on a similar
practice of voicing their limitations: “We do not have anything [material] to offer [IDPs], but we
have the knowledge to tell them where you might be able to go to find a solution” (Elderly
Soacha woman leader).
Professionals and IDP women leaders saw the value of effectively utilizing inter-institutional
committees (mesas) and councils, conferences, and meetings with NGO and government
officials. For instance, women leaders used the Committee of Women and Conflict initiated by
UNIFEM, as a space through which to denounce cases of sexual violence. Such committees
became particularly important for increasing the visibility of problems IDP women leaders face.
IDP women leaders were also creative with spaces they chose to meet with each other and
constituents, such as a few who met in a neighborhood soup kitchen. Professionals could further
engage IDP women leaders in these committees, as well as promote the use of safe and
accessible meetings spaces.
I noted an important and growing role for academics to engage in IDP issues in Colombia.
Beyond influencing research and teaching agendas in universities, I found academics were
uniquely positioned in Colombian society to work with IDP (women’s and men’s) leaders in a
number of practical ways. For instance, faculty at Universidad Javeriana played a critical role in
facilitating IDP leaders’ participation in an IDP health policy. They brought together IDP leaders
and organizations that often remained disconnected and encouraged representative leadership
practices. From what I learned, the university’s facilitating role made a significant difference in
the process of creating the health policy, as compared to the experience of other policies. In
particular, I felt Auto 092 could have benefited from a third party to assist in the consensusbuilding process of diverse women’s organizations. Instead, though Auto 092 itself was an
advance, implementation was generally disjointed, and many IDP women leaders felt left out or
alienated. Professionals and IDPs alike agreed that implementation of all IDP policies remains
the greatest challenge in Colombia, both at local and national political levels.
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Overall, I gained a strong sense that the process of crafting IDP policy—with deliberate and
skillful facilitation from a third party such as an NGO, or university in the case of the health
policy—made a major difference in IDPs’ knowledge of and ownership of that policy, and the
subsequent prospects of implementation. It will be important to consider how universities and
NGOs in particular can facilitate IDP women’s leadership in a way that promotes women
leaders’ and IDPs’ rights, as well as contributes towards training and learning among faculty,
students, and practitioners.
IDP WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP, THE HOUSEHOLD, AND FAMILY
IDP women leaders’ simultaneous identity as leaders, mothers, and spouses came across
powerfully during my interviews. The ways in which their leadership role was framed, structured
and experienced was deeply influenced by the events within their household and nuclear family.
As discussed earlier, displacement shifts, strains and indeed often ruptures gendered family
structures. Due to displacement, many women become heads of households and take on new
responsibilities, including entering the labor market for the first time. Relationships change
among women, their children and spouses. Negotiating new roles in the household, whether of
leadership or labor was a consistent and eminent challenge for all the women IDP leaders I
interviewed.
I asked IDP women leaders: What about being a woman affected your leadership, or ability to
lead? Most responses related to children and families. For IDP women leaders, the family could
represent both a source of comfort and perpetual worry. To illustrate, recalling the risks and
threats IDP women leaders face, one leader described this dual association with family:
We hid behind closed doors, tasting the bitter drink of the reality that we had lived. We had to find relief
inside of our own families…Inside of those spaces we have to hide what happens, as leaders, human rights
defenders, especially as women. We have to protect our families, organizations, but also our own lives.
And if we leave that space [of homes, organizations], we have to take security precautions–it especially
puts our families and organizations at risk too. Everyday tranquility for women–there is none. We carry
much more of the effects of displacement from the state and armed groups. (Woman leader, displaced and
moved over 20 times in Bogotá and Soacha)

In fewer cases, women leaders emphasized their experiences of displacement and needing to
learn how to defend themselves and survive as the primary shaper of their leadership.
The IDP women leaders faced difficult choices. They often talked about sacrificing caring for
their children, household responsibilities, and economic opportunities in order to carry out their
leadership activities. Being primarily responsible for obtaining, preparing and serving food to
one’s own family sometimes became an additional burden for IDP women leaders. Yet, women
leaders tended to add new responsibilities and “juggle” the multiple demands rather than
withdrawing from certain roles.
Women have to take care of their children, have little time…I am dedicated so I make sacrifices. Men fight
for rights too, but IDP women are mothers, have kids, and most are heads of household. (Woman leader
from the coast who was the head of her household)

IDP women leaders stressed that while IDP women are responsible for staying with and caring
for children, they also take on new responsibilities, often tied to earning income. Several women
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leaders talked about how following displacement, husbands abandoned or separated from them
(and other women they knew). A few IDP women leaders stressed that they became less
dependent on their spouses because they had gained independence in ways they did not have
before.
Women, especially outside of Bogotá are very dependent on their husband, spouse or brother - then when
your husband is killed, if they don’t rape you they disfigure you (te desgarran), you start to look at life in
another way. Women come to Bogotá with two or three children, and don't find work –[so they find work]
usually in service [maid, restaurant] or in prostitution. They don’t get paid enough for those jobs. (AfroColombian woman leader)
When women begin to participate [in public spaces], it doubles their responsibilities of labor in the home.
But it's similar with men leaders - when they become leaders, women [wives] also ask 'why?' and pressure
men. It becomes an economic issue [i.e. leadership taking time away from working]. It's hard but you gain
more than you lose. (Soacha women’s organization founder)
The hardest choice for women is to decide: community work, or working for subsistence. It's very hard to
do both. (Afro-Colombian woman leader from the south)

