
 

 
 
 
 

VIOLENT MOMENTUM: PARAMILITARY DEMOBILIZATION, GREY ZONES AND 

THE SEARCH FOR WEALTH IN CONTEMPORARY COLOMBIA 
 

A THESIS 
PRESENTED TO THE FACULTY  

OF  
THE FLETCHER SCHOOL OF LAW AND DIPLOMACY 

BY 
KIMBERLY LYNN HOWE 

 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 

DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSPOPHY 
APRIL 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DISSERTATION COMMITTEE 
PETER UVIN PHD, CHAIR 

KAREN JACOBSEN, PHD 
ROBERT MUGGAH, PHD 



 ii 

!"m$er'( *o,e 
The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy 

Tufts University 
+1.617.838.5328, +33(0)6.7975.2269 

kimberly.howe@tufts.edu 
 
-./C12I45 
 
6h. Cand"da;e "n In;erna;"ona' <e'a;"ons, 2he ?'e;cher Schoo', 2Bf;s /n"Ders";( 
  Violent Momentum: Paramilitary Demobilization, Grey Zones and the Search for 
Wealth in  
Contemporary Colombia 
Anticipated Date of Defense: April 2012 
 

Eas;er of 1r;s "n Fa, and ."G'omac(, 2he ?'e;cher Schoo', 2Bf;s /n"Ders";(, Ea( HIIJ 
 
Eas;er of Soc"a' KorL, S"mmons Co''eMe Schoo' of Soc"a' KorL, Ea( NOOO 
 
Pache'or of 1r;s "n 6s(cho'oM(, S"mmons Co''eMe, Ea( NOOQ 
 
 
?-FF4KS*I6S 15. .IS2I5C2I45S 
 
Jennings Randolph Peace Scholar, US Institute of Peace, 2010‐2011 
Dean’s Award Recipient, Summer Research Fund, The Fletcher School 2010 
Board of Advisors, the Humanitarian Studies Institute of OCHA, Bogotá Colombia, 2010  
Next Generation Grant Recipient, Program on Negotiation, Harvard Law School, 2009 
Provost Fellow, Tufts University, 2007‐2009 
Doctoral Research Award Recipient, The Feinstein International Center, Tufts University, 
2008 
Scholarship Recipient, The Fletcher School, Tufts University, 2005‐2011 
Fellow, Harvard University Medical School, 1999‐2001 
 
 
<-C-52 <-S-1<C* 6<4R-C2S 
 
."sser;a;"on <esearch 
S"s";"nM ?e''o,, ?acB';ad de -conomTa /n"Ders"dad de Fos 1ndes UHIIOVHINIW 
PoMo;X, Co'om$"a 
HIIOV6resen; 
   
Main Research Question: What explains the heterogeneity in rates of violence at the 
sub‐national level in Colombia after the disarmament, demobilization and 
reintegration  of paramilitaries? 

Methodology: quantitative and qualitative 



 iii 

Constructed panel database for all 1,097 municipalities in Colombia with various 
measures of violence, armed group activity, demobilization, drug activity, and state 
presence 

Designed econometric fixed effects and probit regression models to estimate the impact 
of DDR on countrywide homicide rates, and to analyze local factors that predict 
homicide rates at the municipal level  

Conducted qualitative case studies of 4 municipalities through key informant interviews, 
archival research and policy analyses to explore and test combinations of factors that 
perpetuate violence and impede the development of security at the local level   

 
In;erna' ."sG'acemen; ;o /r$an 1reasY San;a Ear;a, Co'om$"a Case S;Bd( ,";h !aren 
Raco$sen of 
?e"ns;e"n In;erna;"ona' Cen;er a; 2Bf;s /n"Ders";( Z ;he In;erna' ."sG'acemen; 
Eon";or"nM Cen;er, [eneDa  
HIIJVHII\ 
 
Co‐designed and tested a quantitative research methodology in Santa Marta, Colombia 
to estimate the number of internally displaced people (IDPs) living in urban areas and 
to compare their demographic, livelihood and protection needs to non‐displaced 
urban residents.  

 
]oB;h "n 6os;VConf'"c; PBrBnd"Y -^c'Bs"on, [ender and 6rosGec;s for 6eace and 
<econc"'"a;"on  
,";h 6e;er /D"n of 2he ?'e;cher Schoo' a; 2Bf;s /n"Ders";( and 2he Kor'd PanL 
HIIQVHIIJ 
 
Co‐designed and co‐conducted a qualitative study in Burundi to understand how young 
people, particularly young men are faring in post‐conflict Burundi and the risk for 
renewed fighting.  

 
 
6/PFIC12I45S 
 
Howe, Kimberly. “Urban Centers, IDPs and Violence in Post‐Demobilization Colombia.” 
Report Commissioned by the Feinstein International Center of Tufts University. DRAFT 
UNDER REVIEW. 

 
Howe, Kimberly and Sánchez, Fabio. “Shades of Gray: Violence and Paramilitary 
Demobilization in Colombia from 1997‐2010.” Anticipated Submission to THE JOURNAL 
OF PEACE RESEARCH MARCH 2012.  

 
Howe, Kimberly, Sánchez, Fabio and Contreras, Carolina. ¿EL CAMINO HACIA LA PAZ O PALOS 

DE CIEGO? IMPACTO DEL PROGRAMA DE DESMOVILIZACIÓN PARAMILITAR EN LA VIOLENCIA 
HOMICIDA EN COLOMBIA. Documento CEDE 2010‐43. Bogotá: Universidad de los Andes. 
2010 

 



 iv 

Howe, Kimberly. “Conflict Transformation and the Urban Displaced in Colombia.” 
HUMANITARIAN EXCHANGE. 45 (DEC 2009).  

 
Jacobsen, Karen and Howe, Kimberly with IDMC. INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT TO URBAN AREAS: 
THE TUFTS‐IDMC PROFILING STUDY. CASE 3, SANTA MARTA, COLOMBIA. Sept 2008. Available 
at: www.internal‐displacement.org 

 
Howe, Kimberly and Uvin, Peter. “I Want to Marry a Dynamic Girl: On Changing Gender 
Expectations in Burundi.” In LIFE AFTER VIOLENCE: A PEOPLE’S STORY OF BURUNDI, ed. Peter 
Uvin. London: Zed Books 2009.  

 
Uvin, Peter and Howe, Kimberly. YOUTH IN POST‐CONFLICT BURUNDI: EXCLUSION, GENDER AND 
PROSPECTS FOR PEACE AND RECONCILIATION. Report Commissioned by the World Bank. 
Washington, DC October 2007. 

 
 
6<4?-SSI451F -_6-<I-5C- 
 
6r"Da;e 6s(cho;heraG( 6rac;"ce, Cam$r"dMe, E1  
HIINVHIIJ 
 
Provided individual psychotherapy to adolescents and adults.  
Conducted forensic evaluations for refugees and asylum seekers who experienced 
psychological trauma in their home countries. 

 
C'"n"ca' Soc"a' KorLer, In;erna;"ona' Ins;";B;e of Pos;on, Pos;on, E1 
HIIHVHII` 
 
Provided mental health treatment to torture survivors, asylum seekers and refugees 
primarily from Francophone Africa.  

Conducted psychological evaluations and provided expert witness testimony for asylum 
seekers and immigrants for US Immigration Courts.  

Designed and coordinated national data collection efforts on torture survivors living in 
the United States for the Consortium of Torture Treatment Providers.  

Designed and coordinated program evaluation research for a federally funded grant 
serving victims of human trafficking.  

Provided consultation and training to area legal, law enforcement and mental health 
providers regarding domestic violence, war trauma and immigrants. 

 
?e''o,, S"c;"ms of S"o'ence 6roMram, Cam$r"dMe, E1 
*arDard Eed"ca' Schoo'aCam$r"dMe *ea';h 1''"ance 
NOOOVHIIN 
 
Received specialized intensive training on mental health treatment for survivors of 

interpersonal violence.  
Provided individual and group psychotherapy to victims of violence. Conducted forensic 
psychological evaluations for survivors of political trauma and/or torture from Africa.  

 



 v 

ABSTRACT 
 
Why are countries that transition from conflict to peace often characterized by 
high levels of violence? In 2006, Colombia disarmed, demobilized and 
reintegrated [DDR] its most lethal armed group, the paramilitaries [AUC]. While 
the national homicide rate has since dropped, there is substantial heterogeneity in 
rates of violence within the country. This project utilizes mixed methods to 
evaluate both the impact of DDR on rates of violence, as well as to identify the 
drivers of violence in Colombia at the sub-national level. A fixed effects 
econometric model was specified utilizing panel data for each municipality in the 
country [n=1097] over a 13-year period [1997-2010]. A positive relationship was 
found between the demobilization of paramilitaries and the homicide rate. In 
other words, the more combatants who demobilized to an area, the higher the 
homicide rate in the post-demobilization period, holding other causes of homicide 
constant. These findings run counter to the general goals of DDR to improve 
security. In order to address this puzzle, four qualitative case studies were 
conducted in Montería, Santa Marta, Tierralta and Ciénaga. This study found 
that armed groups will form or reconfigure regardless of DDR in areas where 
there are opportunities to access illegal rents and where the state is weak at the 
local level. Illegal rents identified include: coca fields, laboratory locations, drug 
transport corridors, land grabbing, front men, protection rackets and urban 
markets including local drug consumption, extortion and money laundering. 
Violence is generated when armed groups combat for territorial control over these 
areas and when civilians obstruct the operation of these illegal groups. Three types 
of local state weakness were identified: state absence, state inefficiency or 
misalignment with on-the-ground realities, and corruption. Violence is generated 
because the local state cannot provide protection to civilians, civilians do not view 
the local state as legitimate and they develop parallel systems of authority or 
engage in vigilantism, and/or because the local justice system is inefficient and 
criminals operate with impunity. Findings from this study provide valuable 
information for policy makers and peacebuilders and have implications for other 
conflict affected countries.    
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CHAPTER ONE 

VIOLENT MOMENTUM: PARAMILITARY DEMOBILIZATION, GREY ZONES AND 

THE SEARCH FOR WEALTH IN CONTEMPORARY COLOMBIA 
INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

 
 
IN THOSE PLACES WHERE ARMS WERE SURRENDERED, IT WAS BELIEVED THAT PEACE 
WOULD COME, BUT WHAT STAYED WAS A METASTASIS THAT SCATTERED 
EVERYWHERE, WITH THE SAME ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES AS ALWAYS 
—COMMUNITY ACTIVIST AND RESEARCHER 
 

1. AN ACADEMIC FALLS IN LOVE WITH COLOMBIA 

I took my first trip to Colombia at the end of 2007—a country unknown to 

me at the time for a project unrelated to what would later become my dissertation. 

I had been hired to assist a research project that would estimate the number of 

internally displaced people (IDPs) living in the seaside resort city of Santa Marta. 

Santa Marta was known to have the highest per capita number of IDPs in the 

country, the grizzly result of more than two decades of fighting between 

government forces, leftist guerilla groups and paramilitary forces. Santa Marta 

had been a paramilitary stronghold until the end of 2006, when the North Block 

(Bloque Norte) of the national paramilitary group (the AUC) disarmed and 

demobilized and commenced the reintegration  of ex-combatants into civilian life. 

At the end of 2006, more than 31,000 combatants had disarmed and demobilized 

as part of a collective paramilitary DDR process.   

The taxi that carried our research team from the airport into town rattled 

over potholes and splashed down flooded streets in the pitch dark. Power had 

been cut after a heavy rainstorm that day and it was hard to imagine this city as a 

tourist destination in its current, disordered state. “There are no longer two 



 2 

people allowed on motorcycles-- just the driver,” explained our taxi driver. Not 

immediately grasping the relevance of his statement, he continued: “there have 

been too many assassinations recently—it is easy for the one on the back to do the 

killing and the driver to get away. The city has also banned motorcycles after 

dark.” He shrugged when we asked him who was killing whom, mumbling under 

his breath, “everything is unclear now.” We asked him about the IDP situation in 

Santa Marta and he explained that there were more displaced coming every day, 

as well as people fleeing the area. This brief and casual conversation proved to be 

prescient, touching on many of the dynamics alive in Colombia in the post-

demobilization period-- dynamics that I would discover through a variety of 

research methods in the years to come. 

At this time I was perplexed. Isn’t the demobilization of the most lethal 

armed group in the country supposed to reduce violence? Why is there new 

displacement in an area without the presence of the traditional parties to the 

conflict? I remembered other countries emerging from conflict, and tales about 

how high rates of violence tenaciously persist—Northern Ireland, Afghanistan, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and the former Balkans. Does there exist 

scholarship on why violence remains high or increases after the implementation of 

major peacebuilding programs? Do we know what it is that drives violence in the 

transitional period from conflict to peace? Is it fueled by problems in DDR? The 

nature of specific armed groups? Or country-specific characteristics such as the 

quality of governance, level of development, or the presence of lootable resources?  

Aside from being presented with this interesting puzzle, this trip revealed 

that Colombia is in fact, a researcher’s paradise. The availability of data is 
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astounding. In a single morning, we visited three governmental offices and walked 

away with thousands of datapoints. We would tell civil servant X about our study 

and then he/she would say, “Sounds interesting, happy to help. Do you have a 

memory stick?” and then he or she would transfer data immediately. But it is not 

just the hard reliable data that makes Colombia an investigative heaven-- the most 

accomplished researchers are Colombians themselves. They are the experts on 

their own conflict, and have outlets for sharing this knowledge through books, 

reports, and newspaper articles. Any foreign ‘researcher’, ‘consultant’ or 

‘peacebuilder’ is immediately humbled.  

Furthermore, civil society in Colombia is healthy. I was pleasantly 

surprised by the local and national newspapers that ran headlines on the 

displacement crisis [desplazados], corruption, and narco-trafficking busts. 

Colombians have started hundreds of human rights organizations and local 

NGOs and fill staff positions in international organizations like the United Nations 

and International Organization for Migration as well as international NGOs like 

the Norwegian Refugee Council, CHF International and Action against Hunger. 

They are the authority on Colombia.  

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS & HYPOTHESES 

The project was designed around two main inquiries. First, what impact 

did the collective Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration  of 

paramilitaries have on rates of homicide in Colombia (RQ1)? DDR processes 

today are designed around a large number of objectives including the reduction of 

firearms, the return of combatants to civilian life, justice and reconciliation, 
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economic development, conflict prevention as well as to improve security.1 The 

Colombian DDR process was designed as a as a “fundamental component of 

peace consolidation.” It also explicitly sought to “diminish the number of victims 

of armed violence in the country.”2 Has the DDR of 30,000 members of the 

country’s most deadly armed group actually contributed to the building of peace 

in terms of improving security for Colombians?  

The second research inquiry strives to answer what drives the 

heterogeneity in rates and trends of violence within Colombia since 2006 (RQ2)? 

In other words, why have some municipalities experienced more insecurity since 

DDR, and others less? Colombia has experienced an impressive drop in the 

homicide rate from 72 per 100,000 inhabitants to 33 since 20023. But why does 

this trend not spread evenly across the country?  

The goal of this project, in broad terms, is to shed light on what drives the 

different trajectories of violence in Colombia. I advanced three hypotheses: violent 

paths are determined by weaknesses in the DDR process (H1), by the nature of 

the paramilitaries such as their leadership and historical roots (H2), or by local-

structural factors such as governance, drug economies, urbanization, poverty and 

inequality (H3). These questions can be fully explored in Colombia because of the 

multitude of high quality data available.  

                                                
1 Robert Muggah, "The Emperor's New Clothes?," in Security and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Dealing with Fighters 
in the Aftermath of War (New York: Routledge Global Security Studies, 2009); The United Nations, "Integrated 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards (IDDRs),"  (New York: 2006); The Stockholm 
Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: Final Report,"  
(Stockholm: Rolf Tryckeri AB, 2006); CCDDR, "The Cartagena Contribution to Disarmament, 
Demobilization and Reintegration,"  (Cartagena: CIDDR, 2009). 
2 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales," in Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social República de Colombia (Bogotá: Departamento Nacional 
de Planeación, 2008),  6, 26. 
3 Data from the Colombian National Police and Ministry of Defense. 
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3. METHODS 

A creative design utilizing mixed quantitative and qualitative methods was 

employed to tackle the research questions. First, I compiled ten official data 

sources and created a panel database containing information for every 

municipality in Colombia (n=1097) for each year between 1997 and 2010. 

Variables included the homicide rate, the number of demobilized people per 

civilian population, the number of offensive actions committed per armed group, 

the number of hectares of coca, the poverty rate, the amount of taxes collected, 

the rate of IDPs received, and the rate of arrests per homicides committed. In 

addition, I created an index to capture the estimated amount of income generated 

from narco-trafficking activities in each department. These variables were 

constructed to reflect major theories on the causes of correlates of violence.4  Two 

econometric models were designed—one fixed effects and one probit-- to both 

estimate the impact of DDR on rates of homicide (RQ1), and to test a wide range 

of theories on the causes of violence (RQ2).  

                                                
4 Christopher Blattman and Edward Miguel, "Civil War," Journal of Economic Literature 48, no. 1 (2010); Paul 
Collier and Anke Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War," Oxford Economic Papers 56, no. 4 (2004); 
Fernando Cubides, "Narcotráfico Y Guerra En Colombia: Los Paramilitaries," in Violencias Y Estrategias 
Colectivas En La Región Andina ed. Eric Lair and Gonzalo Sánchez (Bogotá: Editorial Norma, 2004); Diane 
Davis and Nora Libertun de Duren, "Introduction: Identity Conflicts in the Urban Realm," in Cities and 
Sovereignty: Identity Politics in Urban Spaces, ed. Diane Davis and Nora Libertun de Duren (Indiana University 
Press, 2010); Camilo Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006 
(Bogotá: Universidad Externado de Colombia, 2006); Juan Carlos Echeverry and Zeinab Partow, "Por Qué 
La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En Colombia," in Corrupción, Crimen Y Justicia: 
Una Perspectiva Económica, ed. Mauricio Cárdenas and Roberto Steiner (Bogotá: Tercer Mundo Editores, 
1998); James Fearon and David Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War," American Political Science Review 
97, no. 1 (2003); Havard Hegre, Gudrun Ostby, and Clionadh Raleigh, "Poverty and Civil War Events; a 
Disaggregated Study of Liberia," Journal of Conflict Resoltuion 53, no. 4 (2009); Havard Hegre and Nicholas 
Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on Civil War Onset," Journal of Conflict Resolution 50 
(2006); Clionadh Raleigh and Havard Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A 
Geographically Disaggregated Analysis," Political Geography 28 (2009); Fabio Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La 
Violencia (Bogotá: Universidad de Los Andes, 2007). 
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After the models were run, I selected four municipalities as qualitative case 

studies. Using nested analysis, these cases were chosen as “on-the-line” or 

“typical” cases, which are representative of the quantitative model described 

above.5 As the goal was to conduct multiple case studies, it was prudent to follow a 

secondary selection process whereby municipalities are chosen based on variation 

in the independent variables of interest. This proved to be difficult as the findings 

from econometric models supported a variety of theories on the causes and 

correlates of violence. In fact, evidence was found for each of the three hypotheses 

put forward. The presence of coca crops, income from narco-trafficking, urbanity, 

poverty, and the operation of armed groups are all found to increase the homicide 

rate (H3). Law enforcement is the only indicator that decreases it (H3). Most 

interesting, perhaps, was the finding that DDR and the homicide rate have a 

significant and positive relationship, meaning that the more ex-combatants who 

demobilized to an area, the higher the homicide rate, holding other causes of 

violence constant (RQ1-H1). Moreover, the model uncovered geographic 

variation in this finding. Areas that had been under the former control of certain 

paramilitary sub-groups or blocks had a worse outcome vis a vis the homicide rate 

than others (H2).  

 Ultimately I chose to select cases where only demobilization had taken 

place, and that varied along two dimensions: population density and paramilitary 

block. The “urbanity” variable is captured within the hypothesis that certain local 

structural or contextual conditions are responsible for increasing rates of homicide 
                                                
5 Based on the main fixed effects econometric model, these four cases have small residual scores. Low or zero 
residual scores define a qualitative case as typical, on-the-line or representative. Evan S. Lieberman, "Nested 
Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research," American Political Science Review 99, no. 3 
(2005). 
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in the post-demobilization period (H3). Many researchers, practitioners and urban 

residents describe worsening security in urban centers since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries.6 Selecting cases that vary on the paramilitary block that had 

former control over an area allows for the testing of the group level hypothesis—

whereby increasing violence is related to leadership or historical roots or identity 

(H2). Two municipalities were chosen that had been under the former domain of 

Bloque Córdoba in Córdoba Department, and two under the former domain of 

the Frente Resistencia Tayrona in Magdalena Department. Montería and Santa 

Marta are both departmental capitals and were chosen as urban case studies, and 

Tierralta and Ciénaga were chosen as rural case studies. Montería has displayed 

an increasing trend in the rate of homicide since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries. Santa Marta, Tierralta and Ciénaga have higher than average rates of 

homicide since 2006.   

I interviewed key informants in a range of settings, all of whom could 

speak authoritatively about local conditions including: violent actors and their 

targets, changes between pre and post demobilization time periods, the quality of 

local institutions, legal and illegal markets, as well as past and current security 

threats. Professors, human rights organizations (local and international), think 

tanks, civil servants, politicians, the ombudsmen’s office, the attorney general’s 

office, police, army, clergy, and staff from the Reintegration Program were 

interviewed. Local policies and reports were also analyzed. In total, 55 semi-

                                                
6 Frédérc Massé et al., "Presencia De Desmovilizados E Inseguridad En Las Ciudades. Casos De Estudio: 
Villavicencio, Montería Y Bogotá," in Cuarto Informe del Observatorio de DDR y Ley de Justicia y Paz (Madrid: 
Centro Intenacional de Toledo para la Paz, 2011). This was also apparent from several preliminary 
interviews with key informants and discussions with urban residents. 
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structured interviews were conducted with more than 500 pages of transcripts 

analyzed. At least 50 non-structured interviews were conducted as well.  

This methodology was extremely labor intensive and at times, I felt as if I 

was conducting two separate dissertations. It took one year of residence in 

Colombia to create, clean and validate the database. I presented the econometric 

models to several audiences (NGOs, universities, colleagues) to ferret out 

weaknesses and improve on them. This process was made more difficult given the 

subject matter—a highly politicized and contested topic in Colombia. My time in 

the field brought about a separate set of complications. Concerns about security 

meant that I could spend only short periods of time in each location, which 

necessitated extremely long days with multiple interviews. A private space to 

conduct interviews, outside the reach of potential informants, was not always easy 

to come by. Perhaps the most challenging part of this process, however, was the 

integrating results from qualitative and quantitative methods. Both methods tested 

and found support for multiple hypotheses and at times, provided contradictory 

results.   

 

4. WHAT DRIVES VIOLENCE IN POST-DEMOBILIZATION COLOMBIA?  

SUMMARY OF RESULTS: I titled this project “violent momentum” to highlight the 

finding that certain local-structural conditions feed violence over time, keeping 

rates elevated and precluding the possibility for DDR to improve security. 

Ultimately, results indicate that violence remains elevated within Colombia when 

two conditions exist: the presence of a weak state at the local level and the 
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existence of opportunities to extract illegal rents. The process through which this 

conclusion was drawn is described below.   

Returning to the three hypotheses that were put forward to explain sub-

national variation in rates and trends of violence (RQ2), partial support was found 

for each. The first hypothesis stipulates that on-going violence is a product of 

failures or weaknesses in the DDR process (H1). Partial evidence was found for 

this hypothesis along three dimensions. First, the process largely ignored middle 

ranking commanders, an influential sub-group who are recognized as potential 

spoilers.7 There is significant evidence that many of the newly armed structures 

that appear in the post-demobilization period are lead by such men. Second, the 

Colombian government reneged on the initial terms of their peace agreement 

with AUC top leaders by extraditing them to the United States, thus breaking 

trust in the process—something considered an essential component of DDR.8 

This move on the part of the government appears to have led top leaders to 

reactivate lower level paramilitary structures. Third, there was a fair amount of 

unchecked “fake demobilization” or “ghost recruiting” that occurred, meaning 

that many non-combatants demobilized and that some “real” combatants 

remained outside of the process. These three conditions together have allowed for 

the maintenance of on-going violence by supporting the restructuring and 

reactivation of armed groups with ties to original paramilitary structures.  

                                                
7 Joanna Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of 
DDR after Wars of Predation," Political Economies: From War To Peace 27, no. 1 (2006); Steven A.  Zyck, 
"Former Combatant Reintegration and Fragmentation in Contemporary Afghanistan," Conflict, Security & 
Developement 9, no. 1 (2009). 
8 Denise Spencer, "Demobilization and Reintegration in Central America,"  (Bonn: Bonn International 
Center for Conversion, 1997). 
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The second hypothesis explains increasing violence as a function of group 

level characteristics. Two characteristics were identified that make this group 

particularly difficult to demobilize with traditional DDR procedures. First is 

related to the AUC’s principal interest in economic enrichment over ideology, 

particularly in the latter years of the conflict. Their intertwinement with narco-

trafficking, multi-national companies, and government contracts characterized 

them more as an organized crime and mafia style armed group than as politically 

motivated rebels. Negotiated settlements that focus on demilitarization, political 

power sharing, and reintegration into civilian life with a low local economic 

standard, are unlikely to persuade an armed group focused on wealth 

accumulation.  

Second, the AUC held tremendous influence over local and national 

institutions, particularly in terms of politics, justice, and administration of public 

goods. Alternatively described as having captured the local (and national) state 

and having been coerced by local elites, paramilitaries inhabit a grey zone 

between state forces and insurgents. However, DDR is essentially designed to 

target state forces and/or insurgents.9 Given the intertwinement of legal with 

illegal in Colombia, the DDR of paramilitaries has done little to address the 

corrupt economic and political structures that were infiltrated by them, leaving 

these structures largely intact-- not that this is necessary a task of DDR. The point 

is simply that the special identity of paramilitaries together with local conditions 

(see H3) makes this group less likely to be effectively demobilized.  

                                                
9 Jorge A.  Restrepo and Robert Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?," in 
Security and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Dealing with Fighters in the Aftermath of War, ed. Robert Muggah (New York: 
Routledge Global Security Studies, 2009). 
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There is evidence that DDR process (H1) and group level characteristics 

(H2) partially explain the positive relationship between homicide and paramilitary 

demobilization. However, the strongest evidence was found for the third 

hypothesis---that it is local-structural factors that drive patterns of violence in the 

post-demobilization period (H3). As such, DDR of the AUC can be viewed as an 

interactive variable that together with certain factors is likely to promote the 

continuation of, or an increase in violence. The first condition is an opportunity to 

capture illegal rents. The fixed effects model showed a very strong positive 

relationship between coca crops and income from cocaine trafficking on the 

homicide rate. Qualitative casework allowed for the expansion of the concept of 

rent capture beyond the cocaine trade. While the presence of coca crops and the 

level of drug money varied significantly between case study sites, each ultimately 

displayed a range of rent seeking opportunities available to violent actors. In 

addition to coca fields, there are cocaine laboratories, transport corridors, and 

export points. Stealing of land in the interest of narco-trafficking continues, as well 

as the related practice of utilizing “front men” to grab land. Urban centers have 

become a new site of contestation for armed groups both for recruitment purposes 

and because it is a stable source of income primarily through extortion and drug 

pushing for local consumption. Violence is generated when armed factions fight 

for territorial control, and when civilians prevent an obstacle for the operation of 

such groups. These violent operations are more likely to occur in areas where 

there is a weak state at the local level and are augmented by the weaknesses of the 

DDR process outlined above. 



 12 

The second condition that favors continued, if not increased violence in 

the post-demobilization period is a local weak state. In the statistical analysis, law 

enforcement—an indicator used in the fixed effects model to capture local state 

strength—had a very significant downward influence on the homicide rate. While 

the value of the arrest rate varied between case studies, qualitative fieldwork 

revealed that this indicator is much too narrow to capture the complex concept of 

state strength. In all case study areas, there was evidence for state absence, state 

inefficiency and incapacity, or outright institutionalized or systemic corruption in 

terms of electoral fraud, embezzlement, and/or political collusion with armed 

groups. These types of local state weakness are linked to violence through a 

variety of mechanisms including the lack of official protective mechanisms for 

civilians, the development of parallel forms of authority, judicial bias and 

weakening rule of law, the inability for civilians to denounce violations of human 

rights, and direct or indirect support of violent actors by representatives of legal 

institutions. In such an environment, armed groups including descendants of the 

former AUC can easily operate and utilize violence to obtain their goals despite 

the implementation of a formal DDR process. Demobilizing combatants into this 

environment is therefore unlikely to decrease levels of violence. 

In sum, this study has econometrically tested a variety of theories on the 

causes of violence and conflict, and has explored causal mechanisms linking 

various conditions to violence within four representative municipalities within 

Colombia. In short, violence increases because a flawed demobilization process 

together with the criminal nature of the AUC has lead to an atomization of armed 

actors. These “new armed groups”, with various connections to the former 
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paramilitaries, are contesting the space that was formally dominated by one 

supreme group. Civilians are targeted when they interfere with the economic 

interests of these groups, or when they denounce or defend their rights. This 

violent process is allowed where the local state is absent, inefficient or corrupt and 

where there are ample opportunities for wealth accumulation. Demobilization has 

not worked as a violence reduction strategy because even though it partially broke 

down old command and control structures, it has not significantly changed the 

local environment to prevent new structures from arising. These results call 

attention to the necessity of understanding the local context in the implementation 

of DDR, as well a nuanced appreciation for the differences in identity of armed 

groups. Aside from DDR, the concepts of ‘weak state’ and ‘illegal rents’ from a 

sub-national perspective are essential when considering violence reduction in 

Colombia, and may also be a useful framework for other conflict-affected 

countries. 

 

5. A BRIEF REVIEW OF CONCEPTS: VIOLENCE AND INSECURITY 

 In this study, I analyze and explain changes in violence and security in 

Colombia over time, particularly in relationship to the DDR process with the 

AUC. “Violence” and “security” however, are inherently imprecise concepts. The 

way in which these terms are operationalized changed throughout the course of 

my data collection, and is dependent on the methods utilized. During the 

econometric phase of the study, I measured violence using the rate of homicides 

committed per 100,000 inhabitants. While conducting case studies, I broadened 

the concept of violence to include rape, displacement, threats and extortion. 
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During fieldwork, the circumstances surrounding the commission of homicide 

merited attention: the authors and their motivations; the identity of the victims; as 

well as how visible the acts were. Rather than rely exclusively on official statistics 

(as in the econometric model), the qualitative phase of research included the 

perceptions of those who live and work in violent communities. 

Several researchers have rightly wondered why I focus on the general 

category of homicides and not exclusively on “conflict related deaths” or “political 

motivated violence” (as opposed to criminal violence), especially as I inquire about 

the “impact of peacebuilding,” post-DDR violence, and the transition from war to 

peace. Two responses are provided here.  

First, I find it difficult to distinguish between conflict related deaths and 

non-conflict related deaths. Despite the valiant efforts of several research institutes 

in Colombia to catalogue deaths in this way, I find the concepts too murky to 

have full confidence in the data. It is true that there are clear instances of conflict 

related deaths-- when fatalities arise from battles between government forces or 

the AUC and guerilla groups, for example. However, there are far more “less” 

clear instances. Take, for example, an active combatant of the AUC who killed 

two farmers in 2003 because they were interfering with his transport of cocaine 

from point A to B. This would have been recorded as a “conflict-related” death, 

but is it? Or is this a homicide committed by an armed group who controls the 

majority of the narco-trafficking business in Colombia but also purports to have 

political or counter-insurgency aims? To illustrate this point further, let’s advance 

a few years. This same AUC member demobilizes through the collective DDR 

process in 2006. He decides to join an “new” armed group involved in narco-
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trafficking. This group has many connections to the former AUC, but is organized 

differently and has more economic than political goals. In 2008, the ex-combatant 

kills two farmers because they are interfering with the group’s transportation of 

cocaine. In both scenarios, the perpetrator and victims are the same, as well as the 

motivations for homicide. The main difference is that in 2008, the AUC no longer 

existed. Despite these similarities, the latter homicide would not be registered as a 

conflict-related death.  

These impressions are further strengthened by Kalyvas’ analysis of the 

strong role that denunciations play in civil war. Under the high demand for 

information in a civil war context, political actors solicit denunciations from 

civilians, who engage in this process to “satisfy a long repressed grudge or provide 

a decisive advantage in previously restrained contests.”10 By pointing to the 

central importance of denunciations in civil war and its intimate nature, Kalyvas 

asserts that political and criminal violence do not occupy opposite ends of the 

spectrum, believed to be “incompatible” with each other.11  

The above paragraphs answer the question of whether or not the 

distinction between conflict and non-conflict deaths can be made. This paragraph 

addresses whether or not this characterization is necessary to answer the research 

questions fully. I argue that it is not. While this study asks what the statistical 

relationship is between demobilization and the homicide rate, it is not meant to be an 

evaluation of a DDR process. Instead, I understand the causes and correlates of 

violence over time in Colombia as a more dynamic process--that on-going 

                                                
10 Stathis Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 2006):  339. 
11 363.  
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violence and insecurity are functions of a myriad of micro, mezzo and macro level 

causes. It is a complex process involving violent actors at the individual and group 

level, official policies (DDR and SSR), and local endowments.  

As mentioned above, the Colombian DDR process explicitly sought to 

“diminish the number of victims of armed violence in the country.” It was also 

construed as a “fundamental component of peace consolidation.”12 Notice that 

these program objectives describes violence in general terms, rather than in 

conflict specific terms. Patterns of violence have changed since the demobilization 

of paramilitaries. Changes are witnessed in official homicide statistics (in rate and 

location of crime), the types of violent crime being committed, violent actors, and 

victims of violence. Some areas have experienced a rapid improvement in 

multiple indicators of violence and others, a deterioration.  

Regardless of whether DDR is intended to decrease conflict or “general” 

deaths, we would expect nevertheless, a decrease in homicide after the close of the 

process. This has not been the case for all areas of Colombia. To explain and 

explore this puzzle, I consider the political, economic, and social motivations 

behind organized violence—whether committed by remnants of paramilitary 

groups, ex-combatants, or new actors. The DDR process is viewed here as a 

conditioning variable that has altered the environment. How, why and to what 

degree transformation in violence and insecurity has taken place is the subject of 

this dissertation.  

 

                                                
12 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales," 6, 26. 
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6. GENERALIZABILITY  

In terms of generalizability, these results are without doubt most 

meaningful for Colombia, and foremost for the four municipalities where 

qualitative case research was conducted. These results are also instrumental, 

however, in understanding the conditions under which DDR can and cannot 

improve security in countries transitioning from conflict towards peace. 

Notwithstanding the historical and socio-political particularities of Colombia, it 

shares certain characteristics with other conflict affected countries—an unresolved 

‘agrarian’ question, war economies, high levels of violence (in some places), 

millions of war affected individuals and families, major disparities in quality of 

governance across the country, the presence of thousands of ex-combatants, on-

going security threats from a variety of armed actors, and the presence of 

profitable natural resources. Identifying the mechanisms that drive violence in 

contemporary Colombia provides a lens through which to analyze other 

countries, and furnishes policymakers and peacebuilders with knowledge needed 

to make smart decisions about violence reduction, DDR and even Security Sector 

Reform (SSR) in conflict affected countries. 

 

7. PLAN 

The dissertation is split into nine chapters. Chapter 2 provides a brief 

summary of the Colombian conflict, the DDR process, and current indicators of 

violence. The development of research questions is described here, and a review 

of existing research on DDR and theories of violence and conflict is provided.  
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Chapter 3 is focused on the quantitative aspect of the study. The design of 

the database is described, as well as the development of econometric models and 

quantitative findings. Chapter 4 details the case selection process for the 

qualitative case studies, and Chapter 5 provides information on the four selected 

municipalities.  

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 provide empirical evidence for each of the three main 

aspects of the theory developed for this project. The chapters are rooted in 

qualitative analysis, but integrate quantitative findings to present the totality of 

information gathered through the research process. The significance of DDR and 

paramilitary group identity are described in chapter 6. In particular, I discuss how 

weaknesses or failures in the process have lead to on-going violence in case study 

areas. Despite such programmatic weaknesses, the two conditions that underlie 

persistently high levels of violence in sub-national Colombia are the presence of 

illegal rents and a weak state at the local level. These conditions are described in 

Chapters 7 and 8 respectively.  

The final chapter describes some of the weaknesses of this project, and lays 

out directions and for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LAYING THE GROUNDWORK: 

 RESEARCH QUESTIONS, HYPOTHESES AND LITERATURE 
 
 

This chapter is meant to guide the reader from my initial curiosity about 

Colombian violence and disarmament, demobilization and reintegration [DDR] 

of paramilitaries, through to the development of research questions and 

hypotheses. The chapter begins with a brief review of Colombia’s recent conflict 

history and a summary of the collective paramilitary DDR process. The 

preliminary inquiry focuses on analyzing trends of violence within Colombia, and 

disentangling the goals, expectations, and criticisms of DDR processes in relation 

to post-conflict violence. This analysis leads to the development of two research 

questions that drive the subsequent design of the dissertation.  

First, what is the impact of the collective DDR of paramilitaries on rates of 

homicide in Colombia? Second, what drives the heterogeneity in rates and trends 

of violence within the country since DDR? Three hypotheses are developed which 

focus on the individual, group and local-structural levels of analysis. A detailed 

literature review on the causes and correlates of violence is provided mid-way 

through the chapter centering on four main bodies of literature: governance, 

income, population density [or urbanization] and narco-trafficking. The benefits 

of conducting a micro-level study will be reviewed. The last section visually 

displays the main research puzzle, the research questions and the three hypotheses 

to be tested.  
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1. THE INITIAL INQUIRY AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

The inquiry began with a highly undeveloped and exploratory research 

question concerning why Colombians were still facing high levels of violence after 

the DDR of the most lethal armed group in the country. This conundrum 

presented two main investigative avenues. One was to establish whether violence 

has worsened since paramilitary demobilization. Another was to inquire if DDR 

as a peacebuilding strategy is actually designed to improve levels of security, and if 

other scholars have tried to sort out the puzzle of why violence remains or worsens 

in a post-conflict environment. In the following sections, each of these dimensions 

will be explored. First, a brief overview of Colombia’s conflict history and the 

DDR process will be provided.  

 
1.1 COLOMBIA’S CONFLICT HISTORY 
 

Colombia’s history includes several cycles of violence, the most recent of 

which began in the early 1980s. Until 2006, the main players included left-wing 

revolutionary guerilla groups [mainly FARC and ELN], the right-wing counter-

insurgency United-Self Defense of Colombia [AUC] also known as the 

paramilitaries, and the Colombian government’s armed forces. Both guerillas and 

paramilitaries have been heavily intertwined in illegal markets and have 

frequently targeted civilians as part of their violent strategies.13 In terms of scale, 

Gutiérrez Sanín  describes the high ratio of civilian to combatant death, reporting 

                                                
13 Soledad Granada, Jorge A. Restepo, and Andrés R Vargas, "El Agotamiento De La Política De Seguridad: 
Evolución Y Transformaciones Recientes En El Conflicto Armado Colombiano " in Guerra Y Violencias En 
Colombia, ed. Jorge A. Restrepo and David Aponte (Bogotá: Pontificia Universidad Javeriana 2009); Fransisco  
Gutiérrez Sanín, "Telling the Difference: Guerrillas and Paramilitaries in the Colombian War," Politics & 
Society 36, no. 3 (2008); Jorge A. Restrepo and M Spagat, "Civilian Casualties in the Colombian Conflict: A 
New Approach to Human Security," (2004).  
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that between 1975 and 2004, for every 27 people who were killed during active 

combat, 29 civilians were also killed.14 

In 1997, various paramilitary groups operating around the country 

consolidated into the Autodefenses Unidas de Colombia [AUC-United Self-

Defense Forces of Colombia]. While not all individual paramilitary groups 

became part of the AUC, it has been the largest and most powerful confederation 

in the country. This corresponds with the period described by researchers as the 

“expansion” of paramilitarism and the “upsurge” in the Colombian conflict 

[1996/7-2002/3]. During this period, the paramilitaries expanded their territorial 

control, increased their influence and rent extraction over the narcotics trade, and 

accelerated their unilateral victimization of civilians.15 While all groups have been 

extremely violent, paramilitary actions have been some of the most deadly. They 

pursued their ‘counterinsurgency’ tactic by targeting both guerilla groups [FARC 

and ELN] and civilians. Massacres against civilians were a regularly employed 

strategy of terror, especially from 1997-2003. AUC behavior is reflected in three 

sets of statistics. First, during the years 1999 and 2003, between 1500 and 2500 

civilians were killed each year due to the conflict--marking one of the deadliest 

periods in Colombian history. Second, paramilitaries were the group most 

responsible for civilian deaths. During this period, they killed civilians at a rate 

three to seven times that of the FARC [the second most lethal group]. Third, in 

                                                
14 Fransisco Gutiérrez Sanín and "Tendencias Del Homicidio Político En Colombia 1975-2004: Una 
Discusión Preliminar," in Nuestra Guerra Sin Nombre, ed. Instituto de Estudios Politicos y Relaciones 
Internacionales (Bogotá: Grupo Editorial Norma 2006). 
15 Granada, Restepo, and Vargas, "El Agotamiento De La Política De Seguridad: Evolución Y 
Transformaciones Recientes En El Conflicto Armado Colombiano"; F.  Cubides, "Narcotráfico Y 
Paramilitarismo: Matrimonio Indisoluble?" in El Poder Paramilitar, ed. A. Rangel (Bogotá  Editorial Planeta 
Colombiana, 2005), Mauricio Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas (Bogot: IEPRI, 2003), Gustavo Duncan, Los 
Señores De La Guerra (Bogotá: CEDE, 2007). 
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comparing conflict related civilian deaths with combat deaths, nearly all killings 

perpetrated by paramilitaries during this period were against civilians.16  

The civilian dimensions of the Colombian conflict are also apparent by the 

remarkably high rates of internal displacement. Colombia currently ranks second 

in the world for the country with the highest numbers of internally displaced 

people [IDPs].17 According to the Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos y el 

Desplazamiento [CODHES], the NGO concerned with internal displacement in 

Colombia, 286,389 people were forcibly displaced from their homes due to armed 

conflict and other forms of violence in 2009.18 This occurred in 69% of the 

country’s municipalities. From 2002-2009, a period which both corresponds with 

President Uribe’s time in power and the collective demobilization of 

paramilitaries, more than 2.4 million were forcibly displaced from their homes. 

CODHES estimates that 4.92 million people have been internally displaced in 

Colombia over the past 25 years. The government agency concerned with IDPs, 

Acción Social provides a lower figure of 3.3 million displaced people from the 

early 1990s to the end of 2009. This statistic is based on those individuals and 

families who applied to and were accepted by this agency to be included on the 

national register of internally displaced persons.19 

                                                
16 Granada, Restepo, and Vargas, "El Agotamiento De La Política De Seguridad: Evolución Y 
Transformaciones Recientes En El Conflicto Armado Colombiano". The Conflict Analysis Resource Center 
(CERAC) uses several sources to record their data on conflict related deaths including: reports from regional, 
national and international press, national non-governmental organizations, international organizations, state 
and non-state sources. 
17 IDMC, "Global Overview of Trends and Developments in 2008,"  (Geneva: Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Center 2009). The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC)’s end of 2008 report 
documents Colombia with between 2,650,000 and 4,360,000 IDPs. Only Sudan has a higher number.  
18 CODHES, "¿Salto Estraégio O Salto Al Vacío?" in Boletín Informativo de la Consultoría para los Derechos 
Humanos y Desplazamiento (Bogotá: 2010). 
19 The absolute number of IDPs that exist in Colombia is a contentious subject. Human rights organizations 
criticize the number produced by the government because they find the IDP registration process 
exclusionary: see also Karen Jacobsen, Kimberly Howe, and IDMC, "Internal Displacement to Urban Areas: 
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Romero describes paramilitarism as a “business of coercion” [empresario 

de la coercion]--20 the organization of which arose from a series of political 

proposals and constitutional amendments from the central government involving 

agrarian reform, local level democratization, and peace talks with leftist guerillas 

beginning in the late 1970s and extending into the 1990s. Romero explains that 

during each of these openings paramilitaries gained in number and strength, due 

to alliances held with political elites and large landowners (generally the same 

group of people) as well as the military. “They became violent defenders of the 

status quo.”21 Their ascendancy became possible in different regions because: 

landowners and external investors had problems with security due to guerilla 

threat; there was a split between local elites and the government on the idea of 

agrarian reform and negotiation with guerilla; there was a chasm between the 

army and the central government over the use of counterinsurgent techniques, 

which the former was in favor of [as were the political elites]; narco-traffickers 

became large land owners who supported private security groups and adopted a 

counterinsurgent mentality.  

Regarding the function of paramilitaries, Duncan explains that individual 

“blocks” cropped up around the country in the 1970s and 1980s for one of four 

primary reasons: they were vigilante or self-protection groups with the purpose to 

defend themselves against leftist guerilla; they were death squads of 5-10 men who 

killed those seen to be guerrilla, guerilla sympathizers, Stalinists or leftists; they 

                                                                                                                                
The Tufts-Idmc Profiling Study: Case Study 3 Santa Marta," (IDMC; Tufts University, 2008). Government 
bodies accuse human rights organizations of inflating numbers for political purposes, and for utilizing poor 
methodologies. Thus, the range of “official” and “unofficial” numbers is large (3-5 million), but the scale 
remains enormous.    
20 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
21 18. 
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were body guards for the ‘local oligarchy’ or provided protection to individual 

politicians; or they provided protection or assistance to drug lords.22 Despite their 

federation, individual blocks maintained a fair amount of autonomy within the 

national structure.  

 
1.2 THE LEGAL-POLITICAL FRAMEWORKS AND INSTITUTIONS FOR AUC 
DEMOBILIZATION  
 

DDR in general terms is a “process introduced following a conflict and 

directed primarily at ensuring the transition of combatants to civil life.”23 The 

particularities of DDR processes will subsequently be described in this chapter. 

Historically speaking, DDR activities, although not termed as such, has been a 

part of Colombian policy since the late 1800s. Following Colombia’s bloody civil 

war, “La Violencia” between 1946 and 1958, demobilization became 

institutionalized when first guerillas and later all armed actors received general 

amnesty under Decree 1823.24 This was likely the first DDR process in 

Colombia.25 The ongoing violent activity of left-wing guerillas led to the 

development of a series of laws in the 1980s, granting them amnesty and 

supporting their reinsertion into civilian life [Ley 35 1982 and Ley 77 1989].26 

These changes lead to the complete dismantling of several guerilla groups in the 

early 1990s [the EPL, M-19, MAQL, CRS and PRT]. In 1994, Decree 1385 set 

                                                
22 Interview with Gustavo Duncan May 2009 Bogotá. Author of: Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra , Gustavo 
Duncan, "Violencia Y Conflicto En Colombia Como Una Disputa Por El Control Del Estado En Lo Local " 
in CEDE (Universidad de Los Andes, 2004). 
23 Robert Muggah, "No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Reintegration (DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-Conflict Contexts," The Round Table 94, no. 379 (2005),  
242.  
24Arturo Álape, El Bogotazo: La Paz, La Violencia, Testigos De Excepción (Bogotá: Planeta, 1985). 
25 Restrepo and Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?" 
26 Gabriel Turriago and José María  Bustamante, Estudios De Los Procesos De Reinserción En Colombia 1991-1998 
(Bogotá: Alfaomega, 2003). 
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the terms for individuals who wanted to enter the disarmament and 

demobilization process, regardless of the group’s commitments to peace. This 

decree set up the first Arms Disposal Committee [CODA], created a certification 

process for ex-combatants, and allowed them to access benefits. In the late 1990s, 

additional regulatory laws were added, and several agencies were created to 

attend to the reinsertion of ex-combatants.27  

Despite the government’s attempts to negotiate cease-fires, DDR and 

other aspects of peace agreements with the FARC and ELN, they operate until 

today-- although considerably weakened. Individual combatants from these 

groups regularly have defected and continue to do so, joining the DDR process. 

In fact, the rate of individual demobilization has been increasing since 2002, when 

the collective DDR process for paramilitaries began.   

President Uribe began negotiations with leaders of the AUC and other 

paramilitary groups under the steam of his ‘Democratic Security Policy’ at the 

beginning of his first term in 2002.28 By the end of that year, nearly all other 

paramilitary groups had agreed to a unilateral ceasefire.29 One of the stated goals 

of the government in their negotiations with the AUC was to return the monopoly 

of the use of force in the hands of the state.30 The first complete agreement 

between the Colombian Government and the AUC was in July 2003. Called the 

“Acuerdo de Santa Fé de Ralito”, it consisted of two parts. The AUC agreed to 

                                                
27 Álvaro  Villarraga, "Procesos De Paz, Desarme Y Reinserción En Colombia," in I Foro Distrital: 
Desmovilización, un Camino Hacia la Paz (Bogota: 2005). Villarraga provides an excellent and complete history of 
Colombia’s demobilization processes. 
28 República de Colombia, "Política De Defensa Y Seguridad Democrática. Ministerio De Defensa." 
29 For a full explanation of negotiations, see: Presidencia de la República and Oficina Alto Comisionado para 
la Paz, "Proceso De Paz Con Las Autodefensas; Informe Ejecutivo,"  (Bogotá 2006). Two blocks refused to 
demobilize: the Autodefensas del Casanare and the Frente Cacique Pipinta. 
30 Acuerdo de Santa Fe de Ralito, "Acuerdo De Santa Fe De Ralito Para Contribuir a La Paz De Colombia,"  
(Alto Comisionado para la Paz, 2003). 
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completely disarm and demobilize by 2005, and the government pledged to assist 

demobilized combatants to reintegrate into society. The second agreement, 

“Acuerdo de Fatima” of 2004, spelled out the conditions for the areas of 

disarmament and demobilization, and also outlined the responsibilities of the 

Mission to Support Peace Processes of the Organization of American States 

[MAPP-OEA], the body designated to oversee and evaluate the DDR process.31  

The questions of why the paramilitaries agreed to demobilize, or why the 

government was interested in demobilizing them at this time is a question that 

remains without a clear answer. From interviews with key informants and a 

review of documents during the course of this study, several arguments came to 

light. Uribe may have been motivated by a fear that the AUC had become 

powerful enough to contest the power of the Colombian government. 

Negotiations may have been a response to US threats to withdraw military aid 

because of the Colombian government’s support for paramilitaries—known to the 

Americans for their involvement in narco-trafficking and widespread commission 

of human rights violations against civilians. The paramilitaries are thought to have 

agreed to the negotiations because it allowed them an opportunity to `come clean´ 

while maintaining their wealth, albeit clandestinely. In other words, they found 

loopholes in the Justice and Peace Law [described below], and could avoid 

prosecution of crimes committed, serve short prison sentences, and continue to 

operate their capital accumulating economies.  

In terms of the objectives for the Colombian DDR process, the National 

Council of Social and Economic Policy [CONPES] assert that the DDR process is 

                                                
31 Villarraga, "Procesos De Paz, Desarme Y Reinserción En Colombia." 
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as a “fundamental component of peace consolidation.”32 They also stipulate that 

Reintegration should be an integral part of security and economic development 

strategies for the country. For the individual components of the process, they 

follow the Stockholm Integrated Standards [see Section on DDR as Violence 

Reduction]. The Council defines several specific long-term objects for social and 

reintegration processes. These objectives include: “the encouragement and 

stimulation of ex-combatants to leave armed violence peacefully”; the prevention 

of recidivism; the creation of space for civil debates, peaceful resolution of conflict 

and reconciliation for communities affected by violence; to consolidate advances 

made in security as a result of disarmament and demobilization and “to guarantee 

the non-repetition of violent acts and to diminish the number of victims of armed 

violence in the country.”33   

The collective DDR of the AUC falls under two pieces of legislation. Law 

782 of 2002 [Ley 782 2002] gives perpetrators of political crimes a presidential 

pardon.  Crimes against humanity, as specified under international humanitarian 

law [Geneva Conventions of 1949 & Additional Protocols34] such as torture, 

forced displacement, kidnapping or other heinous crimes are non-pardonable. 

Law 782 also outlines the benefits that are provided to ex-combatants and 

include: health care, education, psychosocial support, and “employment 

generating products.”35 While Law 782 deals with ex-combatants, the Justice and 

                                                
32 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales," 6. 
33 Ibid.: 6, 26. Quotations translated from Spanish by this author. 
34 See for exact legislation, see: ICRC, "The Geneva Convetions of 1949 and Their Additional Protocols." 
35 Jonathan Morgenstein, "Consolidating Disarmament: Lessons from Colombia's Reintegration Program for 
Demobilized Paramilitaries" in Special Report (Washington DC: The United States Institute of Peace, 2008). 
See for exact legislation: República de Colombia, "Ley 782 De 2002,"  (Bogotá: 2002). 
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Peace Law [Law 975 of 2005] was meant to address victim’s rights to “justice, 

truth and reparation” [Article 1].36 In exchange for a truthful testimony, authors 

of non-pardonable crimes are eligible for a reduced sentence of 5-8 years. In 

addition, ex-combatants are expected to surrender the goods that they acquired 

when they were active. Both the design and application of the Justice and Peace 

Law has been highly criticized as favoring ex-combatants over victims.37 

Nevertheless, there are more positive views of the above-mentioned Law 975, as it 

is seen as an effective and valuable mechanism to guarantee victims their right to 

truth, justice, reparation, and non- repetition. The confessions of the AUC´s ex-

combatants have led, in many cases, to discover the circumstances around violent 

acts and where they were committed.38   

Since 2006, the Alta Consejería para La Reintegración [ACR] has 

coordinated the reintegration process in Colombia.39 ACR provides all 

individually and collectively demobilized people with a variety of services 

including education, health, and psychosocial services as well as activities geared 

toward economic reintegration such as vocational training and project support. 

Economic incentives are provided for participation in these reintegration 

programs. The MAPP-OEA continues to serve as the body for monitoring and 

evaluation and produces regular reports on the process.  

                                                
36 See for exact legislation: República de Colombia, "Ley 975 De 2005 "  (Bogotá: 2005). 
37 Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia,"  (New York: 
Human Rights Watch, 2010); Comisión Colombiana de Juristas, "Boletin No. 27: Serie Sobre Los Derechos 
De Las Victimas Y La Aplicación De La Ley 975,"  (Bogotá: 2008); International Crisis Group, "Correction 
Course: Victims and the Justice and Peace Law in Colombia," in Latin America Report (2008). 
38 Eduardo Pizarro and Leon Valencia, Ley De Justicia Y Paz: Colección Cara Y Sello, vol. Ediciones Semana 
(Bogotá: Editorial Norma, 2009). 
39 From 2003-2006, two separate government agencies were involved in the collective demobilization of the 
AUC. The Office of the High Commissioner for Peace was in charge of disarmament and demobilization, 
and the Program for Reincorporation into Civilian Life of the Ministry of Interior and Justice, which 
managed the reintegration process. 
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  There are several aspects of the collective DDR of paramilitaries that 

differ from processes occurring in other parts of the world. First, DDR is taking 

place in the absence of a peace agreement between all armed groups. In other 

words, DDR is happening while the conflict persists. Iraq, Afghanistan and the 

Philippines also have DDR in the midst of a conflict, but these are exceptions.40 

Second, the DDR process is occurring with comparatively little help from the 

international community. It is very much an internal process. Judicial procedures 

are relying entirely on the national justice system.41 The level of national 

ownership for DDR in Colombia is unsurpassed.42 

The collective disarmament and demobilization of the AUC officially took 

place from 2003 until 2006, and reintegration activities continue. Thirty five 

thousand one hundred and seventy paramilitaries have demobilized through 

individual and collective processes. Regarding the two main guerilla groups, 

11,594 FARC and 2,465 ELN members have demobilized.43 The most recent 

figures suggest that the FARC has about 9000 members and the ELN between 

2200 and 3000.44 Thus, the number of individual demobilizations to date has 

represented a sizable proportion of leftist guerillas. How violence has transformed 

in Colombia since the implementation of this peacebuilding strategy continues to 

be the subject of much speculation.  

                                                
40 CCDDR, "The Cartagena Contribution to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration"; CONPES, 
"Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados Ilegales." 
41 Morgenstein, "Consolidating Disarmament: Lessons from Colombia's Reintegration Program for 
Demobilized Paramilitaries ". 
42 Marieke Denissen, "Reintegrating Ex-Combatants into Civilian Life: The Case of the Paramilitaries in 
Colombia," Peace and Change 35, no. 2 (2010). 
43 This information comes directly from the database of the Alta Consejería para la Reintegración. 
44 Stephanie Hanson, "Farc, Eln: Colombia's Left-Wing Guerillas," ed. Council on Foreign Relations (2009).  
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The process has come under heavy criticism. First, when AUC leaders 

negotiated the terms of DDR with the Colombian government, they proposed 

that approximately 15,000 people would participate in the process. Instead, over 

30,000 were included in the ranks. This has caused speculation amongst observers 

that non-AUC members participated in the process. Perhaps unrelated individuals 

joined to access benefits, traffickers ‘hid’ in the ranks to avoid prosecution or even, 

“paramilitary leaders gamed the system: they hired otherwise unrelated peasants 

to pose en masse as rank-and-file troops with substandard weapons, leaving the 

core paramilitary forces intact.”45 

The second criticism is that many ex-combatants continue to operate and 

they never fully demobilized.46  Since the termination of the collective 

demobilization process, there has been a marked increase in the number of 

criminal bands that perpetrate violence throughout the country. While the 

government catalogues these groups as BACRIM [bandas criminales] or ‘groups 

at the margin of the law’, researchers focused on the Colombian conflict link these 

groups --to varying degrees-- with former paramilitaries, and describe them as 

‘second generation paramilitaries’ or ‘neo-paramilitaries’.47  These new illegal 

armed groups are currently operating in 17 of the 20 municipalities with the 

                                                
45 Morgenstein, "Consolidating Disarmament: Lessons from Colombia's Reintegration Program for 
Demobilized Paramilitaries". 
46 For a full review of critiques, see: Enzo Nussio, "Learning from Shortcomings-the Demobilisation of 
Paramilitaries in Colombia," Journal of Peacebuilding and Development 6, no. 2 (2011). 
47 Soledad Granada, Jorge A. Restrepo, and Alonso Tobón García, "Neoparamilitarismo En Colombia: Una 
Herramienta Conceptual Para La Interpretación De Dinámicas Recientes Del Conflicto Armado 
Colombiano," in Guerra Y Violencias En Colombia ed. Jorge Restrepo and David Aponte (Bogotá: Pontificia 
Universidad Javeriana 2009); Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in 
Colombia."; International Crisis Group, "Colombia's New Armed Groups," in Latin American Report (2007). 
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highest concentration of demobilized combatants from the AUC.48 The links 

between pre-DDR paramilitary structures and current armed actors is a theme 

that will be explored through qualitative methods as a part of this dissertation [See 

Chapter 6]. 

At the same time, there are aspects of the Colombian DDR program that 

can be viewed positively. Participation in official reintegration activities remains 

high. Two-thirds of the original 30,000+ collectively demobilized people 

participated in at least one reintegration activity during the last quarter of 2009. 

Fifty-eight percent of all demobilized people in the country [individual and 

collectively demobilized AUC as well as individually demobilized guerilla 

members] participated in at least one reintegration activity during the first 

semester of 2010.49 The country has also experienced a sharp decrease in the 

homicide rate in the post-demobilization period. Whether or not this drop can be 

attributed to the DDR of paramilitaries is one of the main topics that will be 

explored through econometric methods in this dissertation [see Chapter 3]. 

 
 
2. VIOLENT TRENDS 
 

The first line of inquiry was to establish statistical trends in terms of 

violence in the post-demobilization period. Civilians in Santa Marta had told me 

before the project began that they feel less secure than under paramilitarism. Are 

their perceptions aligned with the reported incidence of violence and 

                                                
48 Juan Munévar and Enzo Nussio, "Desmovilizados: Víctimas Y Causas De Inseguridad. Estudio De Caso 
Sobre El Municipio De Tierralta En El Departamento De Córdoba," in Segundo Informe del Observatorio de DDR 
y Ley de Justicia y Paz (Bogotá: Centro Internacional de Toledo para la Paz, 2009). 
49 ACR, "Reintegration Strategy: A Challenge Requiring Everybody's Commitment"  (Bogotá: Alta 
Consejería Presidencial para la Reintegración, 2010). 
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victimization? As a starting point, the national homicide rate was analyzed by 

year. There are of course, other indicators and expressions of violence that are as 

important if not more so for the personal experience of security. These include 

rape, physical assault, armed robbery, threats, kidnappings or forced 

displacement. However, for the period under consideration [1997-2010]—which 

includes the rise and fall of paramilitarism-- homicide figures are the most reliable 

and consistent of all indicators of violence. This is not abnormal: due to the 

widespread limitations in data accuracy, homicide is the most commonly used 

indicator for violence around the world.50 It can also be used as an index for other 

forms of victimization and insecurity.51  

Colombia’s national homicide rate appears to be declining. In 2002, the 

average was exceedingly high at 72 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants. It has 

decreased yearly since, dropping to a low of 33 homicides per 100,000 in 2010. 

See Figure 2.1 below. While the drop is impressive, the Colombian homicide rate 

today is still nearly five times the world average, which was last measured at 6.9 

per 100,000 inhabitants.52  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
50 Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development, "Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011,"  
(Geneva: 2011); UNODC, "Global Study on Homicide: Trends, Contexts, Data," ed. United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (Vienna: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2011). 
51 Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development, "Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011." 
52 UNODC, "Global Study on Homicide: Trends, Contexts, Data." The United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime collect and report statistics from a variety of criminal justice and public health sources by country for 
the most recent year possible. Most of the country sources are from 2007 and 2008, but some are as old as 
2003. 
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FIGURE 2.1 

 
SOURCE: THE NATIONAL POLICE, MINISTRY OF DEFENSE 
 

This national trend has not matched the assessment of various Colombian 

researchers, human rights activists and residents who describe a general 

deterioration in levels of security, and an increase in violent actors since the close 

of the DDR process. Sub-national figures revealed that trends in homicide vary 

widely depending on the municipality. In terms of administrative structures, the 

country is comprised of 32 departments and one capital district [Bogotá Distrito 

Capital]. Departments are divided into municipalities each with its own mayor 

and council. There are 1097 across the country. Municipalities are further broken 

down into corregimientos, each with its own locally elected leader. For the 

purposes of this study, the unit of analysis will focus on the municipal level. 

 With regard to municipal trends in the homicide rate, Colombia’s second 

city Medellín, saw an enormous decrease in homicides 165 to 28 per 100,000 

inhabitants from 2002 to 2007. Since 2007 however, the rate has doubled to 60 

homicides committed per 100,000 inhabitants-- a rate nearly twice the national 
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average. A selection of municipalities from the department of Córdoba [two of 

which were ultimately selected as qualitative case studies, Tierralta and Montería] 

also yields diverse trends. As seen in Figure 2.2, the homicide rate has increased 

since the demobilization of paramilitaries in some municipalities, while in others, 

there has been a drop. All of the municipalities in this figure [as well as the city of 

Medellín] were under the control of paramilitaries. None, however, exhibit the 

downward trend in the homicide rate reflected by the national average [denoted 

by blue line in Figure 2.2].  

 
FIGURE 2.2: HOMICIDE RATE OF 4 MUNICIPALITIES IN CORDOBA DEPARTMENT AND NATIONAL 

RATE 

 
SOURCE: THE NATIONAL POLICE, MINISTRY OF DEFENSE  
 

Thus, behind the national average lies great sub-national heterogeneity in 

rates and trends of homicide following the demobilization of paramilitaries. Was 

the Colombian DDR process designed to reduce violence in Colombia? Is 

violence reduction a stated goal of DDR? What has other scholarship found on 

the relationship between DDR and violence? These questions will be addressed in 

the following section. 
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3. DDR AS VIOLENCE REDUCTION? A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
3.1 OVERVIEW:  

Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration [DDR] is one of the 

most common peacebuilding initiatives implemented by national and 

international bodies to support a country during the transition from war to peace. 

In 2008, there were 18 active DDR processes around the world, with the majority 

located in Sub-Saharan Africa.53  Described as “core pillars”, DDR and weapons 

reduction are construed as interventions to “reduce the number of firearms in a given 

post-conflict context, eliminate insecurity and improve safety, contribute to community and 

economic development [and] or diminish prospects of renewed conflict.”54 The objectives of 

DDR have expanded over time. Initially concerned with the goals of security and 

stabilization [termed a ‘minimalist’ perspective], DDR now includes the broader 

“maximalist” goals of justice and development.55 

DDR as a practice began to appear shortly after the close of the Cold 

War. It was “introduced early on in the post-conflict period and geared toward 

building confidence between parties and neutralizing potential spoilers….within a 

few years DDR rapidly came to occupy a central pillar of so-called ‘military-

civilian transition operations’.”56 Official doctrine, standardized principles and 

methods of practices were developed only later. One key document is the UN 

                                                
53 Muggah, "The Emperor's New Clothes?" 
54 ———, "No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
(DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-Conflict Contexts.", 240. 
55 CCDDR, "The Cartagena Contribution to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration." 
56 Muggah, "No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
(DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-Conflict Contexts," 243. 
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Integrated Standards on DDR57, born from of a United Nations Working group 

that met between 2004 and 2006. The document in effect, provides a [mostly 

technical] foundation for DDR, and defines each facet of the intervention as 

follows [section 2.10]: 

 
Disarmament: Disarmament is the collection, documentation, control and 
disposal of small arms, ammunition, explosives and light and heavy 
weapons of combatants and often also the civilian population. 
Disarmament also includes the development of responsible arms 
management programmes.  

 
Demobilization: Demobilization is the formal and controlled discharge of 
active combatants from armed forces or other armed groups. The first 
stage of demobilization may extend from the processing of individual 
combatants in temporary centres to the massing of troops in camps 
designated for this purpose [cantonment sites, encampments, assembly 
areas or barraks]. The second stage of demobilization encompasses the 
support package provided to the demobilized, which is called reinsertion. 

 
Reinsertion: Reinsertion is the assistance offered to ex combatants during 
demobilization but prior to the longer-term process of reintegration. 
Reinsertion is a form of transitional assistance to help cover the basic 
needs of ex-combatants and their families and can include transitional 
safety allowances, food, clothes, shelter, medical services, short-term 
education, training, employment and tools. While reintegration is a long-
term, continuous social and economic process of development, reinsertion 
is short-term material and/or financial assistance to meet immediate 
needs, and can last up to one year. 

 
Reintegration: Reintegration is the process by which ex-combatants acquire 
civilian status and gain sustainable employment and income. 
Reintegration is essentially a social and economic process with an open 
time frame, primarily taking place in communities at the local level. It is 
part of the general development of a country and a national responsibility, 
and often necessitates long-term external assistance.  
 