IDP women leaders are not only in charge of the domestic lives of their families, they often have
the new responsibility of the family’s legal and official documents. A few IDP women expressed
that in the past, the husband had been in charge of documents, but when he was killed, recruited
into an armed force, or abandoned the family, the woman had to assume responsibility. Women
especially struggled if they could not gain access to these documents, as they provide legal
security. In response to this challenge, an Afro-Colombian woman leader encouraged women in
her organization to co-sign all property statements with their husbands.
IDP women leaders took on additional care-giving responsibilities such as caring for additional
children and elderly family members who had been displaced. Along with the empowerment or
independence many IDP women gained from leadership, also came pressure to balance many
responsibilities. In some cases, these responsibilities may overpower women even considering
taking on a leadership role. A human rights NGO professional woman who works closely with
IDP organizations described the case of one woman. This IDP woman’s eight month old baby
had died, she had tremendous pressure to find food for her remaining children, take care of one
child who was sick, and then take care of her husband who was in a state of shock and unable to
function because of violence he had experienced. Given her story, this rights NGO professional
woman understandably asked, “Is it reasonable to imagine time or energy leftover to participate
in a public policy or in an IDP organization?” One of the main challenges and ‘burn out’ factors
IDP women leaders experienced was understandably due to fatigue from balancing these many
responsibilities.
Similar to the experience of this IDP woman who had to become the family caregiver and
provider after her husband suffered from psychological collapse, other IDP woman leaders
alluded to gendered differences in seeking psychological or psychosocial care. For example, one
IDP woman leader recalled that seeking care had helped her a lot, but her husband did not want
to go, and “his heart was wounded” (Northern Colombian woman leader). As a result, she, like
other IDP women leaders, had to care for him and take over some of his responsibilities as well,
on top of her new leadership responsibilities.
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Most IDP women interviewed became leaders following their first displacement, and thus there
was a period during which families and leaders alike had to adjust to their leadership positions
and responsibilities; this adjustment was ongoing in many cases of the women I interviewed.
Notably, displacement adds new stresses on women leaders and their families that could alter
family relationships, even if the mother or spouse had been a community leader for years prior to
displacement.
Recalling the uncertainty of IDP women discussed in the Profile section, one woman leader
described the situation of IDP women leaders:
We are left floating out there. We don't have that base. Because IDP women don’t have a base (their home,
stability) it affects their family life. It adds neurosis [tension]…there are fights in the home. It breaks the
nuclear family, with your children and everything. There are very profound effects, especially with the
uncertainty, and the injustice [speaking of IDP women]. (Woman leader, displaced and moved over 20
times in Bogotá and Soacha)

Feminist scholarship regarding the gender and power dynamics inherent in so-called public and
private spheres is useful in this examination of IDP women’s leadership experiences and roles.
Múnera described feminism as evoking a simultaneous transformation of the public and the
private spheres.310 As a female gender expert who worked closely with IDPs articulated,
however, a separation between the two does not exist for women who live in informal
settlements surrounded by family members and neighbors, as is the case of many urban IDP and
poor women. There is no private—it is all public. The blurring of public and private is
particularly relevant for women IDP leaders, where the household, or domestic/private life
relates directly to the life of a leader outside the home.311 An IDP woman leader may be visible
and empowered outside of her home, but a strong patriarchy can persist in the home, as a female
government professional and gender expert pointed out. Women’s leadership can generate
contradictions, tensions, problematic consequences, and even result in violence against women
and children in the home.
My data shows that having a supportive husband facilitated IDP women to take up leadership
roles. At the same time, the roles and responsibilities of leadership often brought on the need for
women leaders to negotiate with family members. IDP women leaders discussed several ways in
which their husband’s lack of support affected them as women leaders. First, IDP women leaders
discussed husbands becoming jealous of who they were spending time with if they engaged in
leadership activities in mixed groups, or traveled as a leader. Husbands sometimes did not allow
their wives to be leaders or participate in public arenas altogether, either because they were
jealous, or because of ‘gossip’ from neighbors if women leaders stayed out late. As one leader
put it, “When a woman says out late at a meeting or participating, people gossip” (Woman
leader, founder of an IDP women’s organization).
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An issue to be explored in further research is the notion of women as leaders and decision-makers within their own
homes.
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Yet pushback from neighbors, including IDPs and others, came regardless of whether women
IDP leaders were single heads of household, married or widowed. An IDP woman leader
discussed several issues around support of women leaders and time commitment.
There are some households that might support wives, mothers as leaders, but it's difficult for a man to
accept it when his wife wants to be a leader, human rights defender or activist. You leave at six in the
morning and get home at ten p.m. When is there time to clean up the house and all of that? Few men will be
understanding of that…You travel a lot; men won't understand that you go to conferences and meet men
from all parts of the country. Everything gets more difficult when you're a leader. I'm gone usually two or
three days per week, for mesas or traveling for conferences. You have to have a man who is very open who
can handle all of that… (Afro-Colombian woman leader)

In the end, this IDP woman leader concluded it was impossible to both have a family and be a
leader. She had seen some women IDP leaders give up leadership altogether because they want
to try to salvage their home life. Similarly, a former woman leader whose husband was
disappeared remarked,
At the intellectual level there is no difference [between men and women leaders], but there is a difference
in possibilities for men leaders - because you've survived, you have a wife, children, you have someone
(uno tiene quien). If you are a woman who is leading it's because you don't have a man in your house. It is a
little harder for women leaders. Generally, husbands say 'you're not going to be a leader,' I [the husband]
have to be the leader in the organization.

Second, husbands opposed IDP women’s leadership on the basis that it was not practical, and
either took time away from household or labor expectations. Several IDP women leaders
experienced contempt or disregard for their work as a leader on behalf of other IDPs, not only
from the part of spouses, but family and acquaintances.
There are some women who haven’t been able to continue [participating, being a leader]. The husband
doesn’t let her; they fight. The men say ‘you’re going to waste time there.’ It’s because of machismo, they
want women to cook and do all of that. There is a lot of sensitizing to do with men. Some men let women
[lead], and they help them. (Woman leader, founder of IDP women’s organization)

As a male NGO respondent said, “It is often the case that women become passionate about
participating; they get a lot of pleasure out of helping the community. But this implies that they
cannot help their families as much, and that can cause problems within families.” An IDP
woman leader explained, the stress of displacement and poverty can also instigate those tensions.
Lack of work and money means sometimes fights and tensions in families. Men leave, and women stay
alone—and with lots of children to take care of because they're the mothers. (Woman health leader)

As I discussed previously, household income often depends on the woman’s ability to find paid
employment.
The third form of resistance from the part of husbands was actual physical violence. One woman
IDP leader associated the domestic abuse, separation, and eventual divorce she experienced with
her increased commitment as a leader in Bogotá. Now that she is the head of her household, her
main worry is food for her children if she returns home from a meeting at ten o’clock at night. At
the same time, leadership—and the access to networks and empowerment that tend to come with
it—helped some women leaders overcome dependence, or even inter-family violence, and
empowered them to seek new opportunities.
It got to the point where he [my husband] would have killed me or I would have killed him… The process
of becoming a leader freed me and learning that CEDAW existed [did the same]. I was mistreated by my
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husband when we lived in [a southern Colombian city], and we [women] think that's normal. [Becoming a
leader] opened my eyes. (Afro-Colombian woman leader)
I used to live by a man – it was always my husband who gave the orders. I am moving past that.
(Elderly Soacha woman leader)
I want to keep studying - I don't have money to go to college but want to do it in the future.
[This woman then spoke further about encouraging other younger women to continue studying.] (AfroColombian woman leader from the south)