This description of DDR is security focused and concentrates exclusively on the 

combatants, emphasizing a ‘minimalist’ perspective. 

                                                
57 The United Nations, "Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards (IDDRs)." 
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The second key document, the Stockholm Initiative on DDR serves as a 

complement to the Integrated Standards, but focuses mainly on ‘best practices’ 

and ‘lessons learned’. 58 The Stockholm Initiative also focuses on a security based-

notion of DDR, stressing the importance of attending to the immediate economic 

and social needs of ex- combatants to encourage the cessation of fighting and their 

return to a civilian lifestyle. The Stockholm Initiative takes a broader view of 

security, however, imparting the establishment of a minimum level of security to 

allow for the implementation of other necessary and longer-term peacebuilding 

activities such as weapons management, security sector reform [SSR] and the 

development of good governance.  

The Stockholm Initiative’s expanded concept of security insists that local 

communities where ex-combatants are returning must also be supported.  This 

stance recognizes that communities, and not only combatants, have been affected 

by war and need assistance. Tension and conflict may arise if ex-combatants are 

the sole beneficiaries of assistance in a post-conflict setting. The support of both 

levels is likely to diminish the possibility for such conflict. The Stockholm Initiative 

lays the foundation for the ‘maximalist’ understanding of DDR, linking 

peacebuilding with a variety of activities including transitional justice and 

reconciliation as well as development activities.59 While only one element of an 

overall peace process, DDR should “ideally influence and contribute to a secure 

                                                
58 The Stockholm Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: Final 
Report." 
59 However, DDR in practice is still reliant on a minimalist perspective. 
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environment that can provide minimum basic conditions to enable long-term 

development without immediate threats of violent conflicts.”60  

The Colombian process, as described in the previous section, was 

explicitly defined as a “peace consolidating” activity and one that is meant to 

reduce the number of victims of armed violence.61 The government as well, 

publicly stated that their wish to negotiate with the AUC was founded on the 

desire to return the monopoly of violence to the hands of the state.62 Aside from 

these explicit “security improving” [and perhaps statebuilding] goals, the 

Colombian process put forth objectives pertaining to conflict prevention, 

reconciliation of communities, and the creation of safe democratic space for 

debate.63 

 There are several theoretical assumptions that underpin DDR activities. 

Humphreys and Weinstein describe that there are two underlying rationales that 

lead to successful DDR.64  One is based on the inherent ‘security dilemma’ 

underlying the agreement to disarm and demobilize. In short, even though 

combatants may wish to halt their activities, they may be reluctant to do so in an 

environment where their physical and economic security is at risk and where the 

state apparatus is weak. A third party [e.g. national, regional or international 

organizations] can “offer assurances that warring factions will be protected, terms 

                                                
60 The Stockholm Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: Final 
Report.". 
61 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales." 
62 Acuerdo de Santa Fe de Ralito, "Acuerdo De Santa Fe De Ralito Para Contribuir a La Paz De Colombia." 
63 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales." 
64 Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration," Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 51, no. 4 (2007). 
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will be fulfilled and promises will be kept…”65 So long as the guarantor is credible, 

the security dilemma can be overcome. The subject of ‘buy-in’ and confidence in 

the process is a theme that runs throughout the literature on DDR and is often 

described as a necessity or pre-condition for disarmament and demobilization and 

the subsequent transition to peace.66  

Knight and Ozerdem describe that true disarmament relates to trust and 

perceived future opportunities. 67 As such, they treat disarmament as a ‘social 

contract’ between ex-combatants and the post-conflict environment. “If former 

combatants cannot see a role for themselves in the postwar order, they may turn 

to banditry. It is particularly important that former combatants should not be seen 

as returning to their communities empty handed.” Berdal indicates that weapons 

“always have an economic as well as a security value for those who possess them. 

With limited employment opportunities and few marketable skills among soldiers, 

this in itself is a disincentive to lay down arms.” 68 Successful disarmament is surely 

unrealistic where the security situation is tenuous.  

The second mechanism through which DDR initiatives can be successful, 

according to Humphreys and Weinstein is through its management of spoilers. 

Spoilers are “individuals that use violence to undermine peace efforts…[and] may 

seek to maintain structures of armed factions to bargain for more favorable 

                                                
65 Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration," Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 51, no. 4 (2007),  535. The authors draw on the work of Walter 1997 and Roe 1999 to build their 
discussion of security dilemmas.  
66 N   Ball and L Van de Goor, "Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration: Mapping Issues, 
Dilemmas and Guiding Principles," ed. Netherlands Institute of International Relations Clingendael (The 
Hague, 2006); Mark Knight and A Ozerdem, "Guns, Camps and Cash: Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Reinsertion of Former Combatants in Transitions from War to Peace.," in Journal of Peace Research (2004); 
Mats Berdal, "Disarmament and Demobilization after Civil Wars," Adelphi Series 36, no. 303 (1996). 
67 Knight and Ozerdem, "Guns, Camps and Cash: Disarmament, Demobilization and Reinsertion of Former 
Combatants in Transitions from War to Peace," 506. 
68 Berdal, "Disarmament and Demobilization after Civil Wars," 17. 
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returns and thereby exacerbate security dilemmas.69 “Through the provision of 

training and transfers of monetary compensation, DDR programs may alter the 

relative benefits and costs of engagement with a peace process and remove the 

incentives for spoilers to maintain organizational structures.”70 As ‘security 

dilemmas’ and ‘spoilers’ are seen as major blockades to the termination of civil 

wars, both must be successfully addressed through the DDR process.  

Joanna Spear adds to this discussion by viewing DDR from a political 

economy perspective, rather than a traditional security perspective. 71 She states 

that peace results when a successful reintegration process allows ex combatants 

and war- affected communities to become economically productive and 

independent of war economies. Disarmament will be effective if and when 

“fighters do not have to turn to the gun to provide for themselves and their 

dependents.” In the absence of economic security, demobilized soldiers may turn 

to crime as a way to make ends meet, increasing levels of micro-insecurity. Many 

ex-combatants joined the conflict with economic motives, and they will continue 

to engage in predation or other violent criminal tactics in the absence of 

guarantees for their economic survival in the post-war period. 

Kimberly Theidon like Spear and others72, describe that reintegration is 

the ‘weakest link’ in the chain of DDR, and advocates for a perspective that 

expands beyond the traditional realm of a military and security framework.73 

                                                
69 The authors draw on the work of Stedman 1997 to build their discussion of spoilers to the peace process.  
70 Humphreys and Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration," 535. 
71 Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of DDR after 
Wars of Predation,"173. 
72 See Sami Faltas, "DDR without Camps," in Topical Chapter for the Conversion Survey (BICC) (Bonn 
International Center, 2005). Referenced in Theidon. 
73 Kimberly Theidon, "Transitional Subjects: The Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration of 
Former Combatants in Colombia," The International Journal of Transitional Justice 1 (2007), 67, 79. 
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Reintegration should incorporate the communities into which ex-combatants 

return, local mechanisms should drive reintegration and return strategies, and the 

process should include aspects of transitional justice--“its concerns with historical 

clarification, justice, reparations and reconciliations.” Theidon’s interviews with 

ex-paramilitaries and their communities in Colombia reveal a desire for ‘revenge’, 

which compelled them to act violently in the absence of “legal alternatives to 

dispute resolution.” 

The goals and expectations of DDR are far-reaching--- to include the 

individual, the family and the community—viewed from the economic, social, 

judicial and institutional perspectives.  DDR can be easily characterized as over-

ambitious with an ‘everything but the kitchen sink’ approach to peacebuilding. 

Ball and Van de Goor try to reign in the concept of DDR by identifying its 

potential if done well.74 They assert that DDR can  

“-Provide a mechanism to separate combatants from at least some of their 
weapons and begin to break up command structures;   
-Provide rebel groups with a way of laying down arms without being seen as 
having surrendered;  
-Begin to build trust and confidence among and between former combatants and 
non-combatants that enable other elements of the peace process such as elections, 
Security Sector Reform, reconciliation and economic recovery to go forward; 
-Provide ex-combatants with a much needed transition period and an 
opportunity to begin to reintegrate into civilian life;  
-Provide a short-term safety net for ex-combatants and their dependents;  
-Start a process of changing the habits and identities of ex-combatants.75”  
 

They also outline what DDR should not be expected to do. 

“-A DDR process cannot substitute for inadequate will on the part of the parties 
to the conflict to engage in a political process that will enable them to lay down 
their weapons and resolve differences peacefully;  
-Nor can it substitute for peace enforcement activities when those are necessary;  

                                                
74 Ball and Van de Goor, "Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration: Mapping Issues, Dilemmas and 
Guiding Principles." 
75 4 
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-A DDR process can help mitigate conflict; it cannot, by itself, prevent conflict 
from recurring;  
-Similarly, a DDR process cannot produce development. It cannot even 
guarantee that ex-combatants successfully reintegrate into civilian society. A 
DDR process also cannot substitute for longer-term programs to combat the 
proliferation of small arms and light weapons.”76  

 

3.2 MEASURING SUCCESS:  

While researchers and international guidelines call for the on going 

monitoring and evaluation of DDR processes to ensure its quality and success, 

DDR with its multiple short and long-term objectives, is difficult to measure. One 

of the major challenges in evaluating successes and failures is the lack of “criteria 

invoked for measuring ‘success’ or ‘failure’ and the disproportionate focus on 

disarmament and demobilization, at the expense of longer-term activities such as 

reintegration.”77  While disarmament can be evaluated in terms of the number of 

arms surrendered, the quantity of arms may say little about the wider arms trade, 

actual demobilization of armed groups, and levels of security in the post-conflict 

context. Muggah states that there is no inherent relationship between the number 

of arms collected and the extent to which safety and security is improved or how 

much confidence has been built in the peace process.78  

The relationship between arms collection and security is tenuous for a 

number of reasons. First is the continued ease in procuring arms even after ‘large’ 

numbers are surrendered. Disarmament and disposal may not reduce the overall 

number of weapons circulating throughout a country, nor does it destroy the 

                                                
76 4 
77 Muggah, "No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
(DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-Conflict Contexts," 246. 
78 Ibid. 



 43 

market for small arms and light weapons.79 This situation is only reinforced when 

combatants own more than one weapon and civilians are well armed.  

Disarmament is less effective when the borders are porous and there is a 

lack of capacity to reinforce arms regulations.80  It is common for poor quality 

weapons to be surrendered, as combatants hold on to the better weapons ‘just in 

case’, ‘while they wait to see’ what the security situation and future prospects will 

bring. In group disarmament processes, it is also possible for mid level and higher 

level commanders to swap false ex-combatants for real ex-combatants,81 further 

weakening the disarmament [and demobilization] processes. As will be 

demonstrated later in this project, both of the conditions described above of 

operative in Colombia. These problems have led several researchers to support a 

re-conceptualization of disarmament away from counting surrendered arms as a 

measure of success. An alternative perspective is to view disarmament as a trust 

building exercise, a symbolic step toward a commitment for peace, and a 

procedure that can be sequenced alongside demobilization and reintegration 

activities.82   

The longer-term process of reintegrating ex-combatants into civilian life is 

also difficult to measure. In an ideal world, an experimental design would be used 

to randomly assign one group of ex-combatants to the ‘treatment’ [DDR] and to 

                                                
79 Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of DDR after 
Wars of Predation."; Ball and Van de Goor, "Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration: Mapping 
Issues, Dilemmas and Guiding Principles."; Berdal, "Disarmament and Demobilization after Civil Wars." 
80 Berdal, "Disarmament and Demobilization after Civil Wars."Berdal summarizes several case studies in 
Africa, Asia and Central America as well as World Bank findings to draw these conclusions.  
81 Ball and Van de Goor, "Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration: Mapping Issues, Dilemmas and 
Guiding Principles." 
82 Alpaslan Ozerdem, "Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration of Former Combatants in 
Afghanistan: Lessons Learned from a Cross-Cultural Perspective," Third World Quarterly 23, no. 5 (2002). 
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compare the outcome against a control group.83 While this is not necessarily 

possible or ethical, evaluations could be designed to include some more 

scientifically sound methodological ideas. Instead what exist are assessments that 

fall into three groups: lesson learned from policy experts, cross country 

comparisons and retrospective evaluations by program participants.84 

The level of analysis is another issue to consider when assessing 

effectiveness of DDR programs.  A focus on output-level indicators [number of 

arms surrendered, number of combatants participating in reintegration programs, 

number of unemployed] may hide the many micro-level processes that affect 

individuals and communities.85 A survey conducted by the Humphreys and 

Weinstein unveiled a variety of micro-level variations in reintegration “success”. 

For example, using and developing their own indicators and definitions of 

political, social, and economic reintegration success and failure, they found that 

poorer ex-combatants are more successful than the wealthier, and are more 

successful than those attempting to settle in wealthier areas. The more abusive the 

military faction in which the ex-combatant was involved, the more difficulty he or 

she had in reintegrating during the post-conflict period. There was also no 

evidence that the participation in DDR programming improved the prospects for 

reintegration.86 Uvin’s study of post-conflict Burundi describes the micro-level 

differences that affect the reintegration process. These characteristics include 

                                                
83 J  Weinstein and M Humphreys, "Disentangling the Determinants of Successful Demobilization and 
Reintegration,"  (Center for Global Development, 2005). 
84 Ibid, 9. 
85 Humphreys and Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration." 
86 Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration in Sierra Leone," in 
Seucrity and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Dealing with Fighters in the Aftermath of War ed. Robert Muggah (London: 
Routledge, 2009). 
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whether or not the ex-combatant was from a rural or urban area, his/her age, 

socio-economic status, or whether he/she demobilized as part of an official 

program or ‘self-demobilized.’87  

3.3 EVIDENCE:  

The complexities of the conflict to post-conflict transition, together with 

the difficulties inherent in evaluating DDR processes, make it challenging to draw 

sound conclusions about what contributes to a stable or unstable peace in the 

post-conflict environment.  

Many countries transitioning from war to peace experience rates of 

violence equal to or higher than during the actual conflict. Whether problems 

stem from criminality, incomplete demobilization of armed groups, or weak legal-

political-institutional structures, we are frequently reminded that “post-conflict 

does not mean post-violence.”88 The Central American countries of Guatemala, 

Nicaragua and El Salvador have faced extremely high rates of post-conflict 

violence. Homicide rates are elevated above “during conflict” levels, and have 

ranked highest in the world during several post-conflict years.89 Surveys in this 

region indicate that people feel less secure after the termination of the war than 

during the war itself.90 Central America is described as “while [having] ceased to 

                                                
87 Peter Uvin, "Ex-Combatants in Burundi: Why They Joined, Why They Left, How They Fared," World 
Bank Working Paper Series  (2007). 
88 William Godnick, Robert Muggah, and Camill Waszink, "Stray Bullets: The Impact of Small Arms Misuse 
in Central America," Small Arms Survey, Occasional Paper, no. 5 (2002), 33. See also: Small Arms Survey, "Small 
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Development, "Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011." 
89 Jenny Pearce, "From Civil War to 'Civil Society': Has the End of the Cold War Brought Peace to Central 
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Small Arms Misuse in Central America.". 
90 Charles Call, "Sustainable Development in Central America: The Challenges of Violence, Injustice and 
Insecurity,"  (Hamburg: Institut fur Iberoamerika-Kunde 2000). 



 46 

be at war, it is anything but peace.”91  Similarly, Northern Ireland has witnessed 

continued sectarian violence and crime has increased since the beginning of the 

peace process.92 Northern Ireland in 2009 was described as a “situation that is not 

one of peace, but rather not-war-not-peace.”93 A review of literature reveals that 

one manifestation of ‘DDR-gone-wrong’ is continued insecurity and violence in 

the post-conflict context. 

3.4 ROOT CAUSES & BROKEN PROMISES:   

As mentioned above, confidence, trust, or ‘buy-in’ is essential for effective 

DDR processes. Several writers have described how a government’s reneging on 

the terms of a peace agreement has led to the remobilization and rearming of ex-

combatants. This process appears to be particularly activated in situations with a 

lack of income generation opportunities. In Nicaragua during the six years after 

the termination of the civil war, the country saw a major rearmament of both 

demobilized government forces as well as ex-combatants. This rearmament has 

been blamed on the government’s broken promises related to the provision of 

reintegration benefits. Some Contras and Sandinistas re-armed and several 

criminal organizations formed in order to support the economic survival of 

demobilized actors with limited skills and opportunities.94 A similar pattern was 

witnessed in El Salvador after the government’s failure to supply reintegration 

assistance in a timely manner, and their refusal to implement promised reforms. 

                                                
91 Pearce, "From Civil War to 'Civil Society': Has the End of the Cold War Brought Peace to Central 
America?", 590 
92 Christina Steenkamp, "Loyalist Paramilitary Violence after the Belfast Agreement," Ethnopolitics 7, no. 1 
(2008), Jeffrey Sluka, "In the Shadow of the Gun: 'Not-War-Not-Peace' and the Future of Conflict in 
Northern Ireland," Critique of Anthropology 29, no. 179 (2009). 
93 Sluka, "In the Shadow of the Gun: 'Not-War-Not-Peace' and the Future of Conflict in Northern Ireland," 
279. 
94 Spencer, "Demobilization and Reintegration in Central America."; Pearce, "From Civil War to 'Civil 
Society': Has the End of the Cold War Brought Peace to Central America?." 
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Ex-combatants and the poorer classes experienced the post-conflict government 

policies as harmful. Their ensuing frustration led to the formation of violent and 

non-violent associations directly targeted against the government.95  

Another condition that has been linked to poor demobilization outcomes 

or combatant rearmament is related to how well the “root causes” of the conflict 

have been addressed through the peace process. In settings where there has been 

no movement toward resolving the initial causes of fighting, DDR is likely to have 

limited effectiveness. In Northern Ireland, for example, it is believed that the 

loyalist paramilitaries have not fully demobilized because they want to retain their 

power as Catholics supercede Protestants in number.96 DDR may be a mis-

specified intervention in Northern Ireland because as Sluka explains, “the peace 

process in Northern Ireland has an unreal if not surreal quality because it is based 

on a fundamental error—namely the notion that one can solve a serious 

conflict—a war—while utterly ignoring its causes. The challenge to peace…is the 

mutually exclusive national aspirations of the Irish Catholics and the British 

Protestants and the question of whether the north of Ireland should remain a part 

of the UK or be reunited with the rest of Ireland.”97 This falls inline with Berdal’s 

conclusion that DDR is a set of “intensely political processes whose long-term and 

sustainable impact depend on parallel efforts of political and economic 

reconstructions to resolve, or ameliorate as far as possible, the root causes of the 

conflict.”98  

 
                                                
95 Spencer, "Demobilization and Reintegration in Central America." 
96 Sluka, "In the Shadow of the Gun: 'Not-War-Not-Peace' and the Future of Conflict in Northern Ireland."  
97 293 
98 Emphasis Mine. Berdal, "Disarmament and Demobilization after Civil Wars," 5. 
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3.5 MID-LEVELERS:  

It is generally top-level commanders who are directly engaged in peace 

negotiations with governments and international bodies, ensuring decent terms for 

themselves and their subordinates [mid level ranked as well as rank and file]. 

DDR programs are targeted largely toward the rank-and-file, ensuring monetary 

benefits or access to educational/vocational programs to [roughly] maintain their 

prior standard of living. Largely ignored are the mid-level commanders, who 

stand to face the largest drop in status and income as a result of DDR. While mid 

level officers are largely overlooked in DDR processes, their pivotal position is 

slowly gaining recognition from researchers. Spear who advocates for DDR with a 

political economy perspective, states that mid-level officers are a key group who 

are “vulnerable to being lured back into or remaining in the war economy, having 

enough connections into the illicit economy to be able to look after their own 

interests. If their economic security is accounted for through DDR, then they are 

more likely to bring their fighting units with them. The ties between fighters and 

middle ranked officers are much stronger than between fighters and leaders.”99 

She also describes the relationship between ex-combatants and criminality as 

more salient among the middle and high-ranking officers than at the level of rank 

and file due to their connections.    

Evidence is provided by the case of Afghanistan100 where Zyck asserts that 

the DDR process created social, political, economic and regional fragmentation in 

                                                
99 Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of DDR after 
Wars of Predation," 178. 
100 For a discussion of the role of former Mujahideen combatants in contemporary Afghanistan, see: Michael 
Bhatia, "The Future of the Mujahideen: Legitimacy, Legacy, and Demobilization in Post-Bonn Afghanistan," 
International Peacekeeping 14, no. 1 (2007).  
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Afghanistan and is at least partially responsible for rising insecurity across the 

country.101 Based on interviews with 500 demobilized members of the United 

Front, he documents that the large numbers of mid-level commanders have 

turned to criminality due to their disappointment with the DDR processes. He 

described that their standard of living suffered an immense drop after 

demobilization, and that they expressed regret over the loss of power and control 

they had during the war. This is in sharp contrast to the high-ranking 

commanders who established legitimate political status in the new ruling system. 

Instead, the mid-level commanders “felt emasculated by DDR.” The demobilized 

rank and file was actively being recruited by the mid-levelers for renewed fighting 

and criminal activities.  

3.6 USING ECONOMETRICS TO UNDERSTAND POST-DDR VIOLENCE:  

While some studies provide statistical information on violence in the 

transitional and post-conflict context, the majority is descriptive in nature. Only 

two research studies have attempted to measure the impact of DDR on rates of 

post-conflict violence. Collier in Uganda studied the impact of demobilization on 

rates of crime immediately after the program’s initiation, and the 9 months 

following the termination of the program.102 He used three independent variables 

to explain crime rates for the two time periods: the crime rates for the previous 

two years [controlling for fixed effects], the incidence of demobilization, and 

whether or not the demobilized had access to land. Collier found that 

demobilization does not lead to insecurity in the long-term. Furthermore, 

                                                
101 Zyck, "Former Combatant Reintegration and Fragmentation in Contemporary Afghanistan," 122. 
102 Paul Collier, "Demobilization and Insecurity: A Study in the Economics of the Transition from War to 
Peace," The Journal of International Development 6, no. 3 (1994). 
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demobilization significantly decreased crime in the short-term, except for one sub-

group of ex-combatants. Those demobilized people who did not have access to 

land [12%] were found to cause an increase in the crime rate. This effect, 

however, diminished with time. 

The second econometric study of demobilization and violence is based in 

Colombia following the DDR of paramilitary groups.103 Restrepo and Muggah 

used a negative binomial model with panel data to measure how the occurrence of 

paramilitary demobilization influenced rates of homicide, assault, theft and 

robbery. They controlled for three variables—population level, paramilitary 

presence, and the number of non-paramilitary actions over two time periods 

[2003-2005 and 2003-2006]. They estimate an 8.6% drop in homicides as a result 

of the DDR of paramilitaries. The fall in robberies is similar, and the drop of 

assaults attributed to DDR is 13%. Thefts of property fail to be statistically 

significant. They found the effects of DDR on homicide and theft to be greater if 

one concentrates on a shorter period of time, indicating that with time, the effects 

of demobilization on violent crime decline. The authors relate this to the 

“continuation of the conflict, the incomplete demobilization of the paramilitary 

group and the persistence of other forms of violence [like organized criminal 

violence].”104  

These results are certainly encouraging, but there are several limitations to 

this study. First, the study only includes information until 2006, the final year of 

the collective demobilization program. Thus, we do not know the effects of DDR 

                                                
103 Restrepo and Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?" 
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on violence beyond the termination of the demobilization process [2006]. As such, 

the model does not measure the impact of the longer-term reintegration process 

on violence. Second, the database included few explanatory and control variables. 

The claim that violence reduction is causally related to DDR may be a 

misattribution. Lastly, the sample only included municipalities where there was a 

former presence of paramilitaries, and does not examine the entire country. While 

this model tell us something about the relationship of demobilization to areas of 

operation, this design would not address if or how violence has transformed or 

transmuted to other parts of the country.  

 
4. REFINING RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND IDENTIFYING HYPOTHESES 
 

The above paragraphs demonstrate that DDR is designed to improve 

security in the [post] conflict environment.  Moreover, it was an official objective 

of the Colombian process to reduce victims of armed violence. The homicide rate 

within Colombia’s borders, however, has not followed a uniform downward trend 

since the demobilization of paramilitaries. Many areas formerly under the 

domination of paramilitaries show sustained [high] levels of homicide or even 

increased levels over the past four years.  

 

The main research questions thus became articulated as the following: 

RQ1: What is the impact of DDR of paramilitaries on rates of homicide in 

Colombia?  

RQ2: What accounts for geographic differences in rates and trends of violence 

since DDR?  
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The first research question will be explored using econometric models. 

Given the explicit goal of DDR to break down command and control structures of 

the armed group, to reintegrate combatants into a legal civilian life, and to 

improve the overall security situation, we would expect that the DDR of 

paramilitaries would in and of itself, lead to a decrease in the homicide rate in 

Colombia. This first question will explore the impact of DDR on homicide rates 

through a fixed effects econometric model [See Chapter 3].   

The second research question, which seeks to explain heterogeneity in 

rates and trends of violence at the sub-national level following DDR, will be 

guided by three hypotheses. These hypotheses will be tested through both 

econometric [fixed effects and probit models] and qualitative research methods 

[Chapters 3 and 4].  

  

H1: Programmatic weaknesses or failures in DDR process factors explain 

heterogeneity in rates and trends of violence within Colombia. These process 

factors and/or weaknesses include: 

1. the inability of the process to manage spoilers and overcome the security 

dilemma 

2. a lack of adequate trust between government forces and combatants, or  

3. the unsatisfactory management of mid-level commanders.105  
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These programmatic failures lead to incomplete disarmament or demobilization 

or unsuccessful reintegration of ex-combatants into civilian life.  

 
H2: Attributes specific to the paramilitary group explain violent trends within 

post-DDR Colombia, making it less likely for leaders to fully disarm and 

demobilize their rank and file, and to engage in the full dismantlement of the 

armed structure. This group level explanation for continued violence is not 

distinct from the programmatic hypotheses above. Instead, successful 

demobilization and reintegration of individual paramilitary blocks may be related 

to their “historical purpose” or original reason for inception, leadership or 

interests—thus accounting for heterogeneity in rates of violence. 

As mentioned in the “Conflict History” section of this chapter, individual 

paramilitary blocks formed with a variety of initial motives--from providing 

security to local communities against guerilla groups, to narco-trafficking and 

serving as armies for local political elites.106 It is hypothesized that blocks with a 

self-defense or counter-insurgent ideology would demobilize completely if there 

was little to no guerilla threat at the time of demobilization. They might also 

demobilize if the state had become effective at providing security and protection 

in the block’s area of operation. Conversely, blocks with a primary identity as 

narco-traffickers would be less likely to demobilize because their criminal interests 

and narco-trafficking opportunities are not influenced by a demobilization process 

that focuses on demilitarization, or peace agreements that concentrate on power 

sharing for rebel movements. For blocks that worked primarily in the service of 

                                                
106 Based on interview with political scientist, Gustavo Duncan Bogotá, 2009. 
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politicians, their demobilization would depend on the quality of local institutions 

in their area of operation, and the strategies of politicians for whom they work.  If, 

at the time of demobilization, there was a high level of corruption and strong 

alliances between paramilitaries and politicians [known as ‘parapolitics’], we could 

expect less effective demobilization of the block. 

 
H3: Structural or contextual conditions explain variation in violence within 

Colombian following the DDR of paramilitaries. This hypothesis supersedes the 

identity of armed groups or DDR processes. In other words, local level 

characteristics may drive violence regardless of the paramilitaries or the way in which 

demobilization has taken place. The conditions that might favor continued violence or 

conflict include weak governance structures, poverty, population density, and/or 

the narco-trafficking business. The following section will describe the predominant 

theories linking these variables to violence and conflict.  

Each of the hypotheses outlined above will be tested through a 

combination of research methods. Econometric models will be utilized to measure 

the impact of DDR on the homicide rate [H1], and to test a variety of potential 

causes of violence [H3]. These models will also test if the demobilization of 

distinct paramilitary blocks had a differential impact on the homicide rat [H2]. 

After statistical relationships have been established, each hypothesis will be further 

explored through qualitative methods conducted in 4 case study sites. 
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5. DETERMINANTS OF VIOLENCE AND CIVIL CONFLICT 
 

5.1 CROSS-COUNTRY ANALYSES ON THE CAUSES OF CIVIL WAR:  
POVERTY, RENTS, GOVERNANCE AND POPULATION DENSITY 
 

Cross-country analyses of civil war most often include the employment of a 

predicted probability model [such as a probit or logit] where the dependent 

variable is the outbreak of civil war and the independent variables are drawn from 

a number of indicators relating to national income, economic trends, and 

measures of inequality; geographical attributes; ethnic composition; population 

density; as well as measures of infrastructure, polity and other indicators of 

governance. These models are supposed to both tell us why individuals are more 

willing to take up arms to join a rebellion as well as the country conditions that 

facilitate the formation and operation of rebels.  

The following paragraphs outline the main theories on the causes of civil 

war arising from cross-country analyses. While there is little to no consensus 

between authors on the ultimate causes of war or the mechanisms through which 

the presence of certain variables create war, there are some recurring themes. 

Conditions related to war onset include poor governance, low levels of income 

and growth, population density, and the presence of lootable resources. These 

four variables will also serve as the basis for this study’s analysis of the local 

structural causes violence in Colombia following demobilization of paramilitaries 

[H3].  
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Collier & Hoeffler were the first to present such a model of civil war 

prediction, and are still widely referenced in the civil war literature.107 They state 

that certain economic conditions favor rebellion, namely the ease and availability 

of finances, which they measure as a country’s reliance on primary commodity 

exports. High reliance on primary commodity exports is believed to provide 

opportunity for extortion, which both finances the rebellious movement and 

serves as an incentive for potential recruits. The also find that male secondary 

education enrollment, per capita income and the country’s growth rate also 

influence the risk of conflict. As these three variables increase, the risk for conflict 

lessens. They interpret these conditions as “low foregone earnings [that] facilitate 

conflict.”108 They also find that a dispersed population increases the risk of 

conflict, and that population density is positively associated with conflict. The link 

between poor countries and wars are explained by the following rationale: civil 

wars occur in economically poorer places because “when people are poor, they 

have little to lose from joining a rebel group, so that rebel organizations find 

recruitments cheap.”109 

Fearon and Laitin agree that financial capability is one important 

component of insurgency.110 However, they assert that a low GDP is a more 

important predictor of civil war because it is a “proxy for state administrative, 

military and police capabilities.” While the development of insurgency is easier 

                                                
107 Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War.", Paul Collier, "Economic Causes of Civil 
Conflict and Their Implications for Policy," in Leashing the Dogs of War: Conflict Management in a Divided World, 
ed. Chester A Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela Aail (Washington, DC: US Institute for Peace 
Press, 2007).  
108 Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War.": 588. 
109 Collier, "Economic Causes of Civil Conflict and Their Implications for Policy," 206. 
110 Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War," 76. 
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where there are fewer economic alternatives for recruits, a weak police, military 

and central administration makes it more difficult for a state to penetrate rural 

areas and make an effective counter-insurgency strategy. These conditions favor 

the development of insurgency movements and strengthen their resilience. 

Through a series of econometric tests, Fearon and Laitin find that “conditions 

that favor insurgency—in particular state weakness marked by poverty, a large 

population and instability—are better predictors of which countries are at risk for 

civil war than are indicators of ethnic and religious diversity or measures of 

grievances such as economic inequality, lack of democracy or civil liberties, or 

state discrimination against minority religions or languages.”111  

Sambanis analyzes 11 different “correlates of war” data sets that were 

developed to predict the onset of civil war.112 By running similar regressions 

against all datasets and comparing results, he finds that there is a low correlation 

between the data sets. However, the most consistent and highly significant 

variable that appears among all datasets is that of GDP. Civil war is much more 

likely in countries with a low GDP. In addition to low-income per capita, the 

population size is positive and highly significant across datasets. 

In order to further clarify the results from the tangle of civil war onset 

studies-- all of which have used differing time periods and divergent definitions of 

‘civil war’-- Hegre and Sambanis perform a series of robustness checks on the 

empirical findings.113 After adjusting for civil war definitions, differing time 

periods, and sensitivity of independent variables, they find that civil war onset can 
                                                
111 Ibid. 83. 
112 Nicholas Sambanis, "What Is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational 
Definition," Journal of Conflict Resolution 48 (2004). 
113 Hegre and Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on Civil War Onset." 
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be predicted by the following combinations of factors: “large population and low 

income levels; low rates of economic growth; recent political instability and 

inconsistent democratic institutions; small military establishments and rough 

terrain; and war-prone and undemocratic neighbors.’114 

In Blattman and Miguel’s recent and extensive review of civil war studies, 

they confirm that the most robust finding regarding civil war onset is poverty, or 

low per capita incomes.115 Even while there is some consensus on this fact [as 

demonstrated in the preceding paragraphs], there remains a lack of clarity on 

exactly how this mechanism functions—either because authors disagree on the 

actual mechanism that links low GDP to civil war [Collier & Hoeffler describe it 

in terms of the opportunity cost to join a rebellion whereas Fearon & Laitin 

understand GDP as a proxy for state strength], or because the authors do not 

theorize it at all [like Hegre & Sambanis; Sambanis].  

5.2 MICRO OR MACRO LEVELS OF ANALYSIS? 

Several authors have criticized the imprecision of using cross-country 

analysis for the study of civil war. Blattman and Miguel caution that cross country 

analyses are likely to suffer from endogeneity, poor comparability [and 

interpretation] of variables, and even reverse causality.116 For example, regarding 

the relationship between GDP and civil war outbreak, a country’s GDP can 

decrease either because of warfare or because investors pull out in anticipation of 

a civil war outbreak. They call for increasing the number of studies that better 

                                                
114 508 
115 Blattman and Miguel, "Civil War." 
116 Ibid. 
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address endogeneity, that focus on micro-dynamics of conflict within countries, or 

to mix econometric methods with historical case studies.  

Buhaug and Lujala provide evidence that micro level analyses are more 

accurate than cross-country analyses for the study of civil war onset.117 Local 

conditions—such as rebel access to natural resources, access to sequestrable 

geography and other demarcating factors—have an increased significance on 

rates and duration of civil conflict when measured at the local level as opposed to 

the national. For example, they find that the presence of coca crops and gem 

stones are likely to increase the duration of civil wars. In addition, the further 

away the conflict from the capital city, the longer the conflict continues. They call 

for the use of GIS and spatial methodologies within countries in the study of civil 

war.  

Verwimp et al. also calls for a micro-level approach to the study of civil 

war as it “advances our understanding of conflict by its ability to account for 

individual and group heterogeneity within one country or one conflict.”118  This 

project follows the advice of Verwimp et al, Blattman and Miguel, and Buhaug 

and Lujala by analyzing violence in Colombia at the municipal level. This 

following section focuses exclusively on within-country analyses of the causes of 

conflict events.  

 
 
 
 
 
                                                
117 Halvard Buhaug and Jan Ketil Rod, "Local Determinants of African Civil Wars," Political Geography 25 
(2006). 
118 Philip Verwimp, Patricia Justino, and Tilman Bruck, "The Analysis of Conflict: A Micro-Level 
Perspective," Jounral of Peace Research 46 (2009),  308. 
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5.3 MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSES ON THE CAUSES OF CONFLICT EVENTS:  
POVERTY, RENTS, GOVERNANCE AND POPULATION DENSITY 
 
 Not surprisingly, the same set of factors that were identified for civil war 

onset at the country level were also found to cause “conflict events” at the within-

country level of analysis. Poor governance, poverty, population density and illegal 

rents are presented individually or in combination to explain violent events. 

Hegre et al. look at the relationship between a number of armed actors 

and civil war events within Liberia.119 They find that war events are more likely to 

take place in richer locations. Rebel groups were also more likely to recruit in 

wealthier areas. They interpret the relationship between rebel group activity and 

wealth as support for “opportunity” explanations of violence over grievance based 

explanations. However, the general weakness of the Liberian government, 

particularly outside the capital, makes it difficult to completely rule out a 

grievance- based explanation.  

Buhaug & Rod analyze the within country characteristics in sub-Saharan 

African countries associated with two types of civil conflict: conflict over territory 

such as wars of autonomy or secession, and conflict over state governance.120 

They find that territorial conflict is more likely to occur in peripheral areas of 

countries. By this, they refer to “sparsely populated regions near state borders, at a 

distance from the capital, and without significant rough terrain.” On the contrary, 

conflict over state governance is more likely to occur in ‘center’ areas of the 

country: in or near the capital or in densely populated areas as well as new 

diamond fields.  

                                                
119 Hegre, Ostby, and Raleigh, "Poverty and Civil War Events; a Disaggregated Study of Liberia." 
120 Buhaug and Rod, "Local Determinants of African Civil Wars," 315. 
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While the relationship between population density and civil war is not 

particularly well theorized, one study tries to identify and test for mechanisms that 

underlie the positive relationship between population density and within-country 

conflict events. Raleigh and Hegre provide one explanation based on a ‘per-capita 

conflict propensity’, or the idea that each individual has the potential to engage in 

conflict, and that the more people who are present, the higher likelihood that 

conflict will commence.121 The ‘per capita conflict propensity’ might come into 

play in the following sense: First, as rebel leaders need to recruit to fill their ranks, 

and only a small proportion of the population is willing to engage in the process, 

rebel groups will target larger populated areas in order obtain a sufficient number 

of recruits. Second, insurgents will target locations where they are likely to amass 

sufficient provisions to keep their organizations afloat. Areas with sufficient 

provisions are more likely to be urban and wealthier. Third, a common goal of the 

insurgent group is to destabilize the government through various means, “the 

group will therefore target the most valuable locations controlled by the 

government. The rebels will attempt to hinder the government from benefiting 

economically from the large support base in a populous area, or make the 

government suffer the psychological and reputational loss from demonstrating an 

inability to control urban areas.”122 

In addition to the per capita conflict propensity, the authors also describe 

how population concentrations can influence the likelihood of civil war incidents. 

They describe that concentrated populations are more likely to be homogenous 

                                                
121 Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically Disaggregated 
Analysis." 
122 Ibid.225. 
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and more autonomous and thus more likely to solve coordination and collective 

action problems that are inherent to the mobilization of rebel movements. 

Moreover, there is generally a reason why certain areas become densely populated: 

such areas are “resource rich at the outset or are strategically located e.g. close to 

a major harbor or navigable river. Moreover, economies of scale often help such 

locations to become even richer. Population concentrations mark locations that 

are likely to reinforce each other with respect to risk of conflict events.”  

By employing econometric models with a database that records conflict 

events within countries –ACLED [Armed Conflict Location and Events Dataset] 

the authors demonstrate that conflict events are proportional to size, providing 

evidence for the ‘per-capita propensity’ hypothesis. They also find evidence that 

conflict events are more likely where populations cluster.  

Fabio Sánchez Torres is credited with some of the most recent 

comprehensive econometric research to explain crime and violence at the sub-

national level in Colombia.123 Across his studies, the operation of armed groups 

[paramilitary, guerilla or organized crime] and the presence of the narco-

trafficking industry explain the majority of the homicide rate across Colombia. 

This confirms earlier scholarship on Colombia.124  

Sánchez Torres explains that the strong spatial correlation between areas 

of coca production and the operation of illegal armed groups indicates that coca 

production is necessary for the financial viability of the armed group and thus, the 

                                                
123 Fabio Sánchez Torres, Andres Solimano, and Michel  Formisano, "Conflict, Violence and Crime in 
Colombia " in Understanding Civil War, ed. Paul Collier and Nicholas Sambanis (Washington, DC: The World 
Bank 2005), Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
124 Mauricio Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia (Bogotá: Editorial Tercer Mundo, 1998); 
Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En 
Colombia."; Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006. 
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conflict [reminiscent of Collier’s work].125 Armed groups consistently commit 

violent acts to secure territorial control as well as to maintain the rights over the 

extraction of lucrative resources. There is one factor that decreases the propensity 

for violence--the presence of reliable law enforcement as measured by the rate of 

arrest.126 Sánchez Torres finds little evidence that socio-economic factors such as 

poverty, inequality and exclusion affect the homicide rate.  

Sánchez Torres conducts a regional investigation of Colombia to explain 

changes in the rate of violent crime during the mid 2000s.127 Decreasing violence 

in urban centers such as Medellín128 and Bogotá is attributed to fewer incentives 

for violent criminal activities, a decrease of ‘armed groups at the fringes of the 

law’, an increased presence of public forces and a stronger judicial system.  

However, during the same period, the Pacific, Caribbean, and Eastern parts of 

the country experienced increasing rates of criminal violence. These changes are 

attributed to territorial disputes between armed groups, particularly in drug 

trafficking corridors. Variation in levels of violence along the Caribbean coast 

may be related to the consolidation of paramilitaries with political systems in that 

region [termed: ‘para-politics’]. In the East, the increase in petroleum exploration 

and development of irregular armed groups has lead to an increase in homicides. 

This work was published before the collective demobilization of paramilitaries was 

completed, and patterns of violence have changed [as explained in the Violent 

Trends section of this chapter].  

                                                
125 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
126 This finding is consistent with Echeverry and Partow’s 1998 study Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La 
Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En Colombia." 
127 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
128 Since this publication, Medellín’s rate of homicide have doubled.  
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Additional geo-spatial dimensions to violence in Colombia indicate a 

contagion effect.129 Through econometric and geospatial mapping, Sánchez 

Torres et al. demonstrate how violence and the presence of illegal groups 

[criminal or conflict related actors] can spread to neighboring regions or 

municipalities through two forms of ‘contagious diffusion.’ First, violence moves 

from out of one region or municipality to another when the potential for illegal 

profits has been lost, or when law enforcement has improved. This process is 

known as ‘relocation.’  The second form of contagion is through ‘diffusion’, or when 

a violent core spreads out toward neighboring spatial units. For example, one 

common pattern in Colombia is to see multiple homicides committed in the same 

area shortly following a single homicidal incident. This indicates violence that is 

retributive in nature. Diffusion can also take place to non-abutting spatial units, 

for example when armed groups imitate each other’s techniques. Violent 

knowledge is transferred to, or adapted from one armed group to another. This 

latter description is reminiscent of Gaviria’s work on contagion and violent 

transfer of knowledge [to be described in the “Culture of Violence Section 

below].130 One major difference however, is that Sanchez et al. do not address 

how chronic exposure to violence can, in and of itself, change values in a society 

and thus, lower the threshold and tolerance for utilizing violence. 

While the work presented above on Colombia demonstrates important 

statistical relationships between certain conditions and violence, it does little to 

describe the mechanisms through which certain causal factors lead to violence. For 

                                                
129 Sánchez Torres, Solimano, and Formisano, "Conflict, Violence and Crime in Colombia ". 
130 Alejandro Gaviria, "Increasing Returns and Evolution of Violent Crime: The Case of Colombia " Journal 
of Development Economics 61 (2000). 
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example, while the presence of armed groups explains much of the homicide rate, 

the ‘why’ behind the operation of armed groups is not explicitly addressed. This 

dissertation will both provide an analysis of the micro-level causes of violence 

within Colombia and attempt to describe the causal mechanisms between 

independent variables and violence, with a special focus on the role of DDR. The 

four causal conditions that reappear throughout the macro and micro level studies 

on conflict and violence are poor governance, low levels of income and growth, 

population density, and the presence of lootable resources. These variables are 

included in the econometric and qualitative designs of this dissertation, and serve 

the basis for testing the hypotheses, which explains violence as a function of local 

structural conditions [H3].  

5.4 CAUSES OF VIOLENCE IN URBAN SPACE  

Cities and the process of rapid urbanization are increasingly linked to high 

levels of violence.131 Organizations with humanitarian and development missions, 

as well as those bodies that provide security have begun to draw similarities 

between cities and war zones132. The majority of studies on urban violence are 

theoretical in nature, hypothesizing the connection between violence and 

globalization, inequality, poor law enforcement, unemployment and post-conflict 

processes. Each of these explanations will be reviewed briefly below.  

Many researchers, human rights activists and urban residents have 

reported that urban security is worsening in Colombia since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries, although few empirical studies have been conducted. In addition 
                                                
131 Robert Muggah, "Researching the Urban Dilemma: Urbanization, Poverty and Violence,"  (Ottawa: 
London: IDRC; DfID, Forthcoming ). 
132 Robert Muggah and Kevin Savage, "Urban Violence and Humanitarian Action: Engaging the Fragile 
City," Journal of Humanitarian Assistance, no. January 19, 2012 (2012). 
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and as described above, micro and macro level analyses of conflict find population 

density to be a causal condition. The relationship between population density and 

violence and the increased concern with urban security in Colombia provides the 

rationale for focusing on urban space as a unit of analysis. Urbanity is thus one 

local-structural condition that will be considered as a causal factor in explaining 

elevated rates of violence in the post-demobilization period in Colombia [H3].  

 

INEQUALITY & DEPRIVATION: Aisla Winton, in her review on theories of urban 

violence, discovers that the majority of theorists link urbanity to violence via the 

mechanism of inequality—particularly inequality expressed through 

deprivation.133 Recognized as a type of structural violence, deprivation “includes 

not only differences in income but also the lack of access to basic social services, 

the lack of universal state security protection, along with the severe corruption, 

inefficiency and brutality that generally hit the poor hardest, and the lack of social 

cohesion.”134 Furthermore, such structural violence expressed through severe 

deprivation paves the way for reactionary violence through a variety of means: 

including the development of gangs and vigilante groups.  

Such thinking falls into line with Koonings and Kruijt’s study on Latin 

American cities.135 They describe Latin American cities as an environment that is 

badly fractured---with extreme levels of poverty, insecurity and exclusion 

experienced by the majority of city residents. Such environments “lower barriers 

                                                
133 Ailsa Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature," Environment and Urbanization 16 (2004). 
134 The author references: F Vanderschueren, "From Violence to Justice and Security in Cities," Environment 
and Urbanization 8, no. 1 April (1996).  
135 Kees  Koonings and Dirk Kruijt, "Fractured Cities, Second Class Citizenship and Urban Violence," in 
Fractured Cities: Social Exclusion, Urban Violence & Contested Spaces in Latin America, ed. Kees Koonings and Dirk 
Kruijt (London: Zed, 2007). 
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and inhibitions and tend to make non-violent practices less attractive and 

legitimate.”136   

 
CULTURES OF VIOLENCE: The idea that a ‘culture’ of violence perpetuates 

violence is something also reflected in Winton’s review.137 She describes that a 

state’s use of political violence can lead to the normalization of violence at the 

societal level. Gaviria in his econometric study on Colombia, also finds support for 

contagion or spillover effects of violence.138 He finds that regular contact between 

young people and criminals change societal morals and increase the tolerance for 

utilizing violence and committing crime. Knowledge is transferred from those 

‘career criminals’ to smaller scale ‘local crooks’ and that such diffusion of 

knowledge is partially responsible for increasing levels of violence in Colombia.  

A third explanation for violent trends in Colombia is related to the 

inability of law enforcement to adapt to rapid increases in crime. As the 

probability of arrest decreases, the likelihood to commit crime increases. The 

latter explanation will be discussed at more length in the following paragraphs. It 

should be noted, however, that Gaviria’s analysis did not distinguish between 

urban and rural Colombia. However, it is likely that such processes would be 

particularly pronounced in urban areas where the population density is greater.  

Steenkamp who does not focus on cities in particular, but rather on post-

conflict violence, creates a conceptual framework to explain how violent conflict 

changes broader societal value structures and influences the way in which 

                                                
136 Kees  Koonings and Dirk  Kruijt, "Introduction " in Fractured Cities: Social Exclusion, Urban Violence & 
Contested Spaces in Latin America, ed. Kees Koonings and Dirk Kruijt (London: Zed, 2007):  2. 
137 Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature." 
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individuals subsequently behave.139 Her “culture of violence” framework describes 

how violent conflict operates at multiple levels of society: international, state, 

collective and individual levels and posits that when “violence becomes embedded 

in the broader shared values and norms of a community…[it] loses its political 

meaning and becomes a way of dealing with everyday issues: it becomes 

‘trivialized or everyday’ and becomes a socially acceptable mechanism to achieve 

power and status in society.”140 

 
INSTITUTIONAL FAILURES & “SELF”-PROTECTIVE RESPONSES: Urban violence is 

often explained as a result of poor law enforcement and other attributes of a weak 

or inefficient state. Koonings and Kruijt’s broader discussion of fractured cities in 

Latin America characterize large sectors of urban environments—areas that are 

poor, stigmatized, and excluded-- as containing ‘governance voids’.141 In such 

areas, the local state fails to protect citizens from daily occurrences of random and 

systematic violence. Moreover, these ‘official’ actors are often themselves part of 

the problem, as they are involved in extra-legal and criminal violence. “The 

political dimension of this phenomenon is that the local state and its agents 

oscillate between selective involvement, insulation and outright abandonment. In 

these voids, alternative, informal or ‘parallel’ structures arise, seeking various 

forms of confrontation or accommodation with legitimate authorities and with 

civil society.”142 Thus, one fall out from state absence or state incapacity becomes 

the development of extra-legal armed groups—whether to provide security for 

                                                
139 Chrissie Steenkamp, "The Legacy of War: Conceptualizing a 'Culture of Violence' to Explain Violence 
after Peace Accords," The Round Table 94, no. 379 (2005). 
140 254. 
141 Koonings and Kruijt, "Introduction". 
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local citizens or to take advantage of the spaces left open by the state to engage 

freely and easily in illegal activities. Winton’s review of the manifestations of urban 

violence also point to the development of parallel power systems [meaning armed 

groups] in such ‘institutional power vacuums’, as well as state collusion with illegal 

actors. Moreover, vigilantism develops out of the failures of formal justice systems, 

or an inability of the poor to hire private security mechanisms to ensure their 

safety.143   

Rodgers in his studies on post-civil war Nicaragua, documents and 

explains the growing phenomena of youth gangs.144 Rather than ‘disorganized 

violence’, the proliferation of youth gangs is in fact, “a coherent mode of social 

structuration in the face of wider processes of state and social breakdown”. Gangs 

are a form of ‘street level politics’, which provide a sense of order in disordered 

and uncertain conditions.    

Gutiérrez Sanín and Jaramillo add a nuanced understanding to this debate 

by examining the extreme rates of violence in Colombia’s second city, 

Medellín.145 They propose that the absence of the state and extreme inequality 

are not the ultimate explanation for high rates of violence, but rather it is “the 

politicization of crime.” The authors link the development of insurgent and 

counter insurgent groups to an uneven provision of security across the city. The 

lived realities of many residents—which include regular exposure to insecurity as 

well as a decline in social morals—provided armed groups with legitimacy in the 

                                                
143 Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature." 
144 Dennis Rodgers, "Living in the Shadow of Death: Gangs, Violence and Social Order in Urban Nicaragua, 
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neighborhoods. Groups also entered into tacit arrangements with the state.  

“These organizations compete with the state, in the sense that they dispute some 

of its formal monopolies, but at the same time they cooperate with it [mutualism] 

to take profit from it [parasitism] through a dense web of interactions and tacit or 

explicit coalitions.”146 Such an environment has supported the development of 

multiple armed actors that perpetrate violence.  

Enrique Desmond Arias makes a similar argument about favelas in Rio.147 

Rather than blame high levels of violence on the failure of state institutions and an 

inability to guarantee rule of law to favela residents, he finds that it is the link 

between criminal networks and the formal institutions that create violence, 

whether they be civic leaders, politicians or police. These networks allow criminals 

to enjoy impunity, while increasing their legitimacy as a provider of security with 

residents.  

 
COMBINATIONAL UNDERSTANDINGS: Glaeser and Sacerdote have conducted one 

of the few studies using quantitative estimation techniques to explain the positive 

relationship between urban settings and crime.148 They test three hypotheses on 

American cities—focusing on economic, social and institutional explanations for 

violence. First, the authors hypothesize that criminals are attracted to urban areas 

because there is a higher potential for monetary return for criminal activity than 

in rural areas [similar to Raleigh and Hegre’s assertion that urban areas have 

economic appeal to rebel movements]. Cities give greater access to potential 
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victims and tend to have a higher concentration of wealth. Second, there is a 

lower likelihood of arrest in urban areas because there are more potential 

suspects, making law enforcement less efficient. Third, urban areas may attract or 

even create crime prone individuals. Urban life may alter preferences and 

behavior that lower the barrier to committing crimes, and they hypothesize that 

this is more likely for individuals coming from ‘weak’ family structures. In order to 

test this third hypothesis, they looked at the individual characteristics of urban 

residents. The authors find evidence for all three explanations of urban violence. 

In particular, the ‘returns to crime relationship’ explains about 25% of the 

connection between city size and crime. The institutional explanation, which 

hypothesizes that there is a lower probability of arrest in urban areas, explains 

about 20% of the relationship between cities and crime. Last, about one half of 

this relationship is explained by the social condition of female-headed households.  

 
GLOBALIZATION: Davis and Libertun de Duren describe two expanding processes 

that are responsible for increasing violence in urban settings.149 First, 

globalization, ‘ensures that cities are becoming increasingly engaged in 

transnational flows that operate at scales and through activities outside the reach 

of national institutions’. In addition, the post-cold war climate has created 

“political realignments” which “question the political order and institutions of the 

modern state.” These two conditions, on the one hand, support the emergence of 

violent identity conflicts particularly within cities and on the other, decrease the 

likelihood that national institutions can control this violence.  

                                                
149 Davis and Libertun de Duren, "Introduction: Identity Conflicts in the Urban Realm." 
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The development of ‘identity conflicts’ are rooted in the process of political 

realignment, which is best described in the authors’ words: “The terrain of 

everyday political struggle over who has the legitimacy to govern a people and on 

the basis of what identity categories seem to be scaling down from the nation-

state. Struggles over Enlightenment ideals of universal citizenship and equality 

have given way to more territorially circumscribed sub-national levels where race, 

ethnicity, or religion is often the principal basis for making representational 

claims. In the context of these transformations, cities are ever more likely to stand 

at the front lines of battle and conflict. Around the globe, metropolitan 

populations are increasingly thrust into the violence, while in these embattled 

cities the commitment to civil rights and democratic deliberation are frequently 

cast aside in the quest for security.”150  

 

RESIDUALS OF CONFLICT: The literature on urban violence in post-conflict cities 

is not altogether different from the major explanations for urban violence offered 

above. However, there are a few characteristics of conflict-affected cities that may 

predispose them even more to high rates of violence.  

Cities that are also located in conflict settings often suffer from a collapse 

of institutions, and these breakdowns may linger well into the future after peace 

accords are signed. Esser studied two post-conflict cities, Kabul and Karachi, with 

such an institutional environment.151 Esser, like others before him have linked 

rapid urban growth to violence. While non-conflict affected countries may 

                                                
150 2. 
151 Daniel Esser, "The City as Arena, Hub and Prey Patterns of Violence in Kabul and Karachi," Environment 
and Urbanization 16, no. 2 (2004). 



 73 

experience rapid urbanization due to the perception of employment or economic 

opportunities, cities within conflict-affected countries often experience an increase 

in population from conflict-affected groups such as IDPs and returning refugees. 

Cities may be perceived [or may in fact, be] safer than rural areas, encouraging 

further rural to urban migration. These are attributes that Esser describes are 

present in Kabul. Rapid urbanization leads to increased poverty and the 

informalization of economy. The experience of war, together with migration 

patterns has lead to a ‘disintegration of social networks’ both of which are related 

to increasing rates of delinquent crime.152 This is worsened by the weak 

institutional environment characteristic of Kabul.   

It is not just the increased dependency on an informal economy that 

creates problems related to security, it is also that cities by definition are a source 

of political and economic power. These conditions attract insurgent forces 

[reminiscent of the Raleigh & Hegre studies above]. Esser describes that 

provincial commanders have concentrated on the accumulation and 

concentration of urban land through illegal and corruptive means as a major 

source of income.153 Esser describes Karachi as a city that is well connected to the 

legal [banking] and illegal [narcotics] global economy, and recent migration 

patterns have diversified the city. The former has made it a target for 

international terrorist attacks while the latter has created widespread factionalism 

and inefficiency within security providing institutions, such as the police [this is 

reminiscent of Davis’ discussion on globalization above]. Esser pulls these threads 

                                                
152 31. 
153 Esser, "The City as Arena, Hub and Prey Patterns of Violence in Kabul and Karachi." 
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together by stating that Kabul and Karachi “show that urban spaces in regional 

conflict zones play a more active role by creating, hosting and perpetuating social 

systems and structures that induce violent behavior. The collapse of urban 

institutions due to budget constraints and political infighting, mounting ethno-

religious tension and a radicalization of ideological positions, and the changing 

nature of warfare tend to benefit those who are involved in organized 

crime……urban lawlessness seems to nurture criminal activity, which is what 

connects the city with the rest of the world. Open war economies thus serve to 

integrate the urban and global criminal economies.”154  

Alice Hills links increasing levels of urban violence to a variety of post-

conflict attributes such as: the presence of displaced persons and ex combatants; 

the ‘legacy of wartime want and opportunism’ which leads to increased 

criminality, and the on-going links between organized crime and political 

leaders.155 She describes post-conflict cities as sharing a number of similar 

characteristics including ‘fragmented, localized and temporary nature of security 

provision, and the ineffectiveness of public police’.156 In a sense she downplays the 

necessity of state institutions, saying they are not necessary for order—but rather it 

is the presence and quality of police that is the true indicator for the restoration of 

order.  

Winton, as part of her discussion about the normalization of violence 

[described above], describes a legacy left by armed violence that perpetuates 

                                                
154 26-27. 
155 Alice  Hills, Policing Post-Conflict Cities (London: Zed Books, 2009). 
156 201. 
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further violence.157 The presence of ex-combatants and plethora of available arms 

can influence levels of post-conflict violence, particularly if ex-combatants create 

or [re]-engage in criminal organizations. This assertion is also supported by 

Rodgers, as he explains the explosion of urban youth gangs in the 1990s as 

partially related to the plethora of demobilized Sandinista and Contra soldiers.158 

Call states that the presence of thousands of ex-combatants—whether state 

soldiers, guerrillas or paramilitaries—and their criminal know-how, connections 

and organizations are partially responsible for continued high rates of violence in 

Central America.159 Spencer further explains that one of the reasons for re-

armament of ex-combatants in Nicaragua and El Salvador has to do to with 

frustration over the government’s delays or incomplete provision of assistance, 

and the combatants’ inability to successfully integrate.160 Despite the connections 

drawn between urban violence and ex-combatants, there is little in the way of 

systematic evidence or adequate theorizing to describe such relationships. The 

possible connection between urbanity, DDR processes and violence, as laid out in 

Hypotheses 2 and 3, will be explored both econometrically and qualitatively in 

this project.  

 
6. CONCLUSIONS AND STEPS AHEAD 
 

This chapter has laid out the 2 main research questions for this project, as 

well as the 3 hypotheses that will be tested through econometric and qualitative 

                                                
157 Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature." 
158 Dennis Rodgers, "Slum Wars of the 21st Century: Gangs, Mano Dura, and the New Urban Geographcy 
of Conflict in Central America " Development and Change  (Forthcoming). 
159 Call, "Sustainable Development in Central America: The Challenges of Violence, Injustice and 
Insecurity." 
160 Spencer, "Demobilization and Reintegration in Central America." 
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methods. First, I ask what the impact of the disarmament, demobilization and 

reintegration [DDR] of Colombia’s most deadly armed group [the AUC] has 

been on rates of homicide across the country. Second, what accounts for 

geographic differences in the rates of violence in the rates and trends of violence 

since 2006?  

This two questions stem from a very simple puzzle that is diagramed in 
Figure 2.3 below:  
 
 

 
FIGURE 2.3:  
 
 

After researching and reviewing a body of literature on DDR, the project 

has established that one of DDR’s central goals—in general and for the Colombia 

process-- is to contribute to an improved security situation. As such, one would 

expect a reduction in violence after the implementation of DDR [top line, Figure 

2.3]. While the national average homicide rate has decreased since DDR, there 
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has been significant variation in the homicide rate depending on the municipality 

[bottom line, Figure 2.3]. Why is this so? 

While the first research question will measure the impact of DDR on the 

homicide rate statistically, the second tackles the question of why municipalities 

follow different violent trajectories after DDR. Three hypotheses are laid out in 

this chapter and are represented in the following diagram [Figure 2.4]. 

 
 
 
 
FIGURE 2.4 
 

 
 
 

The first hypothesis relates to weaknesses of the DDR process. The second 

is focused on the group level, or characteristics that are specific to paramilitaries. 

Together, these hypotheses suggest that on-going violence is a function of “DDR 
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gone wrong” or that something in the “nature” of paramilitaries make it a difficult 

group to effectively demobilize and reintegrate into civilian life.  The third 

hypothesis pertains to local-structural conditions. In other words, violence may 

continue or even increase if a municipality or department has poor governance, 

high levels of poverty and unemployment, or opportunities to engage in narco-

trafficking. Other characteristics include densely populated space or IDP 

reception areas. These variables were selected because researchers have linked 

them to violence in Colombia and other conflict-affected countries [as reviewed 

above]. 

Both research questions and the three hypotheses will be tested using 

econometrics and qualitative case studies. First, statistical relationships will be 

established. Second, qualitative methods will be employed to understand the 

causal mechanisms that link certain conditions to violent outcomes. The following 

chapter will describe the quantitative design and findings for the project.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
QUANTITATIVE DESIGN AND FINDINGS 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 

This chapter will first review research questions, hypotheses and the 

methods utilized to answer them. The chapter will then describe the quantitative 

methodology employed for this dissertation including the development of a panel 

database, the specification of two econometric models and finally a discussion of 

findings.  

The two main research questions are as follows: 

RQ1: What is the impact of DDR of paramilitaries on rates of homicide in 

Colombia?  

RQ2: What accounts for geographic differences in rates and trends of violence 

since DDR?  

 H1: Programmatic Weaknesses 
 H2: Group Level Characteristics 
 H3: Local Structural Conditions 
 

The first question [RQ1] is exploratory in nature and will be answered 

through econometric methods. A fixed effects econometric model was specified. 

The dependent variable is the homicide rate, the main independent variable of 

interest is the number of demobilized people in a given municipality, and the 

main controls included various measures of governance, drugs, income, and the 

on-going operation of armed groups. All variables are disaggregated by year 

[1997-2010] and municipality [n=1097]. 
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Three hypotheses were developed to answer the question of what accounts 

for variation in rates and trends in violence within Colombia since the DDR of 

paramilitaries [RQ2]. Each hypothesis provides a potential explanation for the 

continuation of violence in the post-demobilization period at a different level of 

analysis. H1 hypothesizes that on-going violence is a by-product of programmatic 

weaknesses of the DDR process. This hypothesis will be tested through qualitative 

methods.  H2 is focused on a group level explanation—mainly that the identity of 

paramilitaries and the role of individual leaders makes them as a group, less likely 

to demobilize, and therefore increases the likelihood for continued violence. H3 is 

focused at the structural level, and suggests that local-level characteristics 

including governance, the availability of illegal rents, poverty or other 

characteristics such as high population density or the presence of IDPs determine 

patterns of violence regardless of the DDR process. H2 and H3 will be tested 

through both quantitative and qualitative methods. A diagram of these hypotheses 

is provided at the conclusion of the previous chapter [Chapter 2].  

The testing of H2 and H3 also rely on the fixed effects econometric model. 

Regarding the group level analysis [H2], dummy variables were created for each 

of 35 paramilitary blocks that operated in distinct areas of the country. These sub-

groups had a unique historical reason for formation and distinct leadership. These 

block variables were interacted with the DDR variable to test whether the 

demobilization of blocks differentially affected the homicide rate. In order to test 

the hypothesis that local level characteristics influence the homicide rate [H3], the 

homicide rate was regressed on a number of independent variables believed to 

impact rates of violence in Colombia. H3 was further tested through the design of 
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a probit model. The probit model predicts the probability that a municipality will 

experience an increased homicide rate in the post-demobilization period based on 

specific municipality characteristics. One database, described in the following 

section, was constructed and used for both fixed effects and probit models. 

Each component of the project—the questions and hypotheses with 

corresponding methods—is diagramed in the following figure 3.1.  

 

FIGURE 3.1 

 
2. DATABASE AND ECONOMETRIC MODELS  
 
 
2.1 THE DATABASE: VARIABLES, VARIABLE CONSTRUCTION AND DATA 

SOURCES 
 

The following section describes the construction of the main database that 

was used as the foundation for the quantitative component of this project, and 

later assisted with the selection of qualitative case studies. The database includes 

variables from a variety of official sources, all of which were chosen to reflect 

existing theory on the causes and correlates of violence and armed conflict. As 
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mentioned in the literature review, many studies estimate the outbreak of violence 

and occurrence of conflict events by studying independent variables at the nation-

state level. Several researchers, however, have called for new research at the sub-

national level as cross-national studies suffer from problems of comparability 

and/or endogeneity. Furthermore, many causal processes that provoke or sustain 

conflict exist at the sub-state level, indicating that the unit of measurement should 

be smaller than the nation state.161 This study will build on existing theories about 

violent outbreak at the national level, but will adapt variables to the municipality 

level within Colombia.  

The database is in panel format, with information disaggregated by 

municipality and year. There are 1097 municipalities in Colombia, and 13 

individual years were included in the database. The period from 1997-2010 was 

selected because it reflects the period when the AUC consolidated [1997], the 

most violent years of AUC operation [1999-2002], the years during which 

demobilization took place [2003-2006], as well as the post-demobilization period 

[2007-2010]. This range allows for an accurate estimation of the effects of the 

demobilization program on rates of violence.   

Table 3.1 provides a list of variables included in the database and sources: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
161 Halvard Buhaug and Paivi Lujala, "Accounting for Scale: Measuring Geography in Quantitative Studies 
of Civil War," Political Geography 24 (2005), Buhaug and Rod, "Local Determinants of African Civil Wars."; 
Blattman and Miguel, "Civil War." 
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TABLE 3.1: 
VARIABLES SOURCE 
Homicide Rate The National Police 

Ministry of Defense 
 

AUC Arms Surrendered National Police 
Vice Presidency 

Demobilization of AUC Alta Consejería para La Reintergración 
[ACR]- [High Council for Reintegration] 

Participation in Reintegration Programs AUC Alta Consejería para La Reintergración 
[ACR]- [High Council for Reintegration] 

Demobilization FARC Alta Consejería para La Reintergración 
[ACR]- [High Council for Reintegration] 

Demobilization ELN Alta Consejería para La Reintergración 
[ACR]- [High Council for Reintegration] 

Paramilitary Block The National Police 
Offensive Actions AUC Vice Presidency 
Offensive Actions FARC Vice Presidency 
Offensive Actions ELN Vice Presidency 
Offensive Actions Delinquent Groups Vice Presidency 
Hectares of Coca Crops UN Office on Drugs and Crime [SIMCI] 
Hectares of Coca Crops Eradicated  UN Office on Drugs and Crime [SIMCI] 
Cocaine Income UN Office on Drugs and Crime [SIMCI] 

Dirección Nacional de Estupefacientes de 
Colombia [DNE]- [National Drugs 
Department of Colombia] 

Rate of Arrests per Homicides Committed The National Police 
Ministry of Defense 

Taxes Collected Department of Planeación- [National Planning 
Department] 

Rate of Poverty Departamento Administrativo Nacional de 
Estadísticas [DANE]- [National Statistics 
Department] 

Rate of IDPs Received Acción Social- [Social Action] 
Urban/Rural Municipality Departamento Administrativo Nacional de 

Estadísticas [DANE]- [National Statistics 
Department] 

 
Each variable in the database is calculated for the individual municipality 

as a rate of the municipality’s population per 100,000162.  There are two 

exceptions—the arrest rate and cocaine income—both of which are calculated at 

the departmental level, as municipality level information was not available.163 

Variables for this database were constructed using only official sources. There are 

                                                
162Population information was retrieved from the National Bureau for Statistics (DANE- Departamento 
Administrativo Nacional de Estadísticas).  
163 I do not consider this to bias the results as law enforcement policy (including budgeting) takes place at the 
departmental, rather than the municipal level. The cocaine income variable is partially created with law 
enforcement information.  
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two reasons for this. First, the academic community in Colombia and elsewhere 

generally consider official sources to be accurate.164 Second, information from 

other sources, such as NGOs and think tanks, is generally not disaggregated by 

municipality and/or is incomplete for the 1997-2010 time-period.  