National data on IDP women also helps explain resistance from the part of husbands in the case
of the women leaders I interviewed. A 2005 national survey found that 65.7% of IDP women
who had been married or in a union at least once reported that their spouses had exerted control
over them (most commonly, insisting upon knowing where women were (46.8%), accusing them
of infidelity, prohibiting them from seeing friends, or controlling how money is spent). Over
20% of IDP women reported that spouses did not count on them to attend meetings, consult with
them in decision-making, or limited their contacts with family.312
Children were a major concern—if not the greatest concern—of IDP women leaders, as well as a
deep source of inspiration to them. An Afro-Colombian woman leader offered a sense of how
often the topic of her children could arise in one conversation, a tendency that was not atypical of
my interviews with other women leaders.
I always fear going home and not being able to give food to my children. It gives me shame to not be able
to provide for my children…. I came to [my neighborhood] because my children's aunt lived there. But it's
far. My 15 year-old daughter takes care of the younger ones.

When asked about her preference surrounding returns, she said,
I wanted to stay in Bogotá but have the tranquility to be able to bring something home to my children.
(Afro-Colombian woman leader)

Several IDP women cried in interviews, and their crying was consistently prompted by talking
about their children, despite violent and tragic stories of their own suffering the women
sometimes told. One woman described the constant worry and shame of not being able to bring
home food for her children.
Notably, IDP women (leaders and non-leaders) often responded to various questions I asked in
interviews in the third person, as if to reflect that they thought about their own lives outside of
their roles as leaders, and that families and children were primary concerns to them. They often
made decisions about daily survival and leadership based on their children’s well being. For
example, when asked about arrival in an urban area, several IDP women’s first response was
about the hardships on their children.313 Others took great risks for their children. One IDP
woman leader returned to the city where she had been displaced, an insecure place for her, in
order to seek medical care for one of her daughters who was epileptic. Another woman IDP
leader similarly returned to a city where she had been displaced to give birth because she felt she
312
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had stronger social support there. One of the government IDP policies that IDP women leaders
raised most often with me was the one on children (251). They were concerned with policy
implications for other IDP children in addition to their own.
IDP women leaders’ identity was integrally connected to the family, both emotionally and
bureaucratically. Several women and men interviewed pointed out that Colombian society in
general tended to refer to and count “families” rather than “people” (or women and men). A few
professionals described IDP policies as “family-oriented” which favored married women with
children. Conversely, strong family associations could disadvantage IDP women trying to access
assistance. One IDP woman (who was not a leader), recounted that when she tried to declare her
displacement, she was not able to because her daughter was in an armed rebel group and had
been registered as a former combatant; because of the daughter’s status, the government refused
displacement letters for the whole family, cutting off their eligibility to many services.
Regarding IDP women’s leadership, a professional woman who worked with IDP women,
pointed out that women often say they cannot go to meetings because they cannot not leave their
children alone, or they say “to be able to come to the meeting I need someone to watch my
children.” Sometimes IDP women leaders brought their children to meetings or conferences,
particularly when they could not find a family member or neighbor to watch them. One IDP
woman leader described motherhood for IDP women not as caring for children, but rather
‘maintaining’ them. In a few cases, children were upset that their mothers were leaders. One IDP
woman stopped being a leader to care for her children, and many women discussed other leaders
doing the same.
When you have children you think they will understand, accept [their mother as a leader]. But then you see
that your children are missing you and you're not at their side. They ask, 'why are you not with me?' and it
affected me. When you are in one place [as a leader], you can't be with them. It's fundamental to be with
them. (Former IDP woman leader)

IDP women leaders worried greatly about not being present for their children, and for failing to
provide them with food and safety.
You know you won't get paid for going to a meeting, so it's hard to justify going when you're kids are
hungry. First priorities are children and getting food on the table. (Woman leader who sought asylum
outside Colombia and returned)

IDP women leaders with older children were especially concerned for their children’s education,
and the discrimination their children experienced when trying to go to new schools. In terms of
safety, some women leaders worried about the risk of their children being recruited into armed
groups. One woman leader said she and her family fled to avoid the strong possibility that her
son would be recruited by insurgent groups.
As mentioned in my earlier discussion, widowed or single IDP mothers who are leaders are often
responsible for securing housing for themselves and their children. They described seeking
housing that would accommodate several children as much more difficult than if a man or
woman alone were seeking housing. A former IDP woman leader whose husband had been
disappeared described the challenges related to living with her children in close quarters, and of
the loss of dignity she had experienced.
The worse thing is to tell your children to stay silent. Children laugh and scream, and living in my own
house I would not have to tell them to be quiet all the time [she shares a house, living in close quarters with
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many other people now]...the owners make us feel so small...you can pay for your space but sometimes
they make you feel like it's not your space, that you don't live in your house. You have to go through a lot
of humiliation. When there's a man in a house of displaced people, they respect you a little more. With a
man at your side he can say something to the owners - the husband gets angry. (Former woman leader
whose husband had been disappeared)

Despite the many challenges they face as mothers, most of the IDP women leaders I interviewed
described children as a central driving force in their work:
Every day I go through the uncertainty about what is going to happen with me, with my son…I slept in
[the] street with my son when I came…What motivates me is the smile of a child when he or she says
‘Señora, they gave us the food, the shoes’…and it gives me strength to keep going. (Afro-Colombian
woman leader from the south)
Seeing children are happy is the happiest I have been since I was displaced.
(Elderly woman leader in Soacha)
Children are symbols of the right to life… Sometimes our children are the only ones that give us energy
(que nos anima). (Woman leader in focus group)

CONCLUSIONS
In studying leadership among urban IDP women in Colombia, I encountered a series of
contradictions. The internal displacement crisis has reached an alarming magnitude, making
Colombia the country with the second highest number of IDPs in the world. The government’s
response to this crisis has been inadequate and disjointed, despite some dedicated practitioners
and institutions. On the other hand, the Constitutional Court has played a pivotal role in
recognizing displacement as resulting from armed conflict, with its progressive rulings especially
since 2004, and in pushing the government to take seriously its response and responsibility to
IDPs.
In Colombia, actors vying for political and economic control during the on-going conflict have
discouraged, if not completely stifled, civil society organizing and leadership, including that of
IDP women and men. Yet despite these very real threats, Colombian IDP women leaders have
come forward and risked their lives and the lives of their families to affect change in the areas of
policy and legal affairs, politics, human rights and humanitarian assistance.
The most striking finding of this research was the escalating persecution of women leaders
between 2009-2010. In spring 2010, the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights of the
Organization of American States for the first time granted provisionary protection measures to
seventeen Colombian IDP women leaders, due to the Colombian government’s failure to protect
them. Five of the individual cases were women I had interviewed several months prior.
Paramilitaries, namely the Aguilas Negras, were responsible for death threats, committing acts of
sexual violence and intimidation (including a few cases towards the women’s daughters),
following women to their homes and organizations, and otherwise threatening the women in
person, by phone, and via email. A few women leaders and their family members had also been
assassinated in Bogotá and elsewhere in Colombia.
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This insecurity greatly disrupted the women’s ability to exercise leadership, such as by
undercutting their ability protect their families, meet and work with IDPs, and run organizations.
Upon meeting with IDP women leaders and professionals in July 2010, I learned that many of
the women leaders’ work had become centered on documenting and following up with these
measures, reducing their time to carry out their other agendas. One woman leader ceased being a
leader altogether, and another was hospitalized because of the high levels of anxiety and stress
she suffered. The level of insecurity IDP women leaders faced severely undermined civil and
political rights, most often by restricting their rights to freedom of movement and freedom of
expression. Two women’s rights NGOs which brought the cases to the Commission, had also
turned much of their attention to the protection of these women leaders. By July 2010 the
Colombian government had still responded with limited substantive protection measures for the
women leaders, and it had yet to be determined how regional or international human rights
systems would intervene. In addition to sociopolitical violence, I found it was important not to
overlook everyday forms of violence and control in women leader’s homes, and in urban settings
such as when reaching transportation.
By and large, IDPs in Colombia and in other contexts have been seen as beneficiaries of
humanitarian assistance. However, the fact that they have organized and developed as leaders to
the extent that they have, make it increasingly imperative to pay attention to how they are acting
as agents of social change. Similarly, recent policy developments such as Auto 092 (recognizing
the disproportionate impact of the conflict on women) and the UNHCR/Council for Equality of
Women Gender Guidelines have made prominent the gendered impact of the conflict and
displacement on women. Following these developments, this thesis sought to further our
understanding on how gendered impacts of displacement shape how IDP women leaders are
acting as social agents to reconstruct their lives and the lives of their IDP constituency.
Examining IDP women’s leadership from a gender analytic perspective allows us to look at
women leaders among mixed group and all-women contexts. I was interested in which IDP
women came forward, and why, when and how, and in what ways gender shaped their
displacement, their move into leadership and their ability to influence decisions affecting IDPs. I
was particularly interested to understand the underlying assumptions about who represents IDPs,
and what IDP women leaders’ roles have been in re-claiming IDPs’ rights and in setting or
undermining agendas promoting IDP women’s voices, experiences, and priorities.
With a greater understanding about the ways in which they emerge and practice leadership, we
can think critically about how IDP women leaders can work toward their aims more deliberately
and effectively. The phenomenon of IDP women’s leadership has implications for durable
solutions and defending human rights of IDPs; representing women and IDPs as civil society in
future peace processes; influencing policies and institutions through good governance; as well as
local and national political agendas. The latter point will be crucial to watch following the May
2010 presidential elections. Paying attention to IDP women’s leadership informs how IDPs’
voices, experiences, and priorities can gain a legitimate place in political processes. IDP women
are an increasingly an important constituency as over half of Colombia’s estimated 3 to 4.2
million IDPs.
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Several findings are worth highlighting as we think about how to move forward regarding IDP
women’s leadership. In terms of socio-demographics, IDP women leaders were predominately in
their forties, with few youth and elderly women leaders. They had slightly fewer and older
children than other IDP women. Among factors that facilitated the emergence of IDP women
leaders were prior participation experience (but not necessarily leadership), some form of
psychosocial attention (though this was rare and limited), a relatively longer time since the first
displacement, and some established protection and livelihood strategies including an ability to
find ways to support the needs of family members.
IDP women became leaders for differing reasons. Their ability to connect to networks with other
women leaders and professionals were crucial in facilitating leadership. The type of training
women leaders received, whether informal or formal, often defined the type of work they did and
shaped their ability to guide IDPs. Importantly, I found a disconnection between the types of
trainings IDP women seemed to need and the type they actually received. Skills training included
training in democratic leadership practices, effectively running accountable and transparent IDP
organizations, and in negotiation and conflict-resolution (including facilitation and consensusbuilding). I found these skills to be currently far more relevant but lacking with IDP women’s
leadership – particularly in political settings with officials, and within mixed IDP organizations –
as compared to additional content-focused trainings on rights or policy that women leaders
usually received. IDP women leaders were often very knowledgeable about IDP rights and
policies, and several women I interviewed were aware of the importance of citing them when
advocating for their rights.
I identified a variety of types of IDP women leaders, ranging from those who guided IDPs in
finding humanitarian assistance, to those focused on influencing policy, defending human rights,
and demanding good governance to a lesser degree. Most IDP women leaders were tied to