The dependent variable utilized for the quantitative phase of this study is 

the homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants.165 There are other indicators of 

violence and homicide only captures a slice of it—missing are important regular 

occurrences such as rape, physical assault, armed robbery, threats, kidnappings or 

forced displacement. However, for the period under consideration [1997-2010]—

which includes the rise and fall of paramilitarism-- homicide figures are the most 

reliable and consistent of all indicators of violence. This is not abnormal: due to 

the widespread limitations in data accuracy, homicide is the most commonly used 

indicator for violence around the world.166 It can also be used as an index for 

other forms of victimization and insecurity.167  

The remaining variables in the database are independent or control 

variables, and are included to ultimately explain variation in the homicide rate 

over time. They are grouped roughly into five categories: DDR, armed group 

presence, state strength, the cocaine trade, and population characteristics. The 

                                                
164 All quantitative studies on Colombia that I have encountered in peer-reviewed journals have utilized 
official data sources.  
165 The Colombian homicide rate is catalogued by two official entities: El Instituto Nacional de Medecina 
Legal y Ciencias Forenses and the National Police. Each uses a different method for calculation. The 
National Police receives its information from the Center for Criminal Investigation and classifies homicides 
into 28 types. Medecina Legal presents information annually in the magazine Forenses Datos para la Vida 
and also classifies the homicides by type. The two sources display the same trends, although with different 
levels. Medecina Legal consistently shows higher rates of homicide than the National Police. In 2009, 
however, Medecina Legal’s figures showed an upward trend in homicides, while the National Police showed 
a declining trend. There is currently an official investigation underway to understand these disparate results.  
166 Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development, "Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011."; 
UNODC, "Global Study on Homicide: Trends, Contexts, Data." 
167 Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development, "Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011." 
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selection of these variables is based on a careful review of the literature [see 

Literature Review in Chapter 2]. The causes of civil war and conflict events from 

both cross-country and within country analyses point to the following conditions: 

poor governance, low levels of income and growth, population density, and the 

presence of lootable resources. Moreover, the Colombian DDR process explicitly 

stipulated that it should reduce the number of victims of armed violence in the 

country.  

 
DDR: The DDR variables are meant to capture all three dimensions of the DDR 

process, and include both collective and individual DDR processes of the AUC, as 

well as individual DDR processes of the FARC and ELN guerilla groups.  The 

disarmament variable measures the number of arms surrendered within the former 

areas of AUC operation as a proportion of the civilian population [per 100,000]. 

Disarmament, as an official program, was offered and recorded only for the AUC 

who collectively demobilized. As such, 31,671 combatants surrendered a total of 

17,828 arms, indicating that approximately 0.56 arms were surrendered for each 

collectively demobilized person.  

The demobilization variable was constructed as the number of combatants 

who demobilized in each municipality per 100,000 people. Separate 

demobilization variables were created for the FARC, ELN and AUC. For those 

who collectively demobilized from the AUC, they attended one of several 

‘demobilization ceremonies’ between 2003 and 2006 where they appeared in 

person, were interviewed regarding their activity and participation in the AUC, 

and were included on a registry. Their address at the time of demobilization [if 
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different than the place of demobilization] serves as the basis for the AUC 

demobilization variable. Those who individually demobilized from the FARC, 

ELN, and AUC [prior to the collective process of the AUC] were included on the 

demobilization registry at the place of surrender. The demobilization variable 

thus largely captures the number of ex-combatants living in a given community of 

arrival.  

A reintegration variable was created to indicate the number of ex-combatants 

who regularly participate in reintegration programs. To be included on this 

registry, an ex-combatant must have participated in at least one reintegration 

activity in the prior 3 months. Reintegration activities include those related to 

education, job training, or psychosocial assistance. As mentioned in the literature 

review, only two studies have previously explored the relationship between DDR 

and crime or violence using solid econometric methods.168  

 
Table 3.2 describes the frequencies for the DDR variables: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
168 Collier, "Demobilization and Insecurity: A Study in the Economics of the Transition from War to Peace.", 
Restrepo and Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?." 
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TABLE 3.2: 
 
 

 
SOURCE: ALTA CONSEJERÍA PARA LA REINTEGRACIÓN [ACR] 
1DISARMAMENT WAS ONLY A FORMAL PART OF THE AUC COLLECTIVE DDR PROCESS 
2REINTEGRATION FIGURES FOR 2009 WERE NOT DISAGGREGATED BY GROUP  
 
 

ARMED GROUP PRESENCE: Variables were included in the database that measure 

the non-homicidal ‘offensive actions’ of various armed groups in the country. 

Offensive actions are defined and catalogued by the Vice Presidency of the 

Colombian government as: ‘terrorist attacks by explosives, terrorist attacks by 

arson, assault of private property, assault on structures, blocking of transportation 

routes, armed contact between illegal groups, ambushes, clashes with military 

forces, public raids, taking of hostages, land piracy and extraction of illegal rents’. 

This variable serves as a proxy for where armed groups operate, and also 

describes how active each group is over time. There are four offensive action 

variables: one for the AUC, the FARC, the ELN and “delinquent bands”, which 

is a government designation to describe groups without political aim such as gangs 

 AUC 
Individual 

AUC 
Collective 
[2003-
2006] 

AUC 
Total 

FARC ELN All 
Groups 
Total 

Surrendered 
Arms1  

NA 17,828 17,828 NA NA 17,828 

Demobilized 3,500 31,671 35,170 11,594 2,465 49,229 
Reintegration 
Participants 
[2002-2009] 

1,463 19,691 21,154 7,619 1,484 30,726 

Reintegration 
2009 Only2 

NA NA NA NA NA 1651 
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or local armed groups.169 These four variables are an aggregate of the number of 

non-homicidal offensive actions by municipality and year per 100,000 inhabitants. 

Previous scholars have established the relationship between the presence of armed 

groups and the homicide rate in Colombia.170  

Dummy variables were created in order to demarcate the areas where 

each paramilitary block held presence before demobilization. Under the AUC 

there were 35 individual blocks that operated with distinct leadership and a 

significant amount of autonomy. Information from the National Police allowed 

the creation of these dummy variables. The inclusion of these block variables will 

allow for the determination of any geographic variation in the degree to which DDR 

influences the homicide rate. 

 
STATE STRENGTH: Two variables were created to measure state strength at the 

local level. Using information from the National Police and Ministry of Justice, the 

arrest rate was calculated as the number of homicide related arrests made for 

homicides committed for each year in the series. Data is only available for this 

variable at the departmental level during the complete time period of interest. 

Unfortunately, the proportion of prosecutions following arrests is not available as 

it is considered top-secret information by Colombian authorities. As such, this 

                                                
169 The mean values for municipalities where offensive actions were committed do not follow uniform trends. 
For example, AUC offensive actions have declined every year since 2004. The FARC offensive actions were 
rising until 2006, showed a decrease in 2007 and 2008 and an extreme increase in 2009 and 2010. ELN 
offensive actions vary even more so, with lower figures until 2008, and extreme increases in 2009 and 2010. 
Across the country, offensive actions for ELN have remained stable, FARC figures are generally lower than in 
the mid 2000s, and the AUC has no values after 2008. The offensive actions of delinquent bands have been 
decreasing since 2003. However, the Vice Presidency (who keeps these records) expressed that this variable 
has gone through several criteria changes over the years and is likely to have some problems with reliability. 
170 Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia, Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia; 
Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006; Echeverry and 
Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En Colombia." 
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database does not include a variable for judicial strength. The connection between 

“weak states” and violence, particularly with regard to the government’s capacity 

to provide adequate security throughout the territory, as well as political instability 

or fragile democratic institutions has been well theorized and established.171  

 
THE COCAINE TRADE: Three variables were constructed to measure the 

magnitude of cocaine trade at the local level. All three are reliant on information 

from the UN Office on Drugs and Crime [SIMCI]. Coca crops is the variable that 

captures the number of hectares of coca fields in each municipality per 100,000 

inhabitants.  Cocaine eradication is the variable that describes the number of hectares 

of cocaine destroyed either manually or by aerial fumigation by the Colombian 

military, also constructed as a rate of the population.  

The cocaine income variable is one that was created from three sources of 

data: SIMCI, the National Department for Drugs of Colombia [DNE], and the 

National Police/Ministry of Defense. In order to estimate the amount of revenue 

entering an area from the cocaine trade, the number of arrests in violation of 

Colombian Law 30-1986 was aggregated by year and department. Law 30 

prohibits the production, trafficking and sale of drugs. It was then assumed that 

the rate of arrests per homicide committed [calculated for the ‘arrest’ variable] is 

equal to the arrest rate for drug related crimes. From this, the approximate 

                                                
171 In Lit Review: Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La 
Cocaína En Colombia."; Hegre and Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on Civil War 
Onset."; Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War."; Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La 
Violencia. Elsewhere see: Robert Rotberg, "The Failure and Collapse of Nation-States," in When States Fail: 
Causes and Consequences, ed. Robert Rotberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Kalevi Holsti, The 
State, War and the State of War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Mohammad Ayoob, "State 
Making, State Breaking and State Failure " in Leashing the Dogs of War: Conflict Management in a Divided World ed. 
Chester A. Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela Aall (Washington, DC: United Institute of Peace 
2007). 



 90 

number of traffickers operating in each department was extrapolated. In order to 

determine the amount of cocaine entering the market each year, I took the 

estimates generated from DNE and SIMCI about the amount of hydrochlorate172 

produced each year by region, and subtracted the amount of hydrochlorate 

actually seized. With this information, I could estimate the amount of cocaine [in 

grams] entering the market by year based on the estimated number of narco-

traffickers operating in each zone per 100,000 inhabitants. Next, a series of prices 

for cocaine was created with information from DNE and SIMCI, and were 

indexed against US prices for 2008.173 The amount of cocaine entering the 

market by year and municipality was then multiplied by this price index in order 

to obtain the value of cocaine entering the market by region and year. The 

cocaine industry has long been linked to the operation of armed groups and high 

rates of violence in Colombia.174 In other countries, conflict events and outbreak 

of civil war has been linked to opportunities to access illegal income.175  

 
POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS: There are four additional variables that are 

meant to capture certain municipality characteristics that are hypothetically 

related to the homicide rate. The rate of poverty is an index created by the National 

Department of Statistics [DANE], called the Necesidades Basicas Insatisfechas 

[Basic Unmet Needs Index] which calculates the proportion of the population 

with at least one of the following unmet basic needs: inadequate housing structure; 

                                                
172 This is the chemical term for cocaine. 
173 The United States is the primary receiver of cocaine. 
174 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia, Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia; 
Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En 
Colombia."; Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006. 
175 Hegre, Ostby, and Raleigh, "Poverty and Civil War Events; a Disaggregated Study of Liberia."; Collier 
and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War." 
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overcrowding; lack of water and sewerage services; lack of access to education; 

and more than three dependents per one working adult in the household. While 

Sanchez Torres in his 2007 study176, has not found concrete evidence for a link 

between poverty and violence, several cross-national studies have linked either low 

GDP or low growth to the outbreak of civil war.177 Much of the current literature 

urban space theorizes that violence is a result of extreme poverty, inequality and 

exclusion.178  

Local taxes collected is a variable created from information from the National 

Planning Department and is meant to measure both the level of economic activity 

at the local level, as well as the state’s reach and ability to collect taxes from 

citizens. Local taxes include an aggregate of property taxes, industry and 

commerce taxes per municipality by year.  

A variable was created to capture the number of Internally Displaced People 

received in a municipality per 100,000 inhabitants. There are two organizations 

that keep statistics about IDPs in Colombia: Acción Sociale and CODHES. 

Acción Sociale is the government agency responsible for registering and providing 

basic emergency aid to IDPs in Colombia. CODHES is a human rights 

organization dedicated to the plight of IDPs. Both organizations accuse each other 

of having unreliable figures—the government figures too low and CODHES too 

high. This study chose to use figures from Acción Sociale because their data is 

                                                
176 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
177 Blattman and Miguel, "Civil War."; Hegre and Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on 
Civil War Onset."; Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War."; Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed 
and Grievance in Civil War."; Sambanis, "What Is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an 
Operational Definition." 
178 See full review of literature in: Koonings and Kruijt, "Fractured Cities, Second Class Citizenship and 
Urban Violence."; Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature." 
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collected at the municipality level [CODHES does not], and because it is a more 

conservative estimate. The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center of Geneva 

reports both sets of figures in their world report on displacement, lending 

credence to the two institutions. While there is little existing scholarship on the 

relationship between IDPs and violence, this variable was included in the database 

as it was hypothesized that situations of sudden, unexpected migration may lead 

to competition for resources in a resource poor environment, thus evoking 

violence between ‘natives’ and newcomers.179 The relationship between IDP 

reception and violence may be related to an incapacity [or lag time] of local law 

enforcement structures to provide security in such a rapidly changing 

environment. Third, IDPs, by definition, might be a target for armed groups—

they may be viewed as a resource if they are seen as a pool of potential [forcible] 

recruits, or an outright threat if they begin to organize for land restitution or other 

rights. 

The final variable was created as a dummy to indicate whether or not a 

municipality is urban. There exists no official quantitative distinction between 

“urban” or “rural” municipalities within Colombia. In fact, each municipality 

regardless of its size, is defined as having an ‘urban center’ and ‘rural area’ [this 

includes Bogotá with a population of more than 7 million inhabitants, as well as 

La Apartada with 11,000 inhabitants]. For purposes of this study, the urban-rural 

distinction was set at 30,000 inhabitants180 in the form of a dichotomous variable. 

                                                
179 The variable measures the number of new IDPs received per year in a municipality, it does not track the 
on-going number of IDPs living in a municipality. 
180 I experimentally constructed the urban dummy for both municipalities with more than 50,000 and people 
100,000. The model did not provide significant results. The “threshold” of 30,000 may have more to do with 
the necessity of the regression model to read significant variation within the urban variable, rather than there 
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181 More than 75% of Colombia’s municipalities meet this “rural” criterion, but 

that the vast majority of the population [80%] lives in “urban” municipalities.  

 
2.2 BASIC FACTS ON HOMICIDE, DDR AND OPERATION OF ARMED GROUPS IN 

COLOMBIA: 
 

Before describing the specific design of econometric models, the main 

trends in the Colombian homicide rate will be outlined. As mentioned in the 

Chapter 2, despite geographic heterogeneity in homicide trends, Colombia as a 

country has experienced a steady decline in the homicide rate since 2002 when 

the homicide rate was at 72 homicides per 100,000. Eight years later in 2010, the 

rate has dropped to less than half of the 2002 figure, with 33 homicides committed 

per 100,000 inhabitants. Whether or not the demobilization of the AUC is 

responsible for this downward trend is something that has not been systematically 

studied, and is a central interest in this dissertation. Colombia remains more than 

10 points above Latin America’s homicide [22.4 per 100,000] and more than five 

times the world average [7.5 per 100,000].182  

As established in Chapter 2, armed groups such as the AUC, FARC and 

ELN have been the primary authors of homicide and other forms of violence in 

Colombia over the past 25 years. The relationship between the presence of armed 

groups and homicide rates is displayed in Figure 3.2.   

                                                                                                                                
being something inherently exceptional about municipalities with 30,000 inhabitants. As mentioned above, 
more than ¾ of all municipalities have less than 30,000 inhabitants. It is impossible to include a variable that 
measures population density in the fixed effects model because all variables are constructed based on 
population density.   
181 A dichotomous variable was necessary as all other variables were constructed as a proportion of the 
population in each municipality, prohibiting the possibility of utilizing a variable entirely based on population 
density. 
182 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, "UNODC Homicide Statistics." The United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime collect and report statistics from a variety of criminal justice sources by country for the 
most recent year possible. Most of the country sources are from 2007 and 2008, but some are as old as 2003. 
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FIGURE 3.2 
 

As displayed in Figure 3.2, the municipalities where armed groups operate 

[as measured by their offensive actions] have a substantially higher rate homicide 

over the past 13 years than municipalities without any armed group presence. 

Municipalities where the AUC have historically operated have the highest 

homicide rate of all sets of communities. The post demobilization years show a 

slight convergence in trends of homicide between the different sets of 

municipalities. However, the difference between AUC municipalities and those 

without armed group presence remains sizeable [36 per 100,000 in former AUC 

areas versus 22 in non-armed group municipalities]. Why do municipalities where 

the AUC formerly operated maintain an elevated rate of homicide in the post-

demobilization period? What could this disparity be attributed to? Is the relatively 

elevated rate of homicide in municipalities where the AUC formerly operated a 

result of problems with the DDR process [RQ2: H1] something related to the 

identity of paramilitaries [H2] or local structural conditions that keep the 
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homicide rate high [H3]? If DDR had been effective as a violence reduction 

strategy [RQ1], shouldn’t we have seen a sharper decrease in the homicide rate? 

 

3. MODEL 1 SPECIFICATION: 
 

FIXED EFFECTS MODEL: In order to answer both research questions a fixed-effects 

econometric model was specified.183 In particular, this model will allow for an 

estimation of the impact of DDR on rates of homicide [RQ1] as well as to test 

aspects of two of the three hypotheses that seek to explain geographic variation in 

rates and trends of violence following the DDR of paramilitaries [RQ2: H2 & 

H3]. As mentioned above, the database contains information in a panel format, 

meaning that the dependent and independent variables are observed across 

municipalities –the unit of analysis-- and over time. Every municipality [n=1097] 

contains information for each year from 1997-2010. Fixed effects models using 

panel data sets are particularly well suited for program or policy evaluation. It is 

possible to split units of analysis into treatment [those who received DDR] and 

comparison groups and measure the difference before and after the intervention is 

implemented. This design is particularly reliable because the same units are 

measured before and after the treatment. 

Unlike a single cross-sectional database, a fixed effects model with a panel 

database design captures the unobserved time constant factors that influence the 

                                                
183 The distribution of the dependent variable was evaluated in order to determine if a Poisson Regression 
should be added. A Poisson model is often used for count data (e.g. 0, 1, 2, 3) and assumes a left skew. When 
evaluating the distribution of the homicide rate over 12 years, the following distribution was found: 1,745 
skewed left, 11,419 center, and 0 skewed right. As such, a Poisson Regression did not need to be considered. 
However, as a backup, the fixed effects model was run with a Poisson distribution, and the results did not vary 
from the non-Poisson model.  
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dependent variable in any municipality and which may be correlated with the 

explanatory variables. In the model, the unobserved time constant factors includes 

characteristics specific to municipalities such as its geography, history, resources, 

demographics184 or data reporting methods. The error term in this model 

captures the unobserved factors that are time varying.185  

The equation that represents the fixed effects estimation is displayed in 

Figure 3.3. Y is the rate of homicide for each municipality [i] in year [t]. The Xs 

represent the various non-lagged independent variables, whereas zeta1 is the one 

time lagged variable included in the model [the arrest rate, described below]. 

Gamma-i represents the fixed effects aspect of the model and gamma-t is the year 

dummies. As can be seen, all variables have a subscript of i,t showing that each 

variable varies across time [year] and place [municipality].  

 

FIGURE: 3.3 
 

 
 

  Variables Include: Arms surrendered; Demobilization of AUC, FARC, and ELN; 

Offensive Actions of AUC, FARC, ELN and Criminal bands; Poverty; Income from Narco-
trafficking; UrbanDummy*DemobAUC; ParamilitaryBlockDummy*DemobAUC.   

 Variables Include: Hectares of coca crops, Eradication of Coca Crops, IDPS and Taxes 

 : Variables Include: Arrests Lagged by 1 year 

 
 
 
 
                                                
184 Conflict-related changes in demographics will be controlled for through the inclusion of control variables 
into the model.  
185 Jeffrey M.  Wooldridge, Introductory Econometrics: A Modern Approach, vol. 3rd Edition (Mason, OH: 
Thomson, 2006). 
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3.1 FIXED EFFECTS FINDINGS 
 

In order to determine the impact of a variety of factors on the rate of 

homicide across Colombia, an increasing number of independent variables were 

regressed on the homicide rate. Independent and control variables include: arms 

surrendered by the AUC; demobilization of the AUC, FARC and ELN; the 

offensive actions of the AUC, ELN, FARC and delinquent bands; hectares of coca 

crops; cocaine income; eradication of coca crops; the arrest rate; local taxes 

collected; and internally displaced people received in a municipality. Regression 8 

includes all variables and is the most robust, and will thus be the focus of 

discussion. Results are displayed in Table 3.2. The questions asked of the 

quantitative data are displayed under unique headings. 

A brief note on variables: five of the variables [coca crops, coca 

eradication, taxes, IDP reception and arrests] were transformed into natural 

logarithms in order to facilitate ease in interpreting results. In addition, the arrest 

rate was lagged by 1 year as it is assumed that there would be a time lag between 

law enforcement initiatives and behavior of violent actors. The variable was also 

lagged to decrease the chances of having a biased result due to reverse causality. It 

is also possible that law enforcement initiatives respond to trends in violence [not 

the other way around]. Lagging the arrest rate by one year should help to control 

for reverse causality.  
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TABLE 3.2: 

Fixed-effects [by Municipality and Year] regressions DV=HOMICIDE RATE 
t statistics in brackets 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Number of CODE = 1097 

VARIABLE Reg 1 Reg 2 Reg 3 Reg 4 Reg 5 Reg 6 Reg 7 Reg 8 
AUC   0.0264*** -0.016 -0.0122 -0.0161 -0.0185 -0.0136 -0.0155 
Arms 

Surrendered  [-2.965] [-1.473] [-1.119] [-1.361] [-1.567] [-1.137] [-1.294] 
AUC 0.0274*** 0.0169* 0.0175 0.0189* 0.0213* 0.0198* 0.0309*** 0.0300*** 

Demobilization [-3.070] [1.882] [1.606] [1.739] [1.923] [1.785] [2.752] [2.671] 

FARC 0.00908 -0.382*** 
-

0.346*** 
-

0.350*** 
-

0.335*** 
-

0.324*** -0.328*** -0.319*** 
Demobilization [1.017]  [-6.486] [-4.126] [-4.177] [-3.968] [-3.836] [-3.817] [-3.702] 

ELN   -0.456*** -0.419* -0.371* -0.381* -0.416* -0.407* -0.448* 
Demobilization   [-2.639] [-1.859] [-1.649] [-1.675] [-1.828] [-1.743] [-1.915] 

AUC     1.839*** 1.824*** 1.824*** 1.798*** 1.787*** 1.772*** 
Offensive 

Actions     [13.08] [12.97] [12.89] [12.69] [12.55] [12.44] 
FARC     0.427*** 0.429*** 0.454*** 0.449*** 0.410*** 0.406*** 

Offensive 
Actions     [12.91] [12.98] [12.75] [12.59] [11.34] [11.22] 

ELN     0.641*** 0.636*** 0.632*** 0.638*** 0.599*** 0.603*** 
Offensive 

Actions     [8.043] [7.986] [7.880] [7.963] [7.322] [7.372] 
Criminal 

Bands     0.108 0.111 0.101 0.0863 0.0971 0.088 
Offensive 

Actions     [1.334] [1.362] [1.230] [1.049] [1.167] [1.057] 
          1.064***   1.190*** 

ln[Coca Crops]  
          [3.096]   [3.254] 
      0.207*** 0.203*** 0.209*** 0.204*** 0.210*** Cocaine 

Income        [4.552] [4.394] [4.520] [4.358] [4.468] 
          0.639**   0.425 

ln[Eradication] 
          [2.290]   [1.469] 

Poverty           0.550** 0.582** 0.723** 0.736** 
          [2.182] [2.309] [2.485] [2.531] 

ln[Taxes]         0.0611 -0.378 -1.136 -1.409 
          [0.0269] [-0.166] [-0.473] [-0.586] 

 ln[Arrests]             -6.292*** -6.451*** 
L_1 year             [-4.118] [-4.221] 

            1.393*** 1.368*** ln[IDPs 
Received]             [6.464] [6.349] 
Constant 66.20*** 66.20*** 64.23*** 61.71*** 35.68** 39.31*** 10.57 14.85 

  [32.13] [32.20] [30.31] [28.19] [2.452] [2.698] [0.647] [0.908] 

Observations 15358 15358 13164 13164 12936 12936 11858 11858 

R-squared 0.056 0.06 0.076 0.078 0.079 0.08 0.087 0.088 

 
 
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS: 
 

The fixed effects econometric model provides an answer to the question of 

what is the impact of DDR on the homicide rate in Colombia [RQ1]. It also 

partially provides an answer for the question of what accounts for geographic 
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differences in rates and trends of violence since DDR [RQ2]. In particular, the 

fixed effects model allows us to understand the statistical relationship between the 

varying effects of paramilitary blocks on the homicide rate [H2] and the 

municipality level characteristics that influence the homicide rate above the DDR 

process [H3].  

 

3.2 DDR AND HOMICIDE  

 Regarding the impact of DDR on the homicide rate, we would expect that 

the collective DDR of paramilitaries would lead to a reduction in the homicide 

rate. DDR should improve the security context of the conflict-affected 

environment by breaking down the command and control structure of the AUC 

and reintegrating ex-combatants into a legal civilian lifestyle. The supposition or 

expectation that DDR improve security is not only well stated by several 

documents that define the DDR in practice,186 but was an explicit objective of the 

Colombian DDR process.187  

As can be seen by Regression 8, there is evidence against the effectiveness 

of DDR as a violence reduction strategy for the collective process of the AUC 

[RQ1]. First, the act of surrendering arms had no significant effect on the 

homicide rate. This may be the case because the arms variable is correlated with 

the demobilization variable.188 AUC demobilization is associated with a 

                                                
186 The Stockholm Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: 
Final Report."; The United Nations, "Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards 
(IDDRs)." 
187 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales." 
188 A simple regression with fixed effects by municipality between arms and ex-combatants from the AUC 
shows that for every combatant demobilized, the number of arms surrendered increased by .39. The t-statistic 
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significant increase in the homicide rate in areas where ex-combatants demobilized. 

For each additional point in the rate of demobilization, the homicide rate 

increases by .03. Put another way, for each additional 33 demobilized per 100,000 

inhabitants, the homicide rate increases by 1 per 100,000. This finding is reflected 

in the general statistical finding that in the municipalities where AUC 

demobilization has taken place [n=641], the homicide rate increased on average 

by 2.7 per 100,000 from 2003-2010.189 In terms of ex-combatants and their 

participation in reintegration programming, this variable could not ultimately be 

included in the model as it is too highly correlated with the demobilization 

variable.  

As a reminder, the demobilization variable was constructed based on the 

address given at the time of demobilization. We can thus assume that this variable 

is a close approximation of the areas where ex-combatants reside in the post-

demobilization period, and thus may in fact be a better measure of 

“reintegration” than demobilization. In general terms, violence increases in areas 

where ex-combatants from the AUC reside. However, the database does not 

include information on the authors of violence, making it difficult to “blame” ex-

combatants for these homicides.  A recent estimate [based on arrest statistics] 

suggests that the rate of re-incidence for ex-combatants is around 17%.190  

                                                                                                                                
of the regression is 28, showing that those two variables move in the same direction and are highly correlated 
in the regression.  
189 The average rate of AUC demobilization increased from zero to 91/100,000 over demobilization period. 
This was multiplied this by the coefficient .03 in order to determine the average impact of demobilization on 
the homicide rate.  
190 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas " in II Informe de la 
Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliacioón (Bogotá: 2010). 
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This positive relationship between homicides and the demobilization of 

AUC needs further exploration. It might be explained by failures in the DDR 

process, [H1 of RQ2], or that certain individual paramilitary blocks have not 

demobilized [H2 of RQ2]. There may also be local structural problems that 

prevent DDR from reducing levels of violence [H3 of RQ2].  

Conversely, the demobilization of members of the FARC is associated 

with a significant decrease in the rate of homicide in areas where they demobilized. 

For every additional person who demobilized in a FARC area, the homicide rate 

decreases by .3. Put alternatively, for every additional 3 FARC members who 

demobilize per 100,000 civilians, the homicide rate drops by 1 per 100,000. In the 

municipalities where FARC demobilization has taken place [n=420], the 

homicide rate has decreased in average by 7.8 per 100,000 from 2003-2010.191 

Demobilization of the ELN is also related to a significant decrease in the homicide 

rate in ELN demobilization areas. For each additional ex-combatant from the 

ELN who demobilized, the homicide rate decreases by .45. In other words, for 

every 2 additional ELN combatants who demobilized, the homicide rate decreases 

by 1 per 100,000 inhabitants. In municipalities where ELN demobilization has 

taken place [n=195], the homicide rate has decreased on average by 4.5 per 

100,000 from 2003-2010.192  

At first glance, one could surmise that demobilization for guerrillas has 

been much more successful than for the AUC in terms of reducing homicide. 

                                                
191 The average rate of FARC demobilization increased from zero to 24/100,000 over from 2003-2010. We 
multiplied this by the coefficient of .3 in order to determine the average impact of demobilization on the 
homicide rate.  
192 The average rate of ELN demobilization increased from zero to 10/100,000 from 2003-2010. This was 
multiplied by the coefficient of .45 in order to determine the average impact of demobilization on the 
homicide rate.  
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However, the processes of demobilization for guerrilla and AUC are not directly 

comparable. Although the variables were constructed similarly [reported 

residence at time of demobilization], the “self-defense” nature of the AUC has 

meant that many combatants operated in their ‘home areas’. The combatants of 

FARC and ELN, given their subversive strategy and having been based mostly in 

rural camps, means that ex-combatants almost never operate in their home areas. 

Moreover, the AUC was involved in a collective and complete demobilization. 

FARC and ELN “demobilization and reintegration” reflect the desertion of 

individual ex-combatants [punishable by death for both groups]. Whereas the 

AUC demobilization variable is more likely to reflect where ex-combatants 

currently live, the FARC and ELN demobilization variable may be less accurate 

in terms of reflecting the residence of ex-guerilla.  

 

3.3  BLOCKS, DEMOBILIZATION AND HOMICIDE 

In order to explore the relationship between demobilization of the AUC 

and the homicide rate further, a series of interaction terms were created and 

added to the model. To test the possibility that certain paramilitary blocks had a 

differential influence on the homicide rate, interaction terms were created for each 

of the 35 blocks and the demobilization variable. These variables were created to 

test whether or not certain blocks “demobilized better” than others. In other 

words, given the distinct historical purpose of individual blocks, their 

individualized leadership and fair amount of operative autonomy, it is possible 

that certain blocks demobilized more successfully than others in terms of breaking 
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down command and control structures and reintegrating ex-combatants into 

civilian life.  

Results showed that certain blocks demobilized less well than others. The 

following five blocks has a significant and positive relationship to the homicide 

rate: Bloque Córdoba, Libertadores del Sur, Meta y Vichada, Centauros, and 

Bloque Mineros.193 This indicates that the increase in the homicide rate after 

demobilization is higher in the areas where these five blocks operated than where 

other blocks operated. Or in other words, the demobilization of the AUC was less 

successful in decreasing the homicide rate in areas under these five blocks than in 

other areas of the country. Although this provides some evidence for the 

hypotheses that group level variables are responsible for variation in the homicide 

rate [H2], the mechanism through which this operates is unclear. Whether this is 

a matter of leadership, historical purpose of the block, or another complex process 

will be addressed through qualitative research.   

 

3.4 URBAN SPACE, DDR AND HOMICIDE  

A second interaction term was created in order to test whether or not 

paramilitary demobilization was more or less successful in urban spaces. The 

inclusion of this variable into the model allows us to partially test the hypotheses 

that variation in the homicide rate is due to local level structural factors—in this 

case urbanity [H3]. This term was incorporated into the model because of the 

growing concern amongst Colombian academics, human rights organizations and 

                                                
193 The coefficients for the following blocks*AUC are as follows with (p values)/standard errors—Bloque 
Cordoba .145 (p<.004)/.05; Libertadores del Sur 1.12 (p<.07)/.62; Meta y Vichada .33 (p<.004)/.12; 
Centauros .18 (p<.00)/.04; Bloque Mineros .19(p<.00)/.04. 
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urban residents that urban space has become less secure since the DDR of 

paramilitaries. It was also included because densely populated space is 

increasingly linked to the outbreak of violence. By interacting the presence of 

urban space with DDR, I was able to explore the possibility that urbanity, 

demobilization and homicide are related.   

The fixed effects econometric model demonstrates that urban areas where 

ex-combatants reside [based on the address provided at the time of 

demobilization] have a stronger positive relationship to homicide than 

demobilization in rural areas. For every additional 25 people who demobilize in 

an urban area, the homicide rate increases by 1 per 100,000194 [this is opposed to 

33 people for an increase of 1 across all demobilization areas]. One-third of 

demobilizations took place in urban areas, versus two-thirds in rural areas.   

The finding that AUC demobilization, urban settings and homicide all 

have a positive relationship leads one to ask, ‘what is it about the environment of 

urban areas in the post-demobilization period that allows for more homicides to 

be committed?’ First, recent studies have demonstrated that ex-combatants often 

relocate to urban areas, whether to look for employment or education, or to seek 

anonymity.195 One could hypothesize that the increasing rate of homicide in 

urban areas is due to a failure of ex-combatants to reintegrate into the legal 

economy in urban areas. It might also have something to do with an inability of 

law enforcement to keep up with swelling numbers of urban migrants and 

internally displaced people. Perhaps still, urban areas in and of themselves, attract 

                                                
194 The coefficient for urban*AUC is .04 with the p value< .049 and a standard error of .02 
195 Enzo Nussio, "Understanding Ex-Combatants: Central Themes in the Lives of Former Paramilitaries in 
Colombia" (University of St Gallen, 2011). 
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criminals and perpetrators of violence as the conflict dynamics of Colombia 

change over time—particularly as governmental resources become increasingly 

invested in rural areas to combat the drug trade. These hypotheses will be 

explored in more detail in the following section, as well as in the qualitative 

section of this project.   

In referring back to the review of literature in Chapter 2, it is interesting to 

note that few of the theories on urbanization explain why there would be an 

increase in violence in urban areas particularly following the implementation of a 

DDR. Closest to explaining this phenomenon could Raleigh & Hegre, who finds 

evidence for the ‘per capita propensity theory’— the higher the population 

density, the higher the likelihood for conflict events.196 In order to suggest this 

mechanism is at work, however, I would need to demonstrate that Colombia had 

undergone a significant demographic shift since 2006. Unfortunately, the last 

census conducted in Colombia was in 2005, before the complete DDR of 

paramilitaries. Esser’s study of post-conflict Karachi and Kabul might also help to 

explain my finding in urban Colombia. He states that urban centers act as a 

magnet for national and international interests based on illegal revenue. The 

increasing informalization of the economy and rapid urban migration in post-war 

countries, together with the confluence of illegal actors that view cities as a prime 

resource, may be responsible for increasing rates of violence in post-conflict 

                                                
196 Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically Disaggregated 
Analysis." 
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cities.197 Whether or not these processes are at work in Colombia will be explored 

in Chapter 7.  

 
3.5 BEYOND DDR: OTHER CORRELATES AND CAUSES OF HOMICIDE IN 

COLOMBIA 
 
 The fixed effects econometric model also allows us to explore other 

significant causes of violence across the country [RQ2]. Aside from DDR, a series 

of independent variables were included in the model and regressed on the 

homicide rate. These variables allow for the evaluation of established theories that 

explain violence, and their relevance for Colombia. Their inclusion also allows us 

to test the hypothesis that local level structural characteristics are responsible for 

rates and trends of violence [H3]. These variables include the on-going operation 

of illegal armed actors, different aspects of the narcotics trade, population 

characteristics such as impoverishment or conflict affected groups [IDPs], and 

state strength. These results described below are displayed in Regression 8 in 

Table 3.2.  

 
ARMED GROUP PRESENCE: The active presence of FARC, ELN, AUC, and 

criminal bands reflected in their non-homicidal offensive actions [e.g. kidnapping, 

road obstruction, arson, etc] is associated with a significant increase in the homicide 

rate. These findings confirm the trends displayed in graphs in the earlier section, 

showing that municipalities with armed group presence are substantially more 

violent than municipalities without armed group presence. An increase in 1 

offensive action by the AUC leads to an increase or 2 homicides per 100,000 

                                                
197 Esser, "The City as Arena, Hub and Prey Patterns of Violence in Kabul and Karachi." 
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inhabitants. ELN activity has the second largest influence on homicide–each 

additional offensive action perpetrated by the ELN increases the homicide rate by 

.6 per 100,000. The FARC follows closely behind with each additional offensive 

action point leading to an increase of .4 in the homicide rate. Offensive actions 

perpetrated by criminal bands do not significantly influence the homicide rate. 

This finding is not altogether surprising as the Office of the Vice President’s 

admission that the criteria for this variable has changed over time and that data 

has not been consistently recorded. These findings confirm prior empirical 

research that demonstrates the relationship between the presence of armed groups 

and the homicide rate in Colombia.198  

 
STATE STRENGTH: One of the independent variables that has the largest effect on 

the homicide rate is the average rate of arrests per homicides committed [lagged 

by1 year]. Homicide related arrests are associated with a significant decrease in the 

rate of homicide in Colombia. For the mean Colombian municipality, if the arrest 

rate increases by one percent, the homicide rate decreases by 6.5 per 100,000 in 

the following year. This is an enormous effect and supports earlier findings on the 

importance of law enforcement for homicide reduction in Colombia.199  

 

                                                
198 Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En 
Colombia."; Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006; 
Sánchez Torres, Solimano, and Formisano, "Conflict, Violence and Crime in Colombia "; Sánchez Torres, 
Las Cuentas De La Violencia. Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia. 
199 Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En 
Colombia.", Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia.. This finding also lends preliminary support for 
broader (meaning outside Colombia) findings about the relationship between state strength and violence. 
However, cross national studies on civil war have not operationalized their ‘state strength’ variables as arrest 
rates, making the results are not directly comparable.   
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THE COCAINE TRADE: As expected, estimated cocaine revenues are related to a 

significant increase in the homicide rate. If the index of cocaine revenue increases 

by 1 point [either in exports or higher prices], the homicide rate increases by .2. 

This is a very large effect, and confirms the earlier econometric findings200 that 

defines one major determinant of violence in Colombia as drug trafficking, as well 

as other scholars who link the presence of lootable resources [or opportunities for 

illegal rent extractions] to the presence of conflict events and the onset of 

conflict.201 The effect is also similar if one looks at the presence of coca crops. 

When coca cultivation increases by 1%, there is an associated increase in the 

homicide rate by 1.9 per 100,000. Eradication efforts, both manual destruction 

and aerial fumigation do not have a significant affect on the homicide rate.  

 
POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS: The poverty rate is also related to an increasing 

homicide rate, as measured by the proportion of households in a municipality 

with at least one unmet basic need according to the Unmet Basic Needs Index. 

For each additional impoverished household in a municipality [per 100,000], the 

homicide rate increases by .7. In other words, for each additional 14 poor 

households, the homicide rate increases by 1 per 100,000. This is also a sizeable 

impact. It also should be remembered that the poverty rate is highly correlated 

with the unemployment rate—so when we speak about one, we should be 

speaking about the other. While this contradicts Sanchez Torres’202 assertion that 

                                                
200 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia, Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia; 
Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006; Echeverry and 
Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En Colombia." 
201 Hegre, Ostby, and Raleigh, "Poverty and Civil War Events; a Disaggregated Study of Liberia."; Collier 
and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War." 
202 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
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poverty does not affect the homicide rate in Colombia, it supports other 

researcher’s findings that there is a positive relationship with income and civil war 

events [whether measured as low GDP or slow growth].203  

Finally, the reception of internally displaced people [IDPs] is associated 

with a significant increase in the rate of homicide. If the rate of IDPs received in a 

given area rises by one percent, the homicide rate increases by 3 per 100,000.204 

This is also a very large effect and something that needs further exploration, as 

there are several possible explanations. As mentioned above, this relationship may 

be due to institutional incapacity to manage large migratory flows, tensions 

between locals and newcomers in resource poor areas, or the targeting of this 

vulnerable population by armed groups. It is of course possible that IDPs are the 

perpetrators of violence. The relationship between IDPs and homicide is 

something that needs further explanation through qualitative methods, as reverse 

causality is a possibility.  

In contrast, the amount of taxes collected by a municipality has no 

discernible effect on the homicide rate. Thus, differences in economic activity 

across Colombian municipalities do not have an impact on homicide rates from 

1997 to 2010.  

The fixed effects model answers two important questions. First, a positive 

relationship was found between the demobilization of AUC and the homicide rate 

[RQ1]. This is disconcerting as it is a finding contrary to one of the main aims of 

                                                
203 Hegre and Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on Civil War Onset."; Sambanis, "What Is 
Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational Definition."; Fearon and Laitin, 
"Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War."; Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War."; Blattman 
and Miguel, "Civil War." 
204 This finding holds when lagged by 1 year. For every 500 IDPs to arrive to an area, the homicide rate 
increases by 1 per 100,000 in the following year (coefficient.002, tstat9.59) 
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DDR, which is to improve the overall security situation in a conflict-affected 

country. Various interaction terms allow us to see that the relationship between 

AUC demobilization and homicide is not necessarily uniform across all of 

Colombia. For example, the situation appears to be worse in urban areas as well 

as in areas that were formally under the operation of Bloques Córdoba, 

Libertadores del Sur, Meta y Vichada, Centauros, and Mineros [H2 of RQ2]. 

Understanding this heterogeneity will be both a part of the following probit 

model, as well as the qualitative aspect of this study. 

In addition, the fixed effects model also tells us which theories of violence 

are most suitable for explaining variation in homicide over time in Colombia [H3 

of RQ2]. Not surprisingly, the operation of armed groups and the cocaine trade 

are associated with higher rates of homicide. The presence of an impoverished 

population as well as larger numbers of IDPs as a proportion of the population 

also influence the homicide rate in an upward direction. The rate of arrest is the 

variable that pushes the homicide rate in a downward position, lending credence 

to the idea that state strength is an important deterrent for violence. How these 

variables work together [including how DDR relates to them] is something that 

econometrics will not necessarily tell us--highlighting the fact that on the ground 

qualitative fieldwork is absolutely necessary [see Chapters 4-8].  
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4. MODEL 2 SPECIFICATION: DEMOBILIZATION AREAS UNDER THE MAGNIFYING 

GLASS 
 

The fixed effects estimations show us that there is a positive relationship 

between AUC demobilization and homicide, and that this effect is uneven 

depending on which block demobilized and whether the area where 

demobilization was rural or urban. In order to better understand this local 

geographic variation and to further tease out the association between homicide 

and AUC demobilization, a probit model was designed. In short, this probit 

model allows us to determine the specific characteristics that propel a municipality 

toward increasing [or decreasing] rates of homicide in the post-demobilization 

period. This method allows for a more careful testing of the hypothesis that it is 

local level structural characteristics that determine post-DDR trajectories [H3 of 

RQ2].  

Two sub-samples of the country were created: one consisting of 

municipalities where AUC demobilization has taken place [n=633], and one 

where the AUC had formerly operated and where AUC demobilization has taken 

place [n=733]205. The existing panel database, described above was then broken 

up into three time periods of interest. The “pre-demobilization” period [T1] is 

from 1999-2002. The “demobilization” period [T2] is during the years of the 

AUC collective demobilization, from 2003-2006. Last, the post-demobilization 

period [T3] covers the years from 2007-2010.  

The probit model was designed to identify the characteristics that 

influence the probability that a municipality will have a relative increase or 

                                                
205 As a reminder, the AUC demobilization variable is based upon the address that the combatant provided at 
the time of demobilization. Usually, paramilitaries operated close to their home areas. 
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decrease in its homicide rate during the post-demobilization period. As a first step, 

the median percentage change in the homicide rate was calculated for both 

samples [T3-T1]. For demobilization areas, the median change between pre and 

post demobilization is -51%, and for demobilization areas together with former 

areas of operation, the change is -52%. The dependent variable is constructed 

using this change in the median homicide rate. If a municipality fails to attain at 

least the median change in homicide, its dependent variable is coded as a 1. If it 

does attain at least the median change, it receives a score of zero. Like this, a 

municipality would receive the code of 1 if the change in the homicide rate for 

that municipality is -25% or even if it is +5%. 

 
The following equation shows the functional form of the probit model:   
 
FIGURE 3.4 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

It is hypothesized that the variance in the change of the homicide rate 

from the pre-demobilization to the post-demobilization period [in AUC areas of 

operation and demobilization] may be explained by the factors originally included 

in the fixed effects model: the relative strength of law enforcement as measured by 

the arrest rate, the continued active presence of illegal armed groups, the intensity 
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of drug trafficking, socioeconomic factors, and conflict related indicators such as 

guerilla demobilization areas or the presence of internally displaced people. The 

log population was also included this model. Because I attempt to explain a causal 

process-- e.g. changes in independent variables lead to a change in the dependent 

variable-- the explanatory variables are averaged by municipality for the T2 or 

‘during demobilization’ time period. One final variable was included, and that is 

the pre-demobilization [T1] homicide rate. As with the fixed effects model, the 

following variables are logged for ease in their interpretation: coca crops, 

eradication of coca crops, taxes collected, reception of internally displaced people, 

and the arrest rate.  

 
4.1 DISCUSSION OF PROBIT FINDINGS  
 

The results for the two samples of the probit model, including the 

marginal effects of each independent variable on the likelihood that municipality 

will experience a relative increase in the homicide rate in the post-demobilization 

period, are presented in Table 3.3. For the sake of simplicity, I use the term 

‘relative increase’ to capture the probability that a municipality will not attain at 

least the median change in the homicide rate over the time period between pre-

demobilization [1999-2002] and post-demobilization [2007-2010].  

 

 

 

 

 



 114 

TABLE 3.3 

Marginal Probit Regression *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

AUC AREAS 
AUC DEMOB 

AREAS VARIABLES 
DV: 

MEDIAN DV: MEDIAN 
FARC 0.00169 0.00304 

Demobilization [0.594] 
  

[0.894] 
  

ELN -0.0274 -0.0291* 

Demobilization [-1.598] 
  

[-1.661] 
  

FARC 0.00187 0.00257 

Offensive Actions [1.275] 
  

[1.384] 
  

ELN -0.000904 -0.000683 

Offensive Actions [-0.118] 
  

[-0.0658] 
  

Criminal Bands -0.000991 -0.00167 

Offensive Actions [-0.282] 
  

[-0.349] 
  

0.0199 0.0251 
ln[Coca Crops]  

[1.115] 
  

[1.196] 
  

0.000217 0.000937 
Cocaine Income  

[0.153] 
  

[0.634] 
  

0.0540*** 0.0555** 
ln[Eradication] 

[2.774] 
  

[2.505] 
  

-0.000803 -0.000176 
Poverty   

[-0.518] 
  

[-0.104] 
  

0.0432 0.0618 
ln[Taxes] 

[1.072] 
  

[1.421] 
  

0.0530** 0.0517** 
ln[Population] 

[2.336] 
  

[2.119] 
  

ln[Arrests] -0.234*** -0.218*** 
  [-3.963] 

  
[-3.391] 

  

ln[IDPs 
Received] 

0.0173** 0.0196** 

  [2.178] 
  

[2.310] 
  

Homicide Rate 
-

0.00581*** -0.00638*** 

1999-2002 [-10.49] 
  

[-10.43] 
  

Observations 733   633   

chi2 166   149.5   

 

The columns in the table display differences between the two samples. 

Municipalities where the AUC was active and where demobilization took place 

show similar trends and degrees of significance, save for one independent 

variable—ELN demobilization. As predicted, a number of municipal 

characteristics surface that are associated with rates of violence in the post-

demobilization period. These findings provide an explanation for geographic 
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heterogeneity in homicide rates. Each statistically significant independent variable 

will be interpreted and discussed in turn. 

 
RELATIVE INCREASE IN HOMICIDE: There are three independent variables that 

influence the probability that former AUC municipalities [demobilization and 

areas of operation] will experience a relative increase in the homicide rate in the 

post-demobilization period: the eradication of coca crops, the log population and 

the presence of internally displaced people. In former AUC municipalities where 

the government of Colombia is eradicating crops through manual destruction or 

aerial fumigation, for each 1% increase in the number of hectares destroyed, there 

is a .05% increase in probability of attaining a higher homicide rates in the post-

demobilization period. One possible explanation for this relationship is that drug-

growing locations are highly contested by a variety of armed actors. The 

government has an interest in destroying crops and eliminating armed groups in 

these regions. At the same time, there are frequent clashes between armed groups 

who utilize drug cultivation as a main source of income. As such, it is unlikely that 

drug eradication efforts actually cause homicides—but rather, the model captures 

the fact that there are many clashes within drug growing areas. Another 

explanation is that after the demobilization of the AUC, new space has opened 

which is of interest to other armed groups. They are frequently in combat over 

this geographically strategic area, thus increasing the homicide rate. One simple 

interpretation is that drug eradication efforts do not have an impact on the violent 

narcotics trade.  
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As with the fixed effects model, there is a relationship between AUC 

demobilization, population density and homicide. For every 1% increase in the 

population, there is a .05% increase in the risk of having a higher homicide in the 

post-demobilization time period.206 The relationship between urbanity and 

violence and the AUC has been theorized in the preceding pages and will be the 

focus of further research described in Chapter 7.  

As with population density and drug eradication, there is a relationship 

between IDP reception areas, AUC areas, and the homicide rate. For each 1% 

increase in the number of IDPs received in a municipality, there is a .02% 

increase in the chance of having a higher homicide rate in the post-demobilization 

period. The possible causal connections between demobilization, displacement 

and homicide will also be the subject of chapter 8.  

 
RELATIVE DECREASES IN HOMICIDE: There are three variables in AUC 

demobilization areas that lead to a relative decrease in the homicide rate in the 

post-demobilization period. In municipalities where ELN and AUC 

demobilization have taken place, the probability that there will be a relative 

decrease in the homicide rate is .03% for each addition ex-combatant who 

demobilizes from the ELN. This effect was not found in areas where the AUC had 

formerly operated. This is an interesting finding, in that the FARC demobilization 

did not have a significant effect on the homicide rate in AUC areas. It is not clear 

why ELN demobilization would ‘matter’ for reducing homicide in AUC 

                                                
206 Another way to interpret this coefficient is to say that for the “mean” municipality (in demobilization 
areas), the population is approximately 61,000 people. For every 1% increase in this rate (610 people), the 
municipality will be significantly more likely to have a relative increase in homicide in the post-demobilization 
period.  
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demobilization areas. The ELN experienced some form of demobilization in only 

27% of AUC demobilization areas. Given the difficulty in interpreting the 

importance of guerilla demobilization processes quantitatively—because the 

variable capture desertions and not the demobilization of an entire group—this 

relationship will not be discussed in depth. 

Similar to the fixed effects model, the arrest rate in both sample areas has 

a strong effect on the probability of having a relative decrease in the homicide 

rate. If the arrest rate increases by 1%, the likelihood that there will be a relative 

decrease in the homicide rate is .21%. This is an enormous effect and again speaks 

to the importance of having strong law enforcement at the local level, particularly 

in areas where armed groups formerly operated. This may be particularly relevant 

for the AUC, as the AUC provided policing and security functions-- basically 

supplanting the state in many areas where they formerly operated.  

Lastly, the pre-homicidal tendencies of both sets of municipalities predict 

future patterns of homicidal actions. Municipalities with a higher homicide rate in 

the pre-demobilization period will be more likely to experience a relative decrease 

in the homicide rate during the post-demobilization period. This finding is not 

altogether surprising. The pre-demobilization period was considered the height of 

AUC killings, as well as clashes between guerrilla groups and the Colombian 

government. Many of the municipalities experienced absurdly high rates of 

violence during this period. It would be unlikely, except in extreme conditions, 

that a municipality could maintain such high levels of violence over a 13-year 

period. It is thus not surprising that the higher the rate of homicide in a 

municipality in T1, the lower it is likely to be in T3.  
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5. SUMMARY AND STEPS FORWARD  
 

This chapter has specified the quantitative components of the research 

project through fixed effects and probit econometric models. The findings as they 

relate to the individual research questions and hypotheses are diagramed in the 

following two figures. Figure 3.5 provides results for RQ1 while Figure 3.6 

describes the information gathered through quantitative methods for RQ2 and 

related hypotheses.  

 

FIGURE 3.6 
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FIGURE 3.7: 

The advantages of utilizing fixed effects and probit econometric models 

are numerous. The specification of a fixed effects model with panel data has 

allowed for the measurement of the effectiveness of DDR as a violence reduction 

strategy in Colombia, while holding other potential causes of homicide constant. 

The finding that DDR has had a positive influence on the homicide rate is 

surprising, and suggests that DDR as a program has not been successful in 

achieving its goals—whether it be to break down the command and control 

structures of the paramilitaries, to reintegrate combatants into a legal civilian life 

or to improve the general security situation. The fixed effects model also unveiled 

that DDR has taken place unevenly—with a worse outcome in urban areas and in 

geographic spaces under the control of particular blocks.  
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The fixed effects model allows us to determine which of the myriad 

theories on violence and conflict are operating within Colombia. Given that the 

model measures change by year --between municipalities and within them-- I 

conclude that the following factors influence the homicide rate in an upward 

direction within Colombia: the ongoing operation of armed groups, the narcotics 

trade, and the presence of certain population characteristics such as poverty and 

IDPs. The only variable that significantly decreases the homicide rate is the arrest 

rate. The probit model looks particularly at dynamics in municipalities where 

demobilized people are living, or where the AUC formerly operated. In theses 

“AUC areas” nearly all of the same variables were found to be at work in 

increasing or decreasing the probability that homicides will be committed in the 

post-demobilization period.  

What is most surprising from these analyses is that so many factors are 

related to the homicide rate in Colombia. There was evidence found for each of 

the four main “causes of violence” outlined in the Literature Review [Chapter 2]: 

weak governance, population density, low income and the presence of lootable 

resources. While interesting, these findings are neither parsimonious nor 

particularly illuminative on the causal mechanisms that link independent variables 

to the homicide rate. These models highlight the importance of certain causal 

factors, but cannot tell us which are the most important drivers are of post-DDR 

violence.  They say little about how variables interact with each other to influence 

the homicide rate, nor can we establish with ultimate certainty that reverse 

causality is not at play. 
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For example, the fact that DDR and homicide have a positive relationship 

might indicate that despite a complete demobilization of the AUC, there have 

been failures during reintegration. The finding does not actually answer the 

question of who is responsible for new homicides—if it is ex-combatants 

themselves, new armed structures trying to take over the space held by the former 

AUC, or random delinquent criminals who have nothing to do with either. The 

relationship found between IDP reception areas and homicide in both models is a 

new one, and one that needs further explanation. How is it that war affected 

populations can become part of on-going violence?  

While urbanity, drugs, poverty, state strength and the continued operation 

of armed groups [which arguably can be lumped in with the latter] explain some 

of the heterogeneity and tenacity of violence in Colombia, quantitative indicators 

cannot tell the whole story. For instance, there is only one indicator of state 

strength in the model. What about the influence of corruption, the absence of 

infrastructure, or the degree of collusion between paramilitaries and politicians 

[coined parapolitics]? How do these individual indicators relate to each other to 

perpetuate homicide in Colombia, and how does DDR interface with such 

‘endowments’? Can DDR ever be effective when there are such high levels of 

drugs, poverty and armed groups continue to operate? While one research 

question has been fully answered [the impact of DDR on homicide], and the 

other has been partially answered from a quantitative viewpoint [what accounts 

for variation in rates and trends of violence], I now turn to qualitative methods to 

deepen our understanding of the latter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
MIXED METHODS AND QUALITATIVE CASE SELECTION 

GREATER THAN THE SUM OF INDIVIDUAL PARTS 
 

 
1. NESTED ANALYSIS: LARGE AND SMALL N 
 

This dissertation relies on nested analysis to combine quantitative and 

qualitative methods.207 The process is as follows: statistical analyses are employed 

for a large sample, one or more cases are selected from within this sample based 

on the quantitative results, and within-case qualitative analyses are conducted. 

Lieberman describes, “The strategy of combining the two approaches aims to 

improve the quality of conceptualization and measurement, analysis of rival 

explanations, and overall confidence in the central findings of a study. The 

promise of the nested research design is that both large N analysis  [LNA] and 

small N analysis [SNA] can inform each other to the extent that the analytic 

payoff is greater than the sum of the parts. Not only is the information gleaned 

complementary, but also each step of the analysis provides direction for 

approaching the next step.”208 Furthermore, nested analysis allows for both theory 

building and theory testing.  

This chapter will outline the process by which four qualitative case studies 

were chosen from the fixed effects econometric model described in the previous 

chapter utilizing the method of nested analysis [Chapter 3]. Case studies are 

included in this design to complement and deepen findings gleaned from the fixed 

effects and probit models. This method will focus primarily on testing the three 

hypotheses put forth to answer RQ2: What accounts for geographic heterogeneity 
                                                
207 Lieberman, "Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research." 
208 436 
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in rates and trends of violence at the sub-national level since the DDR of 

paramilitaries? On-going violence is a potential function of weaknesses or failures 

in the DDR process [H1]; group level characteristics specific to the paramilitaries 

such as identity or leadership [H2]; or local-structural factors that support on-

going violent processes such as poor governance, population density, poverty or 

drugs [H3].  

Results from the econometric phase of this study have already provided 

partial evidence in support of all three hypotheses. Law enforcement, as measured 

by the rate of arrests per homicides committed has a very significant downward 

influence on the homicide rate. Narco-trafficking as measured by drug income 

and hectares of coca crops, significantly increases the homicide rate. Not 

surprisingly, the ongoing operation of armed groups also accounts for much of the 

variation in homicide rates. Furthermore, poverty, population density and the 

reception of internally displaced people all play a significant part in maintaining 

the homicide rate. While it is encouraging to have robust results, such a long list of 

statistically significant variables does not easily lend itself to the development of a 

parsimonious theory. 

Some social scientists, however, would stop with these results. They may 

suggest that they have identified the correlates [or even causes] of homicide. 

Remove these variables from the picture and homicide will drop in Colombia. 

Stopping here would be insufficient, however, as it is still unclear how these 

variables are related. Which of them are intervening and which are independent? 

Are we witnessing any instances of reverse causality? What other phenomena 

operate in Colombia that cannot be [or simply were not] measured numerically? In 
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order to answer these questions, the obvious next step is to select municipalities 

from the larger sample, to conduct qualitative case studies and to dig deeper. 

How do large N analyses  and small N analyses [SNA] fit neatly together? 

Lieberman describes, “I define LNA as a mode of analysis in which the primary 

causal inferences are derived from statistical analyses which ultimately lead to 

quantitative estimates of the robustness of a theoretical model; I define SNA as a 

mode of analysis in which causal inferences about the primary unit under 

investigation are derived from qualitative comparisons of cases and/or process 

tracing of causal changes within cases across time, and in which the relationship 

between theory and facts is captured largely in narrative form.”209 In essence, 

adding a within-case qualitative component allows researchers to understand what 

is happening in the “black box” between cause and effect.  

 
2. FIRST CUT CASE SELECTION: “ON THE LINE” & TYPICAL    
 

Techniques for qualitative case selection vary widely. Seawright and 

Gerring describe seven criteria for “within-case” selection from a larger dataset.210 

Cases may be typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most similar or most 

different. As will be outlined in detail in the following pages, the “most typical” 

cases were selected for this study. Put simply, a typical case fits an existing model. 

With a typical case, “the puzzle of interest to the researcher lies within the case. 

Specifically, the researcher wants to find a typical case of some phenomenon so 

that he or she can better explore the causal mechanisms at work in a general, 

                                                
209 Lieberman, "Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research,"436. 
210 Jason Seawright and John  Gerring, "Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research: A Menu of 
Qualitative and Quantitative Options," Political Research Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2008). 
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cross-case relationship.”211 Furthermore, it is representative of the larger universe 

of cases, so has the potential to generalize to the larger sample.212 

Lieberman simplifies the process of case selection to “on the line” or “off 

the line” cases.213 An “on the line” case is like a typical case in that it is well 

predicted by the statistical model, and has a very small or zero residual. The 

residual is the distance between the predicted value and the actual value in 

regression analysis. In order to assess whether the case is “on” or “off the line” a 

variable is created that captures predicted values [residuals] after the completion 

of regression analysis and is plotted against the actual dependent variable in a 

scatter plot. The dots on the plot are actual cases, and a 45 degree line splits the 

graph. Those cases that are on or near the line are well predicted by the model, 

and represent typical or “on-the-line” cases.  

To choose an “on the line” or “off the line” case in Lieberman’s view is 

dependent on the answer to one overarching question: “Did the Large N analysis 

provide robust and satisfactory results?” If the answer is yes, the researchers 

should choose a case that is “on-the-line”. If the model did not provide robust 

results, the researcher has the choice to select a case that is either on or off the 

line. The logic is as follows: if the LNA is robust and satisfactory, the qualitative 

component [SNA] is one that is ‘model testing’. If, however, the LNA was neither 

robust nor satisfactory, the qualitative component [SNA] is more of a model 

building exercise.214   

                                                
211 299 
212 Seawright and Gerring, "Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research: A Menu of Qualitative and 
Quantitative Options." 
213 Lieberman, "Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research." 
214 Ibid. 
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The quantitative findings from the LNA conducted for this study [Chapter 

3] provided “robust and satisfactory results”, thus allowing for the selection of 

typical “on-the-line” cases. These results are shown in Figure 4.1. In order to 

make this scatter plot, the primary fixed effects regression was run and predicted 

values [residuals] were plotted against the actual values of the dependent variable 

[the homicide rate]. To simplify matters visually, the scatter-plot was created 

using the year 2008.215 

Each blue dot represents one of the 1097 municipalities in Colombia. All 

four qualitative case studies are either on or close to the line, meaning that they 

represent typical cases—Ciénaga [red], Santa Marta [green] , Montería [gray] 

and Tierralta [orange]. These cases were selected according to additional 

selection criteria described below.   

 

                                                
215 The year 2008 was chosen randomly amongst the post demobilization years. If all 13 years of the fixed 
effects model were included on this graph, more than 14,000 data points would be plotted. One year was thus 
chosen to display results. However, results vary little from year to year. 
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FIGURE 4.1: 

3. SECOND CUT CASE SELECTION: VARIATION IN INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 
 

The age-old adage, “never select on the dependent variable” is easily 

avoided when choosing most typical cases. What is important if not essential, 

however, is to select cases with variation on the explanatory variables of interest. 

As Lieberman explains, “the goal is to demonstrate the robustness of a particular 

causal argument, the onus on the scholar is to identify process-tracing evidence 

from cause to effect. By selecting cases with varied scores on the explanatory 

variables, the scholar can use the SNA to demonstrate the nature of the predicted 

causal effect associated with the model in contrasting contexts.”216  

                                                
216 Lieberman, "Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research," 448. 
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With such a complicated model, and with so many statistically significant 

independent variables explaining the homicide rate, it is not immediately clear 

which should be varied for case selection. The list of potential variables based on 

results from the fixed effect econometric model is found in the following table:  

 

Table 4.1: Summary of Findings from Fixed Effects and Probit Models [C3]  
 
VARIABLES RELATED TO SIGNIFICANT 

INCREASE IN HOMICIDE [DV] 
 

VARIABLES RELATED TO SIGNIFICANT 

DECREASE IN HOMICIDE [DV] 

AUC Demobilization + [AUC*blocks] Arrest Rate 
AUC*Urban Areas FARC Demobilization 
Armed Group Operation ELN Demobilization 
Coca Crops  
Cocaine Income  
IDPs Received  
Poverty  
*Denotes Interaction Terms 
 

The model encompasses many years so as to capture both the rise and fall 

of paramilitarism and seeks to shed light on why high rates of violence have 

remained in some municipalities since the demobilization of paramilitaries. 

Demobilization, and how it interacts with other correlates of violence, is of central 

importance. The econometric model also indicated that the areas under the 

control of certain paramilitary blocks fared ‘worse’ than others, meaning that 

certain areas experienced a substantial increase in homicide in the post-

demobilization period.  

To look at this phenomenon more closely, two municipalities under the 

former jurisdiction of Bloque Córdoba and two under the former jurisdiction of 

Bloque Resistencia Tayrona were chosen as case studies. Municipalities within the 

Bloque Córdoba area of influence show a strong statistically significant 
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relationship with homicide in an upward direction. The municipalities under the 

former jurisdiction of Bloque Resistencia Tayrona do not show this pattern. By 

varying the “Bloque” variable, H2 of the RQ2 can be explored. As a reminder, 

RQ2 asks why there is heterogeneity in rates and trends of violence following the 

DDR of paramilitaries. The second hypothesis [H2] links variation in violence to 

paramilitary specific or group-level characteristics,” such as the historical reason 

for individual bloque formation and leadership. As outlined in Chapters 2 and 3, 

the 35 blocks that made up the AUC had significant differences in their character 

and identity, and operated with a fair amount of autonomy. These blocks cropped 

up in the country for a variety of reasons—“self- defense” or vigilante groups 

against leftist guerillas; death squads against guerilla, guerilla sympathizers, leftists 

or Stalinists; political assassins hired by local politicians against local 

democratization processes; and groups in the service narco-traffickers.217 These 

original reasons for formation and block leadership may influence how each sub-

group demobilized and reintegrated [or not] into legal spheres. As will be 

described in the following chapter, Bloque Córdoba began primarily as a self-

defense group and the Resistencia Tayrona as a drug trafficking outfit.  

Selecting municipalities under the former jurisdiction of two different 

bloques also allows for the exploration of H1 of RQ2. Hypothesis 1 explains 

variation in rates and trends of homicide as a function of weaknesses in the DDR 

process such as its inability to manage spoilers, lack of attention to mid-level 

commanders or the breaking of trust between paramilitaries and government 

                                                
217 These categories came from an interview with Gustavo Duncan, author of the book “Los Senores de la 
Guerra” Bogotá May 2009. 
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officials. By examining the DDR process of two different bloques, H1 can more 

aptly be tested. Furthermore, the former dominion of Bloques Tayrona and 

Córdoba fall each within one department [Magdalena and Córdoba] allowing for 

the control of additional explanatory variables. 