various organizations and local and national committees such as those focused on women and
conflict, IDP policy, or community development. I found IDP women’s leadership in the more
long-term, systemic arenas of policy, politics, good governance, and rights was often limited for
two reasons. Fulfilling short-term and humanitarian needs for IDPs often seemed more pressing
(due to the consensus that the government consistently failed to oblige Constitutional Court
orders); and these areas, because they were more ‘high-profile,’ were often associated with
greater risk to IDP women leaders. Limits with the humanitarian assistance-oriented structure
and resistance from the part of local and national level officials may also explain lesser
engagement from IDP women leaders in deeper, more systemic areas of IDP policy and rights.
Supporting IDP women leaders’ ability to take on these more systemic leadership roles are
fundamental areas for policymakers and practitioners to consider. For instance, they should (1)
prioritize increasing protection to IDP women leaders (led by and complementing the mandate of
the Ministry of the Interior and Justice); (2) provide targeted and in-depth skills training; and (3)
build the capacity of IDP organizations so they can operate according to democratic principles
including shared decision-making and accountability, are able to learn and adapt, and ultimately
be more stable and effective in advancing the organizations’ goals (while maximizing
partnerships and collaboration with NGOs and government). I include other recommendations
throughout and especially in the ‘strategies and best practices section,’ and discussed them
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extensively in meetings and presentations when I returned to share findings with IDP women
leaders and academic, government, and NGO professionals in July 2010.
IDP women leaders have played important roles in guiding others in their communities, often
filling in gaps in navigating IDPs’ course through the un-paved displacement route. I
encountered cases of IDP participation in constructing and monitoring policy, but few instances
of IDP women leaders’ roles in implementing policy. I learned about corruption among and
toward IDP women leaders that undermined these efforts and the rights of the women and their
families, and about many practices women leaders and professionals raised that played a
fundamental role in promoting IDPs’ rights. Again, building in accountability measures, and
engaging in joint participatory processes, could help overcome great mistrust I encountered
within and among groups of IDPs, IDP leaders, government agencies and local officials, and
NGOs.
Issues of representation were central. IDP women leaders were increasingly included in spaces
where decisions are made about the lives of IDP women and men. Men tended to be in higher
positions of power in organizations: of five national IDP organizations, one had a woman
president; and women tended to take on more administrative tasks and were less involved in
higher level planning though I heard this was gradually changing. Men leaders were more often
the ones interacting with institutions and representing IDPs in inter-sectoral committees and
policy spaces, and as a result the voices, experiences, and priorities of IDP women lacked strong
representation. IDP organizations were especially difficult for women to ‘break into’ in terms of
the highest positions because the majority tended to be mixed and more male-dominated. In
comparison, other victims’ organizations that included mothers and daughters of the disappeared
or killed had much greater representation of women. This was due, at least in part, to greater
social acceptance of the roles of these women as mother victims, for example. Some of the most
valuable work ahead would be in preparing women in how to ‘be represented’ as IDP women
leaders, and how to best represent the IDP women and men in their constituency.
Strategies and practices that enabled IDP women leaders included, first and foremost, the ability
to prepare and deliver clear, concrete proposals that represented the voices, interests, and
priorities of IDP women and men in their constituencies – including those who were
marginalized and from geographic, racial, or ethic groups that differed from IDP women leaders.
For instance, professionals and IDP women leaders alike raised the challenge of women leaders
presenting ambiguous and broad goals such as those relating to peacebuilding, rights, or policy.
While these areas overlap, IDP women leaders could benefit from articulating clear goals, and
building consensus around some shared goals in order to assert themselves in front of policy and
program decision-makers and in IDP organizations.
Certain degrees of flexibility and mobility were also assets, such as being able to represent
priorities and present proposals to diverse audiences of IDPs and professionals, and in mixed and
women’s groups. Once in those environments, IDP women leaders who had skills in negotiation
and conflict resolution, and who were able to manage when to bring up their own narratives and
focus on objectives, were able to capture the attention of policymakers, and influence decisionmaking with greater success. Similarly, it will be important to continuously consider which roles
IDP women leaders are best suited to take on and can fulfill in a manner that does not severely
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jeopardize their security, and when a third party may effectively facilitate processes that promote
the voices, experiences and priorities of IDPs.
Colombia has reached several important junctures with the situation of forced displacement
within its borders. First, government and accompanying non-government actors are considering
how to expand from short-term provision of humanitarian aid for IDPs, to account for access to
justice and protection for women (including transitional justice measures such as reparations); as
well as address growing longer-term development and urban planning needs. Similarly,
practitioners and policymakers must determine how to meaningfully incorporate rights-based and
gender conscious frameworks314 to IDP programming and policy with clear objectives for
implementing and monitoring interventions—building from Auto 092 and the gender guidelines.
Here I echo Meertens’s point that the enjoyment of women’s rights (and IDP rights) require
‘theoretical underpinnings and manuals,’ but also a more comprehensive assessment of practical
steps – legal, political, and technical – that identify gender inequalities to be reduced at all levels
of society.315 It will be crucial to transfer developments at the national level, to local and
municipal levels where IDP women often face the greatest protection gaps, for a coherent
response to IDPs.
Understanding the phenomenon of leadership among urban IDP women – by re-conceptualizing
IDPs as agents of social change, and taking a gender analytic perspective – offers fresh angles
from which to respond to the IDP situation in Colombia. IDP women leaders have demonstrated
that they are willing and able to sacrifice much for better lives and justice. At the same time, we
must remain cognizant of not over-assigning responsibility of IDP women leaders given what
only the state and other institutions need to provide, and not compromising their own security.
Nonetheless, we have seen that their potential for generating change on a variety of levels is
enormous. There is much innovative work ahead in determining how international and national
NGOs, government, academics, and IDPs – can best leverage the efforts, voices, and priorities of
urban IDP women leaders in a way that can maximize the benefit to IDP women and men while
ensuring women leaders’ protection.