The third hypothesis [H3] that seeks to explain variation in rates and 

trends of violence at the sub-national level focuses on local-structural 

characteristics such as urbanity, poverty, strength of governance, the narcotics 

trade or the on-going operation of armed groups. In addition to variation on 

paramilitary bloques, urbanity was chosen as an independent variable to be varied 

for case selection. This decision was both related to the quantitative finding that 

urban areas and places with higher population density have increased rates of 

homicide in the post-demobilization period, and the recent reports of policy 

makers, NGOs, and urban residents who have expressed concern that the security 

situation in urban areas has been deteriorating. By focusing on the different 

dynamics between rural and urban areas, the causal mechanisms that link 

population density to violence can be deepened.218  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the distinction between urban and rural 

municipalities is unclear. Every municipality has a delineated rural area and 

urban seat-- this is the case from the least populated municipalities to the largest 
                                                
218 As described in previous chapters, many theories that link violence to population density are either based 
on econometrics alone, or are highly theoretical without rigorous study. As such, the causal mechanisms 
linking urbanity to violence, and particularly urbanity to post-conflict violence are under researched. See: 
Glaeser and Sacerdote, "Why Is There More Crime in Cities?"; Davis and Libertun de Duren, "Introduction: 
Identity Conflicts in the Urban Realm."; Buhaug and Rod, "Local Determinants of African Civil Wars."; 
Buhaug and Lujala, "Accounting for Scale: Measuring Geography in Quantitative Studies of Civil War."; 
Sambanis, "What Is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational Definition."; 
Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War."; Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in 
Civil War."; Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically 
Disaggregated Analysis.";Zyck, "Former Combatant Reintegration and Fragmentation in Contemporary 
Afghanistan."; Hills, Policing Post-Conflict Cities. 
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cities. While the two rural municipalities—Ciénaga and Tierralta-- have generally 

a ‘large’ population [80-100,000 inhabitants], they are considered much less 

urban than two departmental capitals—Santa Marta and Montería. The 

following table displays four typical case studies and variation on the primary 

explanatory variables selected for Small N Analysis. 

TABLE 4.2: 
 BLOQUE RESISTENCIA 

TAYRONA 
 

BLOQUE CÓRDOBA 

URBAN Santa Marta Montería 

RURAL Ciénaga Tierralta 

 
These four case studies were selected because they are ‘on the line’ or 

typical of the econometric model. Regarding the homicide rate or dependent 

variable, each municipality displays an outcome of interest. Montería has an 

increasing rate of homicide in the post-demobilization period. Santa Marta, 

Tierralta and Ciénaga all have higher than average rates of homicide for each year in 

the post-demobilization period [2007-2010].219 In relation to values of the 

dependent variable constructed for the probit model [Chapter 3], Montería, 

Tierralta and Santa Marta did not attain the average [country-wide] decrease in 

the homicide rate from pre-demobilization to post-demobilization years. Ciénaga 

however, did experience a relative decrease in homicide rate. However, this is 

likely a reflection of having extremely high homicide rates in the pre-

demobilization period [up to 200 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants].  In terms of 

departmental statistics, Córdoba Department [of which Montería and Tierralta 

                                                
219 There is one exception: Santa Marta in 2008 has a homicide rate beneath the national average. 
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are a part] displays a yearly increase in the homicide rates since 2006. Conversely, 

Magdalena Department [of which Santa Marta and Ciénaga are a part], has 

shown a decreasing homicide rate since 2007.  

 
4. THIRD CUT: ADDITIONAL VARIABLES OF INTEREST 
 

The fixed effects econometric model predicts that additional variables will 

influence the homicide rate at the municipal level over time in Colombia. In 

particular, the strength of law enforcement and the presence of narco-trafficking 

have a strong but opposing influence on the homicide rate. Several theorists have 

established the relationship between “state strength” and violence as well as the 

relationship between drugs and violence in different contexts.220 In the testing of 

H3 [local structural conditions explain variation in rates and trends in violence] 

through qualitative methods, it is narco-trafficking and law enforcement that will 

ultimately a central role in explaining violence at the sub-national level [see 

Chapters 7 and 8]. However, neither of these conditions—state strength at the 

local and illegal rents-- is fully accounted for by the quantitative variables present 

in the model.  

The following figures were constructed with information from the panel 

database. The arrest rate [calculated as arrests for homicides committed] and the 

cocaine income index are calculated at the departmental level only. Figure 4.2 

displays the arrest rate for homicides committed in the two departments, as well as 

                                                
220 See Lit Review for full references. Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War."; Echandía 
Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006; Rubio, Crimen E Impunidad: 
Precisiones Sobre La Violenci; Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia; Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La 
Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En Colombia."; Hegre, Ostby, and Raleigh, 
"Poverty and Civil War Events; a Disaggregated Study of Liberia."; Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, 
Insurgency and Civil War." 
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the national average. We see significant variation between the cases—with 

Magdalena showing a much weaker law enforcement capacity than Córdoba and 

than the national average. Both departments fall beneath the national average for 

the post-demobilization period, but display variation for this independent 

variable. 

FIGURE 4.2: ARREST RATE FOR HOMICIDES COMMITTED 

 
Source: The National Police & Ministry of Defense 

 

Figure 4.3 displays estimated income from narco-trafficking for each of the 

two departments as well as the national average. Again, Magdalena shows much 

higher income from cocaine than Córdoba and than the national average. 

Córdoba remains beneath the national average for most of the period. Both 

departments, however, show quite low levels of cocaine income from 2008 to the 

present. The two departments thus show significant variation on this independent 

variable.  
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FIGURE 4.3: INCOME RECEIVED THROUGH NARCO-TRAFFICKING 

 

Source: Index created by author from SIMC and DNE Data 

 

Coca crops, measured by the absolute number of hectares of coca per 

municipality, are presented in Figure 4.4. Montería and Ciénaga are nearly ‘crop-

free’ throughout the entire period. Santa Marta and Tierralta, in contrast, have a 

substantial number of hectares. Despite increased government measures in crop 

eradication, both municipalities have seen an increase in recent years—Santa 

Marta since 2005 and Tierralta since 2006. Figures for 2009 and 2010 are not yet 

available. This independent variable, as the two described previously show 

variation on this independent variable.  
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FIGURE 4.4: HECTARES OF COCA CROPS BY MUNICIPALITY 
 

 
Source: SIMCI  

 
 
5. CASE STUDY METHODS 
 
 
5.1 CAUSAL PROCESSES IN MIXED METHOD RESEARCH 
 

Understanding causal relationships is one of the principal tasks of social 

science research. Quantitative and qualitative traditions understand these causal 

processes differently. While large N statistical analyses test for relationships 

between a host of independent, control and dependent variables, statistical 

significance in and of itself does not explain the mechanism at work between cause 

and effect. With the addition of case study research, the search for causal 

processes is more easily accomplished. Particularly through process tracing, case 

study research [after statistical analysis] can provide deeper insight into the 
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relationships between variables and explore evidence for postulated causal 

mechanisms.221  

Process tracing is a method that “attempts to trace the links between 

possible causes and observed outcomes. In process-tracing, the researcher 

examines histories, archival documents, interview transcripts and other sources to 

see whether the causal process a theory hypothesizes or implies in a case is in fact 

evident in the sequence and values of the intervening variables in that 

case….Process-tracing can perform a heuristic function as well, generating new 

variables or hypotheses on the basis of sequences of events observed inductively in 

case studies.”222  

Goertz & Mahoney explain that process tracing with a mixed methods 

design is different than with a purely qualitative design. “They [mixed methods] 

explore through process tracing whether the individual factor of interest 

contributed to or added weight in favor of a specific outcome in a particular case. 

Because so many other causes are assumed to matter, they do not make the 

assumption that the factor of interest was necessary for the outcome. There is less 

of an interest in specific causal configurations and interactions between variables; 

and the researcher does not usually ask if X was necessary for Y. The main goal is 

to show that X made a contribution to Y.”223  

As described by Lieberman, the case study [within a nested analysis] has 

added value, because it “should be used to answer those questions left open by the 

                                                
221 Gary Goertz and James Mahoney, "A Tale of Two Cultures: Causal Mechanisms and Process Tracing," 
Qualitative & Multi-Method Research, no. Fall (2010). 
222  Alexander George and Andres Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in Social Sciences (Cambridge: 
MIT Press 2005).: 6-7. 
223 Goertz and Mahoney, "A Tale of Two Cultures: Causal Mechanisms and Process Tracing," 28. 
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LNA [large N analysis]—either because there were insufficient data to assess 

statistical relationships or because the nature of causal order could not be 

confidently inferred….Moreover, the SNA [small N analysis] is particularly useful 

for investigating the impact of rival explanations…224 In addition, such analysis 

helps to make transparent the operationalization of concepts that are largely 

hidden in the analysis of a statistical dataset.”225  

Given the complexity of the regression model, and the large number of 

statistically significant variables which appear to contribute to the homicide rate in 

Colombia, case studies will be used here to pursue several of the functions 

outlined by the authors above. In particular, cases will shed light on whether 

certain variables preceded or succeeded the outcome, will explore relationships 

between independent variables and determine the weight they hold in leading to 

the outcome, and will examine competing hypotheses or explanations. Utilization 

of qualitative case studies will also allow for the exploration of topics that are 

difficult or impossible to measure purely with quantitative methods.  

 
5.2 INFORMATION SOUGHT 
 

There are several limitations to quantitative analysis. Data quality may be 

a concern, as well as measurement error or the impossibility of quantifying crucial 

information. My primary interest of this study is violence. However, due to data 

constraints, the econometric analyses necessitated the operationalization of 

violence as “homicides”. As described in Chapter 3, when considering measures 

of post-demobilization security other important forms of conflict and post-conflict 

                                                
224 Lieberman, "Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research," 440. 
225 441. 
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violence include rape, assault, threats and armed robbery. Homicide, thus, does 

not capture many other important forms of violence.  

In addition to homicide as a limited concept of violence, the actual 

homicide statistic contains a bias in relation to my particular set of research 

questions.226 Kalyvas in particular, has noted that violence often decreases when a 

territory is under the complete control of illegal armed actors.227 A low homicide 

rate does not necessary mean ‘peace’ in the sense that illegal actors who use 

violence against civilians have been eradicated. While a low homicide rate does 

not necessarily translate into a sense of security among residents, it is also true that 

high homicide rates do not necessarily lead to feelings of insecurity. For example, 

clashes between government forces and illegal armed groups [or between rival 

factions of armed groups] may inflate the homicide rate of a municipality to epic 

proportions. In Colombia, these clashes have historically taken place in rural areas 

far from residences. Thus, a given year may indicate an extremely high homicide 

rate in a given municipality at the same time the populace experiences relative 

safely. Alternately, one targeted assassination in a particular neighborhood may 

create an environment of sustained panic and fear, while hardly influencing the 

homicide rate.  

Expanding the notion of violence beyond homicide, and understanding 

rates of violence in local, contextual terms are objectives of this qualitative case 

research. This method will examine rape, displacement, threats and extortion, as 

well as the circumstances surrounding the commission of homicide: the authors of 

                                                
226 This became particularly clear after fieldwork was conducted.  
227 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War. 
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violence and their motivations, the victims, and the meaning made by community 

members. Rather than rely exclusively on official statistics [as in the econometric 

model], the qualitative phase of research included the perceptions of those who 

live and work in violent communities. 

Relying on a long list of statistically significant variables to explain violence 

does not provide for a parsimonious theory. What is of course missing from the 

statistical findings are the relationships between variables, the relative weight of 

individual variables in producing violence, and in some instances, the order of 

causality. For example, does poor law enforcement precede the presence of coca 

crops, or vice versa? Is poverty a result of chronic violence, or is it a cause? 

Furthermore, variables that are used as proxies are relatively narrow in what they 

measure. For example, the arrest rate was included in the model to measure state 

strength at the sub-national level. While the arrest rate might a convincing proxy, 

there are many other measures of state strength that are difficult if not impossible 

to quantify—for example, levels of corruption, political openness, or relationships 

between law enforcement and armed groups.228  

The topics of paramilitarism and demobilization are complex—

understanding this phenomenon in purely statistical terms is limiting.  As 

mentioned above, the finding that demobilization and homicide have a positive 

relationship has many possible explanations. For example, one can blame 

increasing rates of homicide on ex-combatants who haven’t managed to 

reintegrate into legality. As mentioned previously, it is estimated that 

approximately 17% of ex-combatants have returned to armed violence since their 

                                                
228 Again, this became particularly clear throughout the course of fieldwork. 
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demobilization [referred to as ‘re-incidence’].229 Or perhaps instead, the “space” 

left after the dissolution of hegemonic paramilitary blocks is the site of contestation 

by new illegal actors. As well, there may be flaws and weaknesses in the design of 

the peace process [H1]. Some blocks may never have demobilized, or leaders may 

still maintain power over their troops, connections to politicians, or influence over 

communities [H2]. Furthermore, certain environmental conditions at the local 

level combined with demobilization [state strength, availability of rents] may be 

responsible to increased violence in the post-demobilization period [H3]. Topics 

such as paramilitary leadership, the relationship of these groups to legal sources of 

power and community members, and the appearance of newly armed actors are 

all topics that are more easily explored in a within-case analysis.     

 
5.3 SOURCES  
 

After Ciénaga, Santa Marta, Tierralta and Montería were chosen as case 

studies, the task became to identify a list of key informants who would be able to 

address the topics of interest outlined above. I contacted local government offices 

and law enforcement officials in each of the four municipalities. As Santa Marta 

and Montería are the departmental capitals, the Attorney General [both legal and 

investigative branches], the Ombudsmen’s’ Office [Defensoría del Pueblo] and 

police were contacted. Local and international NGOs who work on conflict and 

conflict affected populations were reached, as well as the offices for the 

Reintegration Program for ex-combatants in Montería, Tierralta, and Santa 

Marta [Alta Consejería para la Reintegración]. Under the Ombudsmen 

                                                
229 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
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[Defensoría del Pueblo] is a separate entity called the Early Alert System [Sistema 

de Alertas Tempranas], which serves to monitor human rights abuses in the area. 

There are Early Alert Representatives in all four case study areas. Clergy was 

contacted, as well as local reporters who cover the topics of violence and conflict. 

University professors from the Universidad del Sinú [Montería] and Universidad 

del Magdalena  were also contacted from the fields of history, law, anthropology 

and sociology.  In Bogotá, several research think tanks were contacted for 

interviews, as well as university professors notably from political science 

departments at the Universidad de los Andes and Universidad Javeriana. Not all 

potential informants agreed to be interviewed, but most happily complied. As 

well, some original informants referred me to other interviewees.  

Nearly all key informants serve in an official or public capacity. In this 

dissertation however, I will provide only a list of key informant positions230, 

thereby keeping names confidential. A list of informant positions, interview 

locations, and the informant’s area of expertise can be found in Annex A.231 The 

majority of interviews lasted approximately one hour and occurred within one 

meeting. A handful of key informants were interviewed multiple times. Interviews 

were conducted in person by me and an assistant who served as an interpreter. 

The assistant was responsible for introducing the study, obtaining oral consent, 

and translating my questions and comments from English to Spanish. Key 

informants responded in Spanish [save for a few who were fluent in English]. The 

                                                
230 This annex will not be included in any publication or in the library version of this dissertation. 
231 In this table to avoid duplication, I only indicated the first interviews conducted with informants. 
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majority of responses were immediately understood by me and needed no 

translation. However, if confused, I asked for clarification.  

Interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed into word 

documents. These documents were imported into Nvivo and coded for relevant 

themes. Only one interviewee declined to be recorded. He did however, consent 

to my taking notes. The audio recordings have since been destroyed and 

identifying information removed from the transcriptions.   

Key informant interviews serve as the base source of information for the 

qualitative case studies. Press sources were also reviewed, in addition to local 

reports and writings by Colombian academics and think tanks.  

The interview schedule was designed to be flexible and to explore a 

number of topics as described in the previous section. The main topics included: 

changes in pre and post-demobilization periods; targets, types and authors of 

violence; relationships between paramilitaries and residents, law enforcement and 

politicians; drugs; corruption; local policy; and land. A full interview schedule is 

provided in Annex B.  

In addition, approximately 40-50 interviews were conducted informally in 

Colombia as part of the proposal preparation process in 2009. Information from 

those interviews, while not recorded or transcribed, certainly have shaped my 

thinking for this project and will be explicitly referred to in the chapters to follow. 

In addition, I have purposely included many direct quotes in the chapters 

to come. I have in some cases, altered the quotes to improve their readability in 

English. When multiple interviewees held similar opinions, I often chose the quote 

that was most eloquent to represent the group. Everyone I reference in this 
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document were informants I found to be reliable. Fortunately, there were only 

one or two informants whom I felt to be either unqualified to speak on the subject 

or had provided misleading information. These sources are thus ignored.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DESCRIPTIONS OF CASE STUDIES 

SANTA MARTA, CIÉNAGA, MONTERÍA, AND TIERRALTA 
 
 

Before heading to the field, I had conceptualized the four municipalities as 

independent of one another, each having their own individual relationship to the 

central government. What became immediately apparent, however, is the strong 

connection and identification of each municipality to its department. Key 

informants within case study areas continuously spoke about departmental 

dynamics: political institutions, law enforcement structures, elites, social systems, 

and patterns of violence. The boundaries between municipalities were thus found 

to be more fluid than expected, while those between departments were less 

permeable than I had imagined. I thus spend a fair amount of time discussing 

departmental characteristics here, as they were found to be more salient in 

answering the research questions than previously believed. Montería and Tierralta 

municipalities are in the Department of Córdoba. Santa Marta and Ciénaga are 

in Magdalena Department.  

This chapter provides background information for each of the four 

municipalities and the two departments of which they are a part. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, cases were selected because they represent “typical” or “on-

line-line” cases, meaning that they fit well the econometric model I designed to 

explain patterns of homicide in Colombia. These municipalities were also selected 

because there is variation in population density and in the paramilitary block that 

previously dominated them. All four municipalities either show an increasing 

homicide rate in the post-demobilization period [Montería], or maintain a 
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homicide rate higher than the national average [Tierralta, Santa Marta, 

Ciénaga]. In relation to values of the dependent variable constructed for the 

probit model [Chapter 3], Montería, Tierralta and Santa Marta did not attain the 

average [country-wide] decrease in the homicide rate from pre-demobilization to 

post-demobilization years. Ciénaga however, did experience a relative decrease in 

homicide rate. However, this is likely a reflection of having extremely high 

homicide rates in the pre-demobilization period [up to 200 homicides per 100,000 

inhabitants].  These cases were also selected because they were “safe enough” to 

conduct field-research. 

Montería and Santa Marta are both departmental capital cities with a 

similar population [between 400-500K], whereas Tierralta and Ciénaga are 

considered to be more rural [approximately 100K]. Ciénaga and Santa Marta 

were first under the control of “Giraldo”, the paramilitary boss of Bloque 

Resistencia Tayrona and later under “Jorge 40”, the leader of the Bloque Norte.  

Montería and Tierralta were both under the control of the Bloque Córdoba 

[formerly the ACCU] with the Castaño brothers and Salvatore Mancuso 

providing leadership. 

The following paragraphs will provide an overview of each department 

and municipality characteristics including my personal impressions, a history of 

armed group operations and paramilitarism, as well as current threats to security.  

Unfortunately, detailed information does not exist in symmetry for all 

municipalities and departments. There are few experts at the municipal or 

departmental levels, however all available information is provided here.   
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1. CÓRDOBA 
 
“YOU SEE LAND WITHOUT PEOPLE AND PEOPLE WITHOUT LAND. IT IS AN IMAGE THAT 
IS VERY IMPORTANT FOR THE WORK I DO. IF YOU WERE TO SEE PEOPLE ON THEIR 
LAND, YOU WOULD SEE HAPPY AND PRODUCTIVE PEOPLE. BUT INSTEAD YOU SEE 
LAND AND LAND-- LAND WITH PALM, LAND WITH COWS, AND THE PEOPLE, WHERE ARE 
THEY?”  
-RESEARCHER AND ACTIVIST 
 
 
1.1 MY VISCERAL CÓRDOBA  
 

Approaching Montería airport from above, one is struck by the intense 

greenery of the countryside. Big winding rivers cut through green fields and forest, 

with mountains rising in the distance on one side, the sea on the other. “That was 

all jungle until the 1950s” my companion told me, “It was all cut by hand for 

extensive cattle ranching. Incredible, huh?” It was almost impossible to fathom. 

Touching down on the runway, I noticed the newly renovated terminal 

building. No other commercial planes were there at the moment, but there were a 

good ½ dozen camouflaged helicopters and propeller planes parked off to the 

side--USA printed in bold black letters on the wings. “Those,” continued my 

companion, “are living proof of your Plan Colombia.” He was referring to the 

not-so-successful anti-narcotic operations that have cost billions in USD over the 

past 10 years. This was my first visible evidence of nearby coca crops. These 

aircraft were there to eradicate them with pesticide and to scout for laboratories.  

After the chaos of Bogotá,  Montería  seemed like a well organized, clean 

and relatively manageable city. I was immediately struck by the good quality of 

roads and the cluster of modern malls alongside the main thruway. It certainly 

didn’t look like it occupied the slot for a city in the third “poorest” department in 
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the country. “These buildings have all gone up in the past five years,” said our 

taxi driver, “thanks to Mancuso and his clan--” Thus providing physical evidence 

that this had been a paramilitary stronghold.  

The road was perfectly straight and well surfaced from Montería to 

Tierralta. It was lined with bushy trees accompanied by low-lying cattle fences--

kilometer after kilometer. I had never seen land like this before---cleared, 

uncultivated, dotted with very few cattle. I wondered, where are the people? I 

suddenly realized that tens of kilometers had passed, but we were still following 

the same individual property line. Finally, there was a break in the fencing on one 

side of the road and I saw signs of life. In the small space between the end of one 

farm and the beginning of the next stood several makeshift shacks. Children 

without shoes dressed in rags were playing in the mud. Women were tending fires 

to cook lunch. There were no power-lines for electricity, and I imagine, no 

running water or sewers. I guessed that 5 or maybe 10 families stayed in that 

muddy space. We rushed by in a flash, and the next farm commenced. Ten, 

twenty, thirty kilometers made one farm. I understood, perhaps for the first time, 

in a very visceral way, what “land inequality” means. As we approached Tierralta 

the taxi driver pointed off to the right side of the road, “This land here, it 

belonged to Mancuso. Now it is in his wife’s name.” A huge hacienda stood on a 

hill overlooking thousands of hectares of fertile land. “He and his men knew every 

person who came into Tierralta and out. It is a bit different now.”  
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1.2 GEOGRAPHY & ECONOMY:  
 

Córdoba Department is 25,000 square kilometers consisting of 30 

municipalities. It is located in the north of the country, with a Caribbean coastline 

of 124 kilometers. The population of Córdoba is approximately 2 million 

people,232 half of which live in rural areas233. As mentioned above, Montería is the 

capital city.  

Córdoba is generally understood as three distinct regions. The coastline 

which is little developed, the valleys surrounding river the Sinú and San Jorge 

Rivers, and the mountainous region in the south of the department. The majority 

of the population lies along the river basin areas. These valleys are rich in gold, 

carbon and iron deposits, and support extensive cattle ranching.234  

The predominant economic activity for the department is cattle farming—

an activity only available to the most wealthy in the country and something that 

holds high prestige. Sixty percent of the department is covered in cattle farmland, 

with an average of 1.3 heads of cattle per hectare [1 hectare= approximately 2.5 

acres].235 This type of farming has had negative effects on the environment 

including the widespread cutting of trees, the drying of water sources, reduction of 

biodiversity and diminishing the availability of farmable land for small-scale 

peasants.236  

                                                
232 Based on DANE census 2005 and projections, collected as part of panel database for this dissertation. 
233 As a reminder, all Colombian municipalities are broken up into rural areas and urban seats, regardless of 
the municipality size and population density. 
234 Vicepresidencia de la República and Observatorio del Programa de DDHH y DIH, "Diagnostico 
Departmental Magdalena," (Bogotá: 2007). 
235 Victor Negrete Barrera and Miguel Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano ed. 
Centro de Estudios Sociales y Políticos (Monteria: Universidad del Sinu, 2010 ). 
236 Ibid. 
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Land concentration in the hands of few—particularly in regard to cattle 

farming—has been linked to the generation of poverty and conflict throughout 

Colombian history.237 “This economic activity employs few workers, almost all 

large property owners are a part of the conflict, they do not pay the legal 

minimum wage, nor provide social security benefits…they pay minimal taxes and 

occupy land that should be used for food production.”238 In terms of land 

distribution, smaller properties [less than 20 hectares] make up 77% of all 

properties in the department, but comprise only 15.7% of the land surface. In 

contrast, larger plots [more than 100 hectares] represent only 4.5% of all 

properties but cover 50.9% of the department. This makes for a very unequal 

distribution of land.239  

In 2010, Córdoba ranked the 3rd poorest department in the country, with 

62.2% of the population lacking at least one basic need.240 Indicators of health are 

poor, with 15% of children under the age of 5 showing signs of growth 

retardation, 52% of the population with a protein deficiency and 55.4% living 

with food insecurity.241   

Parque Paramillo is a large nature reserve that was established in the 

1970s. It  occupies approximately 4600 square kilometers in both Córdoba and 

Antioquia Departments. The park is located within three municipalities in 
                                                
237 Ibid; Victor Negrete Barrera and Maria Milene Andrade, "Documentos Para La Reflexion: Distintos 
Aspectos Sobre El Proceso De Negociacion Gobierno-Auc," (Monteria: Universidad del Sinu: Centro de 
Estudios Sociales y Politicos, 2005) ; Leon Zamosc, The Agrarian Question and the Peasant Movement in Colombia: 
1967-1981 (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 1986); Frank Safford and Marco Palacios, Colombia: 
Fragmented Land, Divided Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
238 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano : 71 
239 Ibid. using data from: Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi. Montería 2003: 70. 
240 This indicator is the NBI and was collected as part of the panel database for this dissertation. As explained 
in Chapter 3, people with at least one of the following are included in this variable: inadequate housing 
structure; overcrowding; lack of water and sewerage services; lack of access to education; and more than three 
dependents per one working adult in the household. 
241 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano  
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Córdoba--Tierralta, Montelíbano and Puerto Liberatador. It contains the source 

for the Rivers Sinú and San Jorge. The Park remains highly inaccessible to 

tourists and nearby residents, and is an area that has been, and continues to be a 

safe haven for armed groups and narco-traffickers [see below].  

 
1.3 HISTORY 
 

Córdoba has seen no fewer than 6 peace processes over the last 60 years: 2 

with the liberal guerillas in the 1950s, 3 with leftist guerrillas in the 1990s, and 

with the paramilitaries in 2002. The birthplace of the influential EPL guerilla, the 

stronghold of the Castaño brothers and one of the oldest and strongest 

paramilitary blocks in the federation—the ACCU—[Autodefensas Campesinos de 

Córdoba y Urabá] —all have existed within its borders. It is also one of the 

departments with the highest concentrations of ex-combatants per capita.242 

Southern Córdoba from the first half of the 1900s, served as an informal 

refuge for two indigenous groups and Afro-Colombian descendents who were 

displaced by gold mining in the neighboring department.243 In the 1950s, a 

“second colonization” took place, when agriculturalists from other areas of the 

Caribbean coast and Antioquia settled. This period also saw the first major 

conflict in the region between the Liberals and Conservatives—a conflict termed 

“La Violencia” that was reflected throughout most of the country at that time. In 

Córdoba, the fight was centered on political rights and possession of land. Liberals 

accused the Conservative government of having dispossessed them of their citizen 

                                                
242 Based on the variable created for this database (demobilized/capita), there are 168 ex-combatants per 
100,000 in Cordoba. Antioquia, Cesar and Meta have slightly more (171,189, 200 respectively). 
243 República de Colombia and Observatorio del Programa Presidencial de Derechos Humano y DIH, 
"Informe Anual De Derechos Humanos Y Derecho Internacional Humanitario 2010,"  (Bogotá: 2010). 
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rights, and having displacing them from their land.244 With broad based popular 

support, Liberals created the first guerilla groups in the region. A peace agreement 

was quickly brokered a year later [1953], providing amnesty to guerilla. However, 

the land redistribution specified in the agreement never came to pass. Fourteen 

years later, two leftist guerilla groups took formation in the department [EPL and 

PCML]. Guerilla movements once again received much local support as peasants 

continued to feel resentful over injustices that had continued since La 

Violencia.245 

In the mid 1980s, hacienda owners and cattle ranchers began organizing 

and supporting small private armies to protect their land. The birth of the ACCU 

[Autodefensas Campesinos de Córdoba y Urabá], commanded by Fidel and 

Carlos Castaño, took place during this period. This would later become one of the 

most powerful private armies in the nation.246 

After the demobilization of the EPL guerillas in 1991, the FARC and 

ELN—leftist guerilla groups from other parts of Colombia-- began to take over 

their zones of influence. This lead to a further strengthening of paramilitary 

power, both to “protect” large land holders against leftist guerilla, but also to 

prevent [read eliminate] the electoral left from gaining political strength in the 

department. The ACCU expanded into neighboring departments and later 

                                                
244 Vicepresidencia de la República and Observatorio del Programa de DDHH y DIH, "Diagnostico 
Departmental Cordoba,"  (Bogotá: 2007); Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y 
Compromiso Ciudadano  
245 Vicepresidencia de la República and DIH, "Diagnostico Departmental Cordoba." 
246 Negrete Barrera and Andrade, "Documentos Para La Reflexion: Distintos Aspectos Sobre El Proceso De 
Negociacion Gobierno-AUC." 
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brought together leaders from various paramilitary groups around the country to 

create the nation-wide AUC in 1997 [Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia].247 

After the federation of the AUC, four paramilitary blocks were established 

in Córdoba Department. Bloque Córdoba under Salvatore Mancuso; Bloque 

Heroes de Tolova under Don Berna; Bloque Mineros under Cuco Vanoy; and 

Bloque Elmer Cardenas under el Alemán. Mancuso was given leadership over the 

entire department, whereas the other blocks held control over distinct 

municipalities.248 Paramilitaries and FARC had multiple clashes through offensive 

and counter offensive actions in the 1990s—mostly in the southern part of the 

department around the Parque Paramillo and frequently in the case study 

municipality of Tierralta.  

The government began negotiations with the AUC in Tierralta during 

2002. They established a peace agreement and established a zona de ubicacion 

[like a cantonment area] in the municipality. In this area, combatants pertaining 

to various paramilitary blocks in the north of country-- including those in 

Córdoba, Sucre, Bolívar, Atlántico, Magdalena, La Guajira and Cesar 

Departments—were demobilized.249 

 
1.4 A BIT MORE ON DRUG LORDS, BOSSES AND ARMED GROUPS: 
 

Drugs-- specifically marijuana-- first appeared in Córdoba in the 1970s. By 

1984, coca crops had been planted in the Parque Paramillo.250 It was during 

the1980s that Montería became a major “drug stockpile” center, a place where 

                                                
247 República de Colombia and DIH, "Informe Anual De Derechos Humanos Y Derecho Internacional 
Humanitario 2010." 
248 Ibid. 
249 Ibid. 
250 Vicepresidencia de la República and DIH, "Diagnostico Departmental Cordoba." 
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the product could easily be moved to the exterior. By the 1990s, Tierralta had 

become a major location for sowing coca and processing paste in laboratories.251 

Córdoba was chosen as a site for narco-trafficking by the drug lords because of its 

“natural and institutional characteristics” including “state abandonment over 

much of the area, and the weakness or indifference of the administration and local 

authorities.”252   

The EPL had an alliance with narco-traffickers in Córdoba in the earlier 

years of the 1980s, but this pact was later broken during that decade. The main 

goal of the EPL—[the armed wing of the Communist Party]—was to create a 

popular revolution in rural areas. When the FARC arrived to the area, they began 

to extort cattle ranchers, agriculturalists, and business owners. They also engaged 

in robbery, cattle raiding and kidnappings. At times, they burned farms and killed 

cattle ranchers. It was in this context that hacienda owners and cattle ranchers 

supported the development of the ACCU. 

Fidel Castaño was ripe to become a paramilitary leader. He had 

“economic strength, experience, relationships with politicians and the military, an 

understanding of narco-trafficking and the guerrilla—he also understood the 

cattle rancher mentality. He also knew the model of self-defense groups in 

Magdalena Medio Department which was started by cattle ranchers with the 

complicity of the Army.”253 Fidel Castaño, with his brothers Carlos and Vicente 

developed a private army called, “Los Tangueros”—the base of which would later 

become the ACCU in 1987. The group organized cattle ranchers, acquired arms, 
                                                
251 verdadabierta, "Bloque Sin Y San Jorge." 
252 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano : 58 
253 verdadabierta, "Bloque Sin Y San Jorge." Quote from verdad abierta based on work by Romero, 
Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 



 154 

and trained small groups to defend their property. They used discourse that 

involved the “right to self defense in the absence of the state” from the beginning. 