314
315

The last two points are based in part from Meertens 2010.
Meertens 2010, S160.
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ANNEXES

Annex 1: Relevant Centers, Institutions and Organizations
Humanitarian Assistance Centers for IDPs (Unidades de Atención y Orientación, or UAOs):
UAOs are the primary center for recently arrived IDPs, as well as where IDPs go to continue
receiving humanitarian assistance. There were between six to eight in Bogotá and one in Soacha.
They are perhaps the most critical space in terms of where IDP leaders develop, network, recruit
and support other IDPs, and advocate for IDPs’ rights. All UAOs are by law required to provide
the same services, but many professionals and leaders commented on differences in quality. IDPs
stood waiting in lines outside of UAOs starting at one o’clock in the morning in order for an
appointment that day. I visited two UAOs, one in Bogotá and one in Soacha, each on two or
three occasions. There was a noticeable divide in staffing between staff from the city (Secretary
of the Government of Bogotá) and national staff from Acción Social.
Each time I went to the UAO in Bogotá, every seat was taken, and children ran around and
played on the floor. I was told that they were usually more crowded. After I stayed for a while
and conducted some interviews, with agreement from an IDP woman, a lawyer invited me to sit
in while he filed her tutela (legal complaint) because she had not received humanitarian
assistance she was entitled. Outside, an official was training IDPs, while downstairs IDPs waited
to be seen by staff according to specialty.
Key Government Actors: Acción Social, the Presidential Agency for Social Action and
International Cooperation was created in 2006 and is housed under the office of the vice
president. Its mandate is to coordinate government agencies’ and ministries’ humanitarian
assistance to IDPs, victims of violence, and the poor. It also collaborates with local and
international NGOs. Distinct from Acción Social’s mandate to coordinate humanitarian
assistance, the Ombudsman’s Office and Attorney-General’s Office are responsible for
prevention and protection. They and other government agencies have also played a key role in
defending IDPs’ rights by pressuring Acción Social and other ministries, and serving as
watchdogs. Several IDPs noted their important presence in UAOs and generally expressed a
respect and trust of these agencies over Acción Social. Ministries have increasingly been called
upon to respond to the IDP situation through Constitutional Court rulings, including the Ministry
of Social Welfare, Ministry of the Interior and Justice (responsible for protection of IDP leaders),
and most recently the National Planning Department.
International and National NGO Actors: The major international humanitarian and migrationrelated NGOs are UNHCR, along with UNIFEM, which works with IDPs, in addition to others
such as the International Organization for Migration (IOM), and the Norwegian Refugee Council
(NRC). I noted that a few important accords were established between UNHCR and the
government such as one with Acción Social, and another with the Presidential Council on
Equality for Women (CEPEM, by its Spanish acronym). Staff employed through these accords
have played critical roles in coordinating between the government and UNHCR, providing
technical assistance including on IDP policy and training. For example, the UNHCR and
CEPEM accord produced the 2009 gender guidelines. In another 2004 initiative, Acción Social
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and UNHCR conducted a baseline of IDP organizations. They found IDP leaders advocated for
their rights in general terms but tended not to develop more specific proposals based on their
rights violations, nor did they offer specific recommendations. Following this baseline, the
accord was able to appropriately adjust support and training to IDP organization leaders and
members.
The prominent national NGO dedicated to IDP rights is the Consultancy for Displacement and
Human Rights (CODHES). CODHES manages the most significant civil database on internal
displacement, does monitoring, and generates statistics that are widely used by national and
international researchers and practitioners. It also receives funding from international
governments and partners with agencies such as UNHCR. Several other NGOs have programs
that serve IDPs such as Profamilia with its long-established sexual and reproductive mobile
health clinics for communities with IDPs; and the National Democratic Institute (NDI), which
has a cross-cutting initiative to increase IDPs inclusion in political processes. Academics in
several universities have been researching IDPs and forced migration, but they and a few
professionals noted one reason more research was not conducted on IDPs was because of the
political nature of the situation.

Annex 2: Table of IDP Legislation, Rulings, and Policies Relevant to IDP Women leaders
Instrument
Colombian Constitution (1991)

Implications for Participation, Organizing, and Leadership of IDPs and
IDP Women Leaders

Recognizes participation as a right for all Colombians citizens (which by
definition includes IDPs). Establishes Colombia is a social state of law that is
democratic, participatory and pluralistic (Art. 1) with an essential goal of
facilitating participation of all persons in the decisions that affect them (Art. 2);
and further discusses citizen participation, social monitoring and the support of
NGOs in participation in Arts. 103, 270, and 369.
Law 387 (1997)*
Grants IDPs freedom of movement (Arts. 2, 8); establishes that the national
First law dedicated to IDPs: defines government will offer the necessary guarantees to support IDP organizations
displacement and grants all
and NGOs who develop actions in favor of human rights and IDPs (Title IV,
Colombians the right not to be
Art. 30).
forcibly displaced. Covers
prevention, protection, attention,
and socioeconomic stabilization for
IDPs. Entitles IDPs emergency
humanitarian assistance for a
maximum of 3 months.
Paved the way for IDP leadership, gives IDPs the right to participate, and aims
Sentence T025 (2004)
to legitimize and protect IDP organizations. Guarantees IDP women the right
Landmark ruling, declares an
to participate in formulating public policies and adopts measures for women’s
“unconstitutional state of affairs.”
organizations to participate in monitoring T025. Consistent with the Guiding
Principles, it gives women the right to participate fully in planning and
distributing basic humanitarian needs. Policies 101, 102, and 131 (2007) evoke
technical informative sessions on overcoming the unconstitutional state of
affairs
from
a gender
Paved the
way
for IDPperspective.
leadership, gives IDPs the right to participate, and aims
Sentence T025 (2004)
Landmark ruling, declares an
to legitimize and protect IDP organizations. Guarantees IDP women the right
to participate in formulating public policies and adopts measures for women’s
“unconstitutional state of affairs.”
organizations to participate in monitoring T025. Consistent with the Guiding
Principles, it gives women the right to participate fully in planning and
distributing basic humanitarian needs. Policies 101, 102, and 131 (2007) evoke
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(1) States “the inclusion and active participation of IDPs, IDP organizations in
management, forming, development and follow-up is fundamental to achieving
the goals of the National Plan” (1.2, “Participation and Social Monitoring”). (2)
Promotes collective processes of organization and community participation that
“improve the quality of life, exercise of rights and social norms, and well-being
of the IDP population.” Strengthening capacities and generating participative
processes is necessary to achieving this goal, and the actions should generate
solidarity and social consciousness in IDP populations (3.3 “Social
Management.”). (3) Calls upon the National Plan to strengthen participation
between civil, police, and military groups for recognition and mutual trust; to
facilitate participation of IDPs in territorial committees and in working
commissions; and to generate and support social organizing in at-risk
communities through effective participation in diverse decision-making
scenarios at the territorial level (5.1.2.2 “Governability and Strengthening
Relations with the Community”). (4) Promotes and strengthens IDP
community organizing, generates community participation in forming,
executing, and monitoring projects and programs. (5.3.2.2 B, “Social
Organization”)
Auto 200 (2007)
Focused on leaders; adopts measures to protect the right to life and personal
Protects the right to life and
security of some IDP leaders. Names the Ministry of Justice and Interior as the
personal security of IDP leaders and responsible entity and solicits it to create a protection program. Directive No.
IDPs in situations of risk.
09 of the Ministry of Defense also protects rights of workers, unionists and
defenders of human rights (includes but not exclusive to IDP leaders).* In
2009, the Court introduced Auto 009 as a follow-up measure on the protection
of IDP leaders provided in Auto 200.
Auto 218 (2007)
Protects IDPs’ right to participation
and to vote
Auto 092 (2008)
Of the 13 092 programs, one focuses on participation and protection for
Protection of Fundamental Rights
women leaders in social and civic movements and organizations, following
for Women Victim to Displacement a recognition of risks women face who fall into these categories (Chapter
as a result of the Armed Conflict;
III.1.5). The complete list of programs is as follows: (1) prevention of the
prevents “disproportionate
disproportionate impact of displacement on women; (2) prevention of sexual
gendered impact.” (1) Identifies 10 violence; (3) prevention of domestic and community violence against women;
risks, (2) and 6 instances where
(4) healthcare for IDP women; (5) special employment and income-generating
policy has failed to protect women opportunities for women heads of household; (6) education opportunities for
who suffer from the impact of
IDP women; (7) access to land for IDP women; (8) protection of rights of
violence and displacement. (3)
indigenous women; (9) protection of rights of Afro-Colombian women; (10)
Orders the government to create 13 participation and protection for women leaders in social and civic movements
programs (listed in the next
and organizations; (11) guarantee of the right to justice, truth, reparations, and
column); (4) orders individual
non-repetition; (12) psychosocial care; (13) elimination of barriers to protection
protection for 600 identified IDP
programs for women.
women; and (5) communicates
accounts of sexual crimes
The Court ordered Acción Social to involve women’s organizations (including
committed to the Fiscal General.
but not exclusively IDP organizations) in designing and implementing the 13
programs. Follow-up Auto 237 ruled that Acción Social had not sufficiently
involved the women’s organizations in the time allotted, and ordered Acción
Social to involve the organizations again. IDP women leaders played roles in
drafting and passing of this policy, though to date their engagement in
implementation has been limited.
Decree 250 (2005)*
Expedites the National Plan for
holistic attention to IDPs; Creates
the National Committee (Mesa) to
Strengthen IDP Organizations
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* Defensoría del Pueblo. Compendio Normativo y Jurisprudencial de atención al desplazamiento forzado.
[Compendium of Normative Law and Jurisprudence on Forced Displacement.] Vol. 1. Bogotá, 2007.

Annex 3: Methodology
3a) Interviews with IDPs
Number of IDPs
Interviewed

Interviews
Completed

Number of organizations or
entities represented

IDP leaders
Women*
Men
IDPs who were not leaders

19
6

19
4 (2)**

10-15
4-5

Women
Men

7
2

4 (3)
0 (2)

0
0

TOTAL

34

27 (26)

14-20

* I also conducted one focus group with six additional IDP women leaders.
** Figures in parentheses represent brief interviews that I conducted because of time or situational constraints.

3b) Interviews with Academic, Government, and NGO Representatives
All interviews were conducted by myself in-person and in Bogotá or Soacha unless otherwise
noted.
Academic
Casas-Casas, Andrés. Assistant Professor, International Relations and Political Science Departments,
Pontificia Universidad Javeriana.
Meertens, Donny. Lecturer, Gender and Forced Displacement Specialist, Universidad Nacional and
Pontificia Universidad Javeriana. (Electronic communication, not a full interview).
Rettberg, Angelika. Associate Professor and Political Scientist, Universidad de los Andes.
Vega, Román. Researcher and Professor (led a project involving IDPs with the design of the IDP health
policy), Pontificia Universidad Javeriana.
Wills Obregón, María Emma. Associate Professor and Feminist Political Scientist, Universidad de los
Andes. (Electronic communication, not a full interview).
Government
Aguirre, Ingrid. Social Worker, Atención a Población Desplazada, Acción Social.
Caruso, Marcelo. Director, Forced Internal Displacement Unit, Defensoría del Pueblo.
Chacon González, Yomaira. Director, Poblaciones Prioritarias y Promoción Social, Ministerio de
Protección Social.
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Cortes, Juan Alberto. Advisor, Atención a Población Desplazada, Acción Social. (During the Auto 092
conference held in Medellín, not a full interview).
Cuesta, Renan. IDP Public Policy Advisor, Forced Internal Displacement Unit, Defensoría del Pueblo.
Pérez, Adriana. National Gender Advisor, Forced Internal Displacement Unit, Defensoría del Pueblo.
González, Angélica and Claudia Montañez. IDP and Gender representatives, respectively of Hospital San
Cristobal.
Gutierrez, Sofía. Coordinator, Psychosocial Programs, Poblaciones Prioritarias y Promoción Social,
Ministerio de Protección Social.
Rodríguez, Juan Pablo. Director of Community Participation, Secretaria de Desarollo Social, Alcaldía de
Soacha.
Rojas González, Armando. Attorney, Unidad de Atención y Orientación (UAO), IDP Humanitarian
Assistance Center in [Bogotá location – name omitted].
Tague Montaña, Andrea. National Advisor, Subdirección de Atención a Población Desplazada, Unidad de
Desarollo de Política Pública, Acción Social.
Velásquez, Alberto Acevedo. Director, Unidad de Atención y Orientación (UAO) in [Bogotá location –
name omitted].
Yepes Toro, María Isabel. Human Rights Advisor, Auxilary for Special Reports, Personería. (Medellín,
not a full interview).
Colombian and International NGOs
Aguilar, Victor Hugo. Social Worker, Food Kitchen and Junta de Acción Comunal in La Esperanza.
Barber, Alicia. Gender Advisor and Coordinator, Mesa Nacional del 092. CODHES.
Bonilla, Osana Medina. Coordinator, Corporación Casa de la Mujer.
Bustillo, Juan Manuel. Internal Displacement Researcher. Comisión Colombiana de Juristas.
Herrero, Francisco. Colombia Country Director, National Democratic Institute (NDI). (Presentation of
preliminary findings; not a full interview).
Hoyos, Soraya. Women, Peace, and Security Program Specialist, Programa Mujer, Paz, y Seguridad,
UNIFEM.
Lozada, Alberto Lara. National Legal Advisor, Norwegian Refugee Council.
Márquez, Lizbeth. Coordinator, Women’s Mobility and Internal Displacement Programs, Corporación
Sisma Mujer.
Mazzoldi, Génica. Coordinator of Gender Programs, Opción Legal (Implementing Organization of
UNHCR).
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Mirtre, Mario. Program Officer, National Democratic Institute (NDI). (Presentation of preliminary
findings; not a full interview).
Ortíz, Bibiana. Program Officer, CODHES.
Ospina, Patricia. Coordinator, Programa Nacional de Desplazamiento, Profamilia.
Garcia, Elsa María. Community advisor of mobile clinics to IDP communities, Programa Nacional de
Desplazamiento, Profamilia.
González, Carlos. Advisor, Programa Atención a Población Internamente Desplazada, International
Organization for Migration (IOM).
Melo, Nidia. Community advisor of mobile clinics to IDP communities, Programa Nacional de
Desplazamiento, Profamilia. (Not a full interview).
Puche, Angela González. Director, Health Programs, Programa Atención a Población Internamente
Desplazada, IOM. (Not a full interview).
Serrano, Adriana. Advisor, Area of Gender and Specific Populations. Comisión Nacional para Reparación
y Reconciliación (CNRR).
Tolosa, Ángel. Program director and community leader, Planeta Paz.
Torres, Diego. Advisor, Area of Gender and Specific Populations. Comisión Nacional para Reparación y
Reconciliación. (Not a full interview).
Torres, Juan Carlos. Director, Food Kitchen and Semilla de Antana in La Esperanza.
Vargas, Liliana. Program Officer, Women’s Mobility and Internal Displacement Programs, Corporación
Sisma Mujer. (Not a full interview).
Interviewees Representing Multiple Sectors
Forero, Edgar. Coordinator, Unidad Técnica Conjunta, UNHCR and Acción Social. (Phone interview).
González, Esperanza. Advisor, Programa Prevención Impacto de Género, UNIFEM and Consejería
Presidencial para la Equidad de la Mujer.
Lozano Ramírez, Diana Alcíra. National Mental Health Advisor, Programa Atención a Población
Internamente Desplazada. International Organization for Migration (IOM), and Ministerio de Protección
Social.
Rueda, Migdonia. Representative, Consejo Territorial de Planeación (CTP) de Soacha, and Regional and
Planning Coordinator, Iniciativa de Mujeres Colombianas por la Paz (IMP).
Tinoco, Ana Paola. Consultant, UNHCR and the Presidential Council for Equality of Women. Author of
Directriz de Atención Integral a Población Desplazada con Enfoque Diferencial de Género, [Guidelines
for Holistic Attention to the Displaced Population with a Gender Differentiated Focus.]
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Torres, Maurico. Representative of the Latin American Social Medicine Association (ALAMES),
Consultant with the Defensoría del Pueblo, Master's Candidate at Universidad Nacional (worked with
IDPs on the IDP health policy).

3c) Observations and Events
Between June 1 to August 28, and in late November, I attended and observed several events
listed below. All took place in Bogotá or Soacha unless otherwise noted.
In June and July 2009, I accompanied roughly ten Profamilia mobile sexual and reproductive health
clinics targeting IDP communities. I helped set up the clinics, assisted with basic patient intakes,
observed, and spoke with patients as they waited. I also began meeting some IDP women leaders through
these clinics. In the Profamilia model, two health advisors relied upon and trained women leaders
(sometimes IDP women) to schedule clinic visits and promote health in their communities. These clinic
visits included travel to IDP shelters in Bogotá, and a job training/ social services center for migrants
(Casa del Migrante in Kennedy, Bogotá). Prior to the clinics, I accompanied two Profamilia classes with
youth of IDP families in Altos de Cazuca, Soacha.
Course with government officials hosted at the Ombudsman’s Human Rights Office on Democracy and
Participation. Classes were held twice a week for two hours, for six weeks. Academic, NGO and
government experts were invited as guests.
Forum of Women Victims: Truth, Justice and Reparation. (Mujeres Victimas: Verdad, Justicia, y
Reparación.) Inter-agency conference with women victims from all over Colombia, hosted by Ruta
Pacifica, a women’s peace network.
Meeting with IDP women leaders in a group facilitated by women’s rights NGO Sisma Mujer
(Observatorio).
Meeting with the National Network of IDP Women (Red Nacional de Mujeres Desplazadas), hosted by
feminist NGO Casa de la Mujer.
Visits to the IDP Humanitarian Assistance Center (UAO) in [Bogotá location – name omitted, and in
Soacha]. Observation, tour, interviews.
Visit to neighborhood, food kitchen, and IDPs’ homes in La Esperanza, Usme, Bogotá.
Visit and interviews in Tercer Milenio Park sit-in by over 1,800 IDPs who were living in tents for four
months. Observed and conducted interviews in tent living spaces and witnessed a small riot, the day
before IDPs left the park.(8/1/09)
Community meeting of IDP women about follow-up with Auto 092 with Hospital San Cristobal gender
and IDP specialists in 20 de Julio, Bogotá.(8/1/09)
Conference hosted by Acción Social on Auto 092 to present the 13 programs to IDP women named in
that policy, and encourage IDP women to sign up for programs. The second purpose was to gather public
officials to design the implementation of 092. Held in Medellín, this was the second of about five such
scheduled conferences on Auto 092 throughout Colombia.(8/13/09)
Meeting led by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) with the Committee of Women’s
Organizations of Soacha (Mesa de Organizaciones de Mujeres de Soacha).(8/18/09)
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Visits to UAO and mayor’s office in Soacha. Observation, interviews, informal conversations with the
director and IDPs.(8/18/09 and 8/21/09)
Launch of the Gender Guidelines with UNHCR and the Presidential Council for Equality of Women.
Feria de Libros, Bogotá.(8/22/09)
Forum hosted by the Presidential Council for Equality of Women on Nonviolence against Women with
civil society and government panelists (including Acción Social on IDP policy with regard to
women).(11/25/09)
March on the day of Nonviolence against Women, including speeches in Plaza Bolivar of women peace
activists, 2009 Nobel Prize nominee Piedad Córdoba, and the Secretary of the Government of the
Mayor’s Office of Bogotá Clara Lopez.(11/25/09)
Workshop with IDP women leaders in a group facilitated by women’s rights NGO Sisma Mujer
(Observatorio).(3/20/10)