They targeted guerilla sympathizers, labor unionists, social activists, political 

independents, and anyone who “crossed” them. By the second half of the 1980s, 

they had become involved in the narco-trafficking business. They committed a 

high volume of assassinations and massacres, and were also responsible for 

massive displacement. 254  

 The demobilization of the EPL in 1991 simply fortified popular support 

for the Fidel Castaño. He was seen as “the protector of society and democracy.”255 

With the development of the ACCU, these paramilitaries became more than just 

a military force, but increasingly political as well. The ACCU thus had local “self-

defense groups” but also trained and equipped others to move elsewhere in 

Colombia.256 Fidel disappeared in 1994, and it remains unclear if he is dead or 

hiding. Carlos and Vicente became the primary leaders afterwards. In 1997, 

Carlos Castaño organized a meeting of distinct paramilitary groups across the 

nation and federated the AUC [Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia--United Self 

Defense Group] to advance their “fight against subversion.”257  

Salvatore Mancuso rose to prominence in the early 1990s. He had been a 

long-time collaborator of the Colombian military while also maintaining ties to 

the Castaño brothers. He rose to a sort of fame among farmers-- they came from 

different regions to learn his “defense” and organizational skills, and to take 

                                                
254 verdadabierta, "Bloque Sin Y San Jorge." 
255 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano  
256 verdadabierta, "Bloque Sin Y San Jorge." 
257 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano  
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advantage of his connection to the army. Mancuso became a full “manager” of 

the ACCU in 1994.  

The extent to which the paramilitaries held power throughout the 

department over a 15-year period, is best described by the following quote:  

 “The influence and control [of paramilitaries] was expressed through a large 
social base, as much urban as rural. Numerous adolescents and young people 
considered them heroes and a model for how to live life. They counted on 
numerous groups for logistical help in communities, educational centers, public 
administration, modes of communication, economic guilds, political movements, 
public transportation, and community organizations among others. They 
acquired a substantial amount of economic, social and political power. The 
ascendancy and reach of Fidel and Carlos Castaño and Salvatore Mancuso into 
distinct social sectors can be attributed to their charisma. They made direct or 
indirect investments in agro-industrial projects, businesses, land, cattle farming, 
housing and health. They established norms of behavior, social guidelines, codes 
of justice, sanctions and were recognized by communities with and without the 
presence of administration or governmental authority.”258  
 

Arrests made for the “parapolitics” scandal leads credence to the above 

description. To date, there have been 22 officials arrested in Córdoba Department 

for connections to paramilitaries. This figure includes twelve senators, six 

congressmen, two mayors, one governor and one deputy.259 In terms of 

paramilitary bosses, Carlos Castaño was found dead in 2004. Vicente Castaño 

disappeared in 2007 and is suspected dead. Mancuso was extradited in May 2008 

to the United States on drug charges.260  

In the wake of demobilization, groups have appeared throughout the 

department with various ties to the former AUC. The trajectory is complex and 

difficult to follow. In brief, immediately following demobilization, two armed 

structures with direct ties to the Bloque Sinú and San Jorge [Bloque Córdoba] 

                                                
258 Ibid.: 69 
259 Information compiled for this study. See Annex C for a list of sources.  
260 verdadabierta, "Bloque Sin Y San Jorge." 
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arose, both under the command of former middle commanders. These two 

groups—Los Vencedores and Los Traquetos—fought each other for access over 

narco-trafficking routes and Mancuso’s land.261  

Soon after, other groups entered the area to benefit from the vacuum left 

by the AUC. This included Los Paisas from the Medellín area as well as a group 

under the command of Don Mario, an ex-paramilitary from the local Bloque 

Elmer Cárdenes. By the end of 2007, alliances were made between the four 

groups operating in the area—two against two. This was a period where there was 

intensive recruitment of young people in Montería.262 

The year 2008 saw an intensification of fighting between groups. This may 

have been related to the extradition of several ex-paramilitary chiefs to the US or 

the decrease in coca crops due to the extensive fumigation operations. It has also 

been hypothesized that the continued wide-scale unemployment faced by rank 

and file ex-combatants two years after demobilization resulting in a swelling of 

ranks for the newly armed groups.263 

Increased operations by the police and army left some structures 

weakened, prompting further transformation and consolidation of multiple 

groups. In 2009, the Rastrojos entered the area and offered their assistance to Los 

Paisas. The arrest of Don Mario in 2009 allowed Los Paisas to secure more 

territory within the department. Currently, two primary groups are fighting for 

control--Los Paisas [in alliance with Los Rastrojos] and the Urabeños.264 

                                                
261 Centro Internacional de Toledo para la Paz, "Tercer Informe," ed. Obersvatorio Internacional: DDR Ley 
de Justicia y Paz (Bogotá  2010). 
262 Ibid. 
263 Ibid. 
264 Ibid. 
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Groups adapt their violent tactics to the location and composition of local 

communities. There have been reports of extortion against cattle ranchers, 

professors, unionists and hospital workers. There are threats and homicides 

against community leaders, displaced and indigenous leaders, teachers, civil 

servants and journalists. Massacres are on the increase. Pamphlets are also 

appearing in Montería and other urban seats warning against “social cleansing.” 

Some communities have reported that armed groups steal food, and others report 

that they live under an enforced curfew. The Urabeños have been planting land 

mines. There have also been accusations that local politicians are forming 

alliances with these newly armed groups.265  

There is evidence that the newly armed groups are gaining substantial 

control over large segments of society. One of the leaders of the Urabeños was 

killed by the National Police in January 2012. In response, this group enforced a 

“paro armado” [armed strike], in which they forbade any employee, employer or 

business owner to work or engage in commercial business during a period of 48 

hours under the threat of death. The Urabeños communicated this restriction to 

the residents in municipalities of Magdalena, Antioquia, Chocó, Córdoba, Sucre 

and Bolívar Departments. The case study municipalities of Tierralta and Santa 

Marta were under this threat. This “strike” was entirely effective. Taxis and buses 

stopped circulation and shops were closed. Municipalities were described as 

“ghost towns,” as people feared to leave their homes.266    

 
 

                                                
265 Ibid. 
266 verdadabierta, "Urabeños Demuestran Su Poder Regional,"  (verdadabierta, 2012). 
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1.5 VIOLENCE 
 

Córdoba, while certainly not the most violent department in terms of the 

homicide rate, has been showing an upward trend since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries, and now surpasses the national average.267 Other indicators have 

also been deteriorating over the past two years. There were seven massacres in 

2010 with a total of 35 victims, whereas in the previous year there had been none. 

While the motivations for these massacres remain unclear, there is evidence that 

each was authored by one of several newly armed groups, and that the victims 

include farmers, IDPs and competing armed groups.268 

Threats against mayors have been on the increase as well. Of the 30 

municipalities in the department, seven mayors received violent threats in 2010 as 

compared to three in 2009. One councilor was killed in 2009 and one in 2010. 

There has been an increase in the number of homicides against indigenous 

people. In 2009, five indigenous people were killed, and sixteen in 2010.269  

The Early Alert System of the Ombudsman [Sistema Alerta 

Temprana/Defensoría del Pueblo] has produced multiple reports in the post-

demobilization period. Early Alert Reports document the occurrence of human 

rights violations within a municipality, and outline the risk faced by various 

populations. These reports are only created when municipalities or regions 

experience high levels of violence or inhabitants are at risk for human rights 

abuses. The purpose is to inform national, department and local authorities of the 

                                                
267 Source: The National Police and Ministry of Defense, statistics compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
268 República de Colombia and DIH, "Informe Anual De Derechos Humanos Y Derecho Internacional 
Humanitario 2010." 
269 Ibid. 
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situation in these areas and to provide concrete recommendations on how they 

can increase protection for those at risk.270  

Within Córdoba Department, an Early Alert Report has been issued for 

Montelíbano and Puerto Liberatador municipalities starting in 2006, followed by 

four addendums. In the case study municipality of Tierralta, there have been 

separate reports for 2006, 2007 and 2009. A report was issued in Montería in 

2008, and a follow up report is currently being written. Coastal areas and the 

lower Sinú region have been recently recognized as high-risk areas by the Early 

Alert System.271 None of the cases have been closed to date, indicating that the 

risk remains high in all of these areas.  

The imminent risks identified in these reports include: the presence and 

combat of newly armed groups, selective assassinations of members in political 

movements, the FARC’s intention to control territory in the department, the 

presence of cocoa crops and coca processing, the rearming of demobilized 

combatants, displacements, the presence of land mines, recruitment and 

homicides. In terms of trends, the department has seen an increase in the post-

demobilization period of the following: homicides, injuries, extortion, threats, and 

thefts. Displacement, narco-trafficking, land mines, recruitment, and illegal 

acquisition of land remain at constant levels. The power of the groups appearing 

                                                
270 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano.  
271 Reports for the Department Include: Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No: 018-08," 
ed. Defensoría Delegada para la Evaluación de Riesgos de la Poblacion Civil como Consecuencia del 
Conflicto Armado (2008); Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Nota De Seguimineto No. 009 De 2010," ed. 
Defensoría Delegada para la Evaluación de Riesgos de la Poblacion Civil como Consecuencia del Conflicto 
Armado (2010); Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Nota De Seguimineto No. 018-10," ed. Defensoría 
Delegada para la Evaluación de Riesgos de la Poblacion Civil como Consecuencia del Conflicto Armado 
(2010); Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No: 011-10," ed. Defensoría Delegada para la 
Evaluación de Riesgos de la Poblacion Civil como Consecuencia del Conflicto Armado (2010); Sistema de 
Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No: 22-09," ed. Defensoría Delegada para la Evaluación de Riesgos 
de la Poblacion Civil como Consecuencia del Conflicto Armado (2009). 
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in the post-demobilization have strengthened. Only terrorist attacks, kidnapping 

and theft of cattle and motorcycles have diminished.272  

 
2. MONTERÍA  
 

Montería is the capital city of Córdoba department, established in 1952. It 

is by far the largest municipality in the department with 409,000 inhabitants.273  

The area that is now Montería was inhabited in the late 1770s by 170 families 

who were of “diverse races, slaves and freed people”274 Negrete, a historian who 

specializes in Montería and the department of Córdoba, describes that this area 

was never of significant interest to the colonizers except for its proximity to 

neighboring areas such as Urabá, Antioquia and Chocó areas. The difficult 

geographic features—uncultivated wetlands and dense jungles-- also meant that 

development and urbanization were slow in coming. The river was, however, 

navigable until the major city of Cartagena on the Caribbean coast. This allowed 

for the creation of a large commercial interchange—primarily textiles and 

agricultural products-- between the two cities. The city though, remained more of 

underdeveloped outpost until the mid 20th century.275  

Montería saw a period of rapid urban expansion after its designation as 

the departmental capital in the 1950s. During the next two decades, two 

universities and several training schools were established, the regional airport was 

created, a major bridge was built, and streets were created in an ordered grid. The 

1980s and early 1990s saw increased agro-industrialization in the department—

                                                
272 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano  
273 Projections based on DANE’s 2005 census. 
274 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano : 99  
275 Ibid. 
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cooking oils, fruits, cattle feed, and beef production—which led to more 

investment in the city. It was during this time that Montería became a “sub-

regional center” which offered banking, health services and education for the 

entire region.276  

It was also during the 80s and 90s that the conflict in the department 

intensified, and that Montería became a major reception center for internally 

displaced people [IDPs]. Impoverished areas expanded quickly, and were 

accompanied by increases in urban violence.  Montería is thus a city of two 

extremes: “One urban, formal, adorned with showy construction in the center 

and the north of the city, the progress the result of economic openings and capital 

of suspicious origin; Another informal, surrounded by poverty and misfortune, 

constructed by families who live in the periphery and subnormal sectors for 

different reasons.”277 

The above description accurately captures my initial shock on entering the 

city. There are neighborhoods [particularly those with displaced people] living in 

some of the worst conditions in the country—no running water, electricity or 

waste systems, located next to rivers that flood regularly, living in temporarily 

constructed houses. Other neighborhoods were glitz and glitter. Modern 

mansions, frequently occupying an entire city block, surrounded by high fences 

and armed guards. It is not just one or two streets like this, but many. There are 

strip malls with modern neon signing, outdoor restaurants, and diamond clad 

women. It is like the richest of Miami Beach alongside the slums of Port-au-

                                                
276 Ibid. 
277 Ibid.: 103 
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Prince. As Negrete explains, “for some, the city is in its best phase of development 

ever—multinationals and foreign capital are arriving. There are new 

opportunities and jobs that favor some of the city’s inhabitants. For others, 

development has not been integrated, nor favored all levels of society. The gap 

between rich and poor has only expanded.”278 

Poverty in Montería is still severe. Some reports indicate that between 60 

and 70% of the population subsists below the poverty line. The majority of city 

residents survive off of the informal economy, nearly 50% according to the latest 

reports from the National Census Bureau.279  

As mentioned above, paramilitaries had their tentacles in both the 

informal and formal social, political and economic functioning of the department. 

They set their sights on, and eventually dominated the Universidad de Córdoba. 

Paramilitary leaders Mancuso and Carlos Castaño had “decided” in the mid 

1990s that the university was a breeding ground for leftists and subversive 

ideologies. As a result, they took over the operation and administration of the 

university. During the period from 1995-2002, there were six professors killed, 

one employee killed, one employee exiled and two displaced, four students killed, 

five students exiled and two students kidnapped.280  

During the post-demobilization period, the situation in Montería has 

become precarious.  Montería has approximately 400 ex-combatants registered 

per 100,000. This is a high density in comparison to other municipalities.281 While 

                                                
278 Paraphrased from Spanish:106 
279 Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso Ciudadano  
280 Ibid. 
281 Source: The High Council for Reintegration ACR, "Reintegration Strategy: A Challenge Requiring 
Everybody's Commitment ". Statistics compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
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the homicide rate in this municipality has consistently been below the country’s 

average, it has been on the increase during the 2005 to 2009 period. However, 

2010 saw a four point dip from 27 to 23 homicides per 100,000.282 

As mentioned above, the Early Alert System of the Ombudsman’s Office 

for Córdoba issued an Early Alert Report for Montería in 2008.283 They identify 

that two newly armed groups that have appeared in the post-demobilization 

period—Los Paisas and Águilas Negras—are disputing each other for territorial 

control within the municipality. Each group uses violence in order to solidify their 

control over the civilian population, and uses psychological and physical violence 

in order to strengthen their economic interests—cattle ranching, agro-industrial 

farming and narco-trafficking.  Montería is not only the logistical center for these 

groups, but also a center for recruitment. In particular, they target demobilized 

ex-combatants and young people. Workers, professors and students at the 

University of Córdoba are also potential targets of armed groups, as they are seen 

as potential denouncers and public defenders of human rights.  

The Early Alert Report states: “This panorama of risk for the civilian 

population can be expressed in possible selective and multiple homicides, 

recruitment of children and adolescents, disappearances, illegal retention, forced 

displacement, restricted movement of the civilian population, the utilization of 

methods and means to generate terror, systematic restrictions in personal liberty, 

free assembly, as well as exercise and control of political power.”284 

 

                                                
282Source: The National Police and Ministry of Defense, statistics compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
283 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No: 018-08." 
284 2. 
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3. TIERRALTA 
 

“Welcome to hell,” was the opening phrase spoken by the taxi driver to 

my colleague on his first visit to Tierralta. The statement gives a fieldworker 

pause, and more likely, the chills. This wasn’t far from what my colleagues in 

Bogotá expressed when I informed them of my case selection: “you are going 

WHERE?” they exclaimed, aghast. Upon my arrival, I expected to see the 

municipality up in flames, to hear the constant patter of machine guns. I imagined 

there would be camouflaged men darting this way and that, and civilians hiding in 

their homes and shops. Instead, I was presented with a rather ordinary, orderly 

municipality with a ‘business as usual’ air about the place. In fact, it quite 

reminded me of my recent visit to Leticia, the tourist destination along the 

Amazon River at the intersection of Brazil, Colombia and Peru.  

The urban seat was rather plain and non-descript. Green, lush, high 

mountains formed a U around the municipality, save for the one road that leads 

from Montería to the urban seat. Tierralta is in fact, a dead end. Tierralta has 

88,500 residents285, approximately 30,000 of which live in the urban seat. The 

municipality is just over 5000 square kilometers, making up a full 20% of 

Córdoba Department. In terms of geographic space, it is one of the largest 

municipalities in Colombia.286  

Tierralta’s significance in “Córdobesean” history is partially captured in 

the description of Córdoba above. Since the 1950s, armed groups have been a 

continuous and strong presence. The first armed groups to appear in Tierralta 

                                                
285 Projection based on DANE’s 2005 census.  
286 Municipio Tierralta, (2011). 



 165 

were formed by the Liberal political party during La Violencia, and in the 1970s, 

the ELP materialized. Later FARC and ELN arrived, and in the 1980s the 

ACCU was organized and later transformed into the AUC. The peace agreement 

between the Colombian Government and the AUC took place in Santa Fé de 

Ralito, a division [corregemiento] of Tierralta, and several paramilitary blocks 

demobilized there. Today, newly armed groups have made their presence felt—

predominantly Los Paisas and Las Águilas Negras. The FARC has recently re-

entered the Parque Paramillo. Residents of Tierralta have lived under the 

continual domination of armed groups for the past 60 years.  

The 4600 km square Parque Paramillo, 66% of which is located in 

Tierralta, has been an opportune base for narco-trafficking operations since the 

1980s—first with marijuana and later with coca crops and processing. The 

expansive area, together with rough terrain and poor infrastructure, has made the 

Parque an excellent place for armed groups to operate. 

The development of a major hydroelectric plant [URRA] in the late 1980s 

in Tierralta has lead to further chaos. More than 6000 people [mostly indigenous] 

have been displaced as a result of the plant. This single plant is capable of 

producing 17% of the country’s energy.287 During the mid-1990s, the indigenous 

groups most affected by the plant’s emergence, organized a social and political 

movement to press the company to comply with promises made regarding usage 

of their ancestral territory. These requests were answered with violence—

indigenous leaders became the target of attacks and assassinations. The 
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Constitutional Court intervened in 1998, requiring URRA to compensate the 

indigenous groups for lost land.288  

Tierralta is a very poor municipality. Seventy-one percent of the 

population had a least one unmet basic need in 2010.289 The official economy 

centers on cattle ranching, fishing, wood extraction, and other agricultural 

production [mainly fruit]. However, the four largest sources of cash flow within 

the municipality come from: coca cultivation; subsidies to indigenous people who 

were displaced as a result of the hydroelectric dam [approximately 60USD per 

month for 2100 people over 20 years]; payments to ex-combatants for their 

compliance with reintegration programming; and salaries of civil servants. These 

income sources are believed to be responsible for 90% of all money circulation in 

the municipality.290 

A résumé of the most recent Early Alert Report for Tierralta states that 

peasants living in rural Tierralta and indigenous groups within the Parque 

Paramillo are at high risk for human rights violations. Children and adolescents in 

the urban seat and across rural areas are at risk for recruitment by armed groups, 

as well as sexual exploitation and prostitution.291  

Three main sources of risk are identified. First are the disputes between 

the FARC and the newly armed group “Las Águilas Negras”. There are frequent 

battles for territorial control and clashes over different components of the cocaine 

business [coca fields, processing plants, and transport corridors]. Second, in other 

                                                
288 Ibid. 
289 Source: National Statistics Department (DANE) Data compiled for this dissertation’s database.  
290 Negrete Barrera and Andrade, "Documentos Para La Reflexion: Distintos Aspectos Sobre El Proceso De 
Negociacion Gobierno-AUC." 
291 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Nota De Seguimineto No. 018-10." 
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areas of the municipality, Las Águilas Negras have become a hegemonic actor 

using “violent social control” against the civilian population. This is also an area 

where another newly armed group, “Los Paisas” is encroaching. There are thus 

violent disputes between these two groups. Because of these clashes, 108 families 

had recently been displaced to the urban seat, accounting for 548 people. Both 

groups have used violence against the population to control the territory, have laid 

mines, extorted civilians and businesses, forced people to perform public works 

[e.g. cleaning and repairing of roads], threatened community leaders and caused 

displacement. The third main risk is to indigenous communities living within the 

Parque. They have recently been the victim of homicides, land mine accidents, 

intimidation and “regulation” of daily life by Las Águilas Negras and two fronts of 

the FARC. These groups are seeking territorial control and domination over the 

narco-trafficking business—coca cultivation and processing in particular.  

Tierralta has an extremely high proportion of ex-combatants to civilians 

with 1024 ex-combatants per 100,000 inhabitants.292 A recent study conducted in 

Tierralta found that ex-combatants face particular security risks from newly 

armed groups,  including an increased risk for homicide.293 Those who perpetrate 

violence against ex-combatants appear to either be combatants who never 

demobilized or those who have rearmed in the newly armed groups. Faced with 

such risk, ex-combatants appear to make one of two choices—to succumb to the 

                                                
292 Source: The High Council for Reintegration ACR, "Reintegration Strategy: A Challenge Requiring 
Everybody's Commitment.". Statistics compiled for this dissertation’s database. There are only five 
municipalities in the country with an ex-combatant (paramilitary) to civilian ration higher than Tierralta. 
One is the municipality of Valencia located in Cordoba Department (1068/100,000).  
293 Munévar and Nussio., "Desmovilizados: Víctimas Y Causas De Inseguridad. Estudio De Caso Sobre El 
Municipio De Tierralta En El Departamento De Córdoba." 
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pressure of the armed group by rearming themselves, or to stay with the 

reintegration activities but isolate themselves from other demobilized people 

In terms of the homicide rate, Tierralta’s levels have varied over the 1997-

2010 period. The rate was relatively low during the early years demobilization 

period [12/23/18 from 2002 to 2004], had a sharp upturn from 2005 to 2007 

[39/58/74], and has decreased over the past three years [62/41/35].294  

 
4. MAGDALENA  
 
4.1 GEOGRAPHY & ECONOMY  
 

Magdalena Department is located in the North of Colombia. It comprises 

30 municipalities and an area of approximately 23,000 square kilometers. It 

shares a border with La Guajira, Cesar, Bolívar and Atlantico Departments, and 

has a 220-kilometer coastline on the Caribbean Sea. The population for the 

department is approximately 1,200,000295 with capital Santa Marta the largest 

urban center. Four indigenous groups have a presence in the department, most of 

whom live in or near the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta mountain range.  

Geographically speaking, the department can be understood in four main 

dimensions. The Magdalena River, which makes up the department’s western 

border is the largest river in the country [1528 kilometers] and empties into the 

sea between Magdalena and Atlantico Departments. There are many estuaries 

and lakes associated with this river, including the large lake [Ciénaga Grande] in 

Ciénaga municipality. In the interior of the Department, there are high plains and 

a low population density. The third feature is the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 

                                                
294 Source: The National Police and Ministry of Defense, statistics compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
295 Projections based on 2005 DANE census. 
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mountain range along the coastline. These mountains are the highest coastal 

mountains in the world, located 5,700 meters [18,700ft] above sea level. The 

fourth feature is the 220 km coastline. Santa Marta and surrounding beaches are 

located here, along with the Parque Tayrona, a heavily touristed nature reserve 

located in the rural area of Santa Marta municipality. 

Regarding the economy, coastal Magdalena is centered on tourism. The 

port of Santa Marta is one of the largest in the country and provides a strong 

source of revenue for the municipality. The interior of the department is based on 

extensive cattle ranching and more recently, petroleum exploration. The western 

limits along the Magdalena River have long held the interest of multi-national 

companies—in particular banana plantations and in later years, African palm oil 

industries. Additional products that are cultivated in the department include rice, 

tobacco and other fruits.296  

In terms of poverty, Magdalena falls just behind Córdoba, with 59% of the 

population lacking at least one basic need in 2010. It is the 5th poorest department 

in Colombia out of thirty-three.  

As is found in Córdoba, land distribution in Magdalena is highly unequal. 

Barbosa et al. have analyzed patterns of land tenancy in Magdalena between 1970 

and 2004.297 The most recent figures indicate that small properties [less than 20 

hectares] represent more than half of all properties in the department, comprise 

51% of all land-owners, but cover only 7% of the total land surface in the 

                                                
296 Vicepresidencia de la República and DIH, "Diagnostico Departmental Magdalena.", Departmento 
Magdalena. 
297 Juvenal Barbosa, Waldir Suárez, and William Renán-Rodríguez, "La Propriedad Rural En El Magdalena 
1970-2004 Y Algunas Relaciones Con El Desplazamiento Forzado," in Fonciencias 2004-2006 (Santa Marta 
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department. In contrast, parcels over 200 hectares represent only 3.5% of the 

total number of properties in the department, represent 4% of all land owners, but 

cover 44% of the department’s surface area. These patterns have remained 

constant over the 34 year period studied. The authors also estimated a Gini-

coefficient between .7 to .75 for the entire period—indicating significant 

inequality.  

 
4.2 HISTORY  
 

The FARC first appeared in the interior of Magdalena Department in 

1982. They developed several separate bases within the department, and 

gradually garnered strength by extorting cattle ranchers and multi-national 

banana companies in several municipalities, including Ciénaga, one of the case 

study areas. The ELN first appeared in the department in the mid-1990s, and 

maintained a presence along the Western border of the department as well as in 

the Sierra Nevada mountain range.298 While more conservative sources explain 

that the birth of the paramilitaries in Magdalena were based exclusively on the 

“need” for self-protection against these guerilla groups, other historians provide a 

more intricate account involving illegal rents, politics, and local control.  

Zúñiga describes that in Magdalena, “the surge of illegal protection groups 

and those of social control are not only the result of illegal business and illegality, 

but are based within social relations….demand for protection on behalf of 

economic sectors and political interests based on a wish to maintain social 
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control…”299 She describes the development of paramilitarism in Magdalena as 

unfolding in four main stages. First, armed groups appeared in 1980, involving 

themselves in the production of coca leaves in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 

mountain range. They later become an important link to the interior of the 

country, connecting drugs with external markets in the United States.  

Second, in 1985, an urban militia formed in the city of Santa Marta in 

response to the development of the Union Patriotica [UP], a political group 

established through the governmental negotiations with the FARC. The urban 

militia existed to defend the political power of the traditional elite. The politically 

motivated Santa Marta group and the drug interested group in the mountains 

were both headed by Hernán Giraldo. This period also saw the development of 

illegal groups in Ciénaga, the Zona Bananera and the interior of the department. 

The purpose of these groups were “to fight against common delinquency, 

collaborate with the military authorities particularly with public order, and to 

regulate protection mechanisms required for narco-trafficking and other legal and 

illegal businesses”300  

The third phase of paramilitary development in Magdalena followed the 

adoption of the 1991 Constitution. One of the changes arising from the 

constitution was increased autonomy given to political structures at the 

departmental level. It was during this time that illegal armed groups actively 

cultivated relationships with politicians in Magdalena. Zúñiga describes that these 

relationships were ones that involved an “exchange.” Illegal armed groups helped 
                                                
299 Priscila  Zúñiga, "Ilegalidad, Control Local Y Paramilitares En El Magdalena," in Para-Política: La Ruta De 
La Expansión Paramilitar Y Los Acuerdos Polícos, ed. Leonardo Archila (Bogotá: Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris, 
2007). Paraphrased from Spanish by the author.  
300Ibid. Paraphrased from Spanish by the author. 
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politicians maintain control over their electorate, including the elimination of 

competing politicians and social activists. In trade, politicians were tolerant of the 

illegal businesses and activities of the armed groups.  

The last phase in the development of paramilitarism took place during 

1999 and 2000. It was during this time that the ACCU [of Córdoba], which had 

already united various paramilitary groups under the AUC, decided to create an 

“umbrella” organization for the illegal groups in the north of the country. These 

groups would become consolidated under the Bloque Norte commanded Jorge 

40, and receive direct backing from Mancuso and the Castaño brothers in 

Córdoba. Zúñiga describes that this was the moment when the paramilitary 

agenda became prioritized toward collaboration with political structures.  Their 

main interest was to influence local, departmental and national elections. 

Magdalena ranks second [next to Sucre] for the highest number of arrests 

made for the parapolitics scandal.301 There have been 23 arrests since the 

investigations opened. To date, eight congressmen, five mayors, three senators, 

three deputies, two governors and two councilors have been convicted. 

These phases had different consequences for the development and 

structure of smaller paramilitary groups operating in Magdalena. Of the original 

groups beginning in 1980, that which was commanded under Hernán Giraldo or 

“El Patrón” was the largest and most influential. Known both as “Los Chamizos” 

and “Autodefensas Campesinas del Magdalena y La Guajira”, this group began 

by providing protection to narco-traffickers—first to marijuana production and 
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later to coca fields.302 Over time, Giraldo developed an advanced system of 

communication throughout the zone to aid in the exportation of the contraband. 

He also became known as “the one” to provide security for Santa Marta and its 

surroundings. In the early part of the 2000, Giraldo commanded approximately 

500 men. The group essentially ran the central market of Santa Marta, provided 

security in the marginal neighborhoods, and “socially cleansed” undesirables.303 

As Giraldo gained strength, he took control over some areas of Ciénaga 

and Zona Bananera municipalities. He received large sums of money from multi-

national banana companies in the region to maintain his group and to provide 

them with protection against the FARC in the mountainous zone. Multi-nationals 

felt a particular threat from leftist guerrillas as they had acquired land for 

cultivation that had previously been in the hands of the guerilla.304  

The fourth stage in the development of paramilitarism, as outlined above, 

saw the expansive power of the AUC across the nation. The ACCU’s [lead by 

Castaño and Mancuso in Córdoba] wish to take over Giraldo’s areas and to 

subsume him under the Bloque Norte lead to a bloody battle between the two 

groups for three months at the end of 2002 and beginning of 2003. There were 

many civilian casualties including deaths, injuries and massive displacement. 

Giraldo eventually surrendered and became the commander of newly formed sub-

group called the “Frente Resistencia Tayrona,” a Front of Bloque Norte under 

the military control of Jorge 40.305   

                                                
302 verdadabierta, "'El Patrón", Hernán Giraldo Serna  "  (2011). 
303 Zúñiga, "Ilegalidad, Control Local Y Paramilitares En El Magdalena." 
304 Ibid. 
305 verdadabierta, ""Frente Resistencia Tayrona"," (2011). 
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After this reorganization, Bloque Norte held effective dominion over 

Magdalena, Cesar, La Guajira, Santander and Atlantico Departments. “Jorge 40 

constructed his supremacy in the plains of Magdalena [the interior of the 

department] through the means of deaths and threats. The victims were 

governors, ex-governors, local political leaders, which made him dreaded by those 

who wanted a publicly elected and for the majority of the population.”306 They 

were also engaged in the re-districting of several municipalities in order to benefit 

their political interests and institutional power. The more political control, the 

more access to royalties and other public rents. According to Zúñiga’s historical 

accounts, Jorge 40 at the time of demobilization had 28 of the 30 municipalities in 

the department under his control.  

 
4.3 VIOLENCE UNDER PARAMILITARIES 
 

The paramilitary groups in Magdalena used violent strategies against 

civilian populations similar to paramilitaries in other regions of the country. 

Publicly they acted with a counter-insurgent ideology—to eliminate leftist 

guerrilla groups, and to rid of society all who were seen to sympathize or support 

the guerilla and their beliefs. This lead to wide-scale violence across the 

department with rates of assassinations, massacres, and rates of displacement 

higher than anywhere in the country. 

For a sense of scale, Giraldo who’s Frente was demobilized in 2006, has 

confessed to the assassination of various people connected to the University of 

Magdalena including one student, the dean of the Education School and the Vice 
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President of the university. He also confessed to killing the head of the Parque 

Natural Tayrona, as well as the Union leader for the hospital of Santa Marta. His 

Frente is responsible for 118 known crimes, including the killing of 40 workers 

from three farms in the early 1990s, three agents of the Investigative Branch of the 

Attorney General [CTI], and three agents of the United States DEA. He was 

extradited to the United States on drug charges in 2008.307  

The Attorney General believes Jorge 40 to be responsible for 533 deaths in 

the department of Atlántico alone. He has personally confessed to 600 crimes 

including the disappearance of seven agents of the Investigative Unit of the 

Attorney General [CTI] and 40 fishermen in Ciénaga. The Attorney General also 

attributes the disappearance of 768 persons to this Bloque. A computer that 

supposedly belonged to Jorge 40 was seized, and provided many details on the 

financial operation of the Bloque, as well as detailed connections between 

paramilitaries, politicians and business owners. A list of assassinations was also 

found, all of which were committed after the peace accords were signed with the 

government. Bloque Norte was demobilized in 2006 and Jorge 40 has been 

extradited to the United States on drug charges.308  

Throughout this most recent history of conflict, Magdalena has been 

tremendously affected by the phenomenon of displacement. 2002 appears to be 

the most severe year in terms of expulsion. The sub-region of the Sierra Nevada of 

Santa Marta saw the highest absolute number of expulsions in the country for that 

year [25,000]. Interestingly enough, the same region during the same year 
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received nearly 56,000 displaced people—more than double the figure of 

expulsions.309  Not only residents of Magdalena subject to high levels of violence, 

but neighboring departments as well. 

Paramilitaries have been the primary author of displacement. Renán 

describes that the department embodies all of the “main motivations” for 

displacement. Displacement is used by illegal armed groups to ferret out “anti-

subversive” components of the population; it is the by-product of confrontations 

between armed groups; and is applied in a targeted fashion for economic 

motivations.310 

In terms of IDP reception to urban areas in Colombia, Santa Marta ranks 

3rd as the city with the highest absolute numbers of IDPs in the country. It 

occupies first place, however, when looking at IDPs per capita.311 A study 

conducted by Jacobsen, Howe and IDMC estimates between 12 and 17% of the 

city are IDPs.312 

 
4.4 POST-DEMOBILIZATION MAGDALENA  
 

As in Córdoba Department, the rate of ex-combatants per civilian 

population is quite high. At the completion of the AUC demobilization process, 

there were 140 ex-combatants per 100,000 inhabitants in the department.313  

In terms of recent figures, Magdalena has seen a seen a decreasing rate of 

homicide since the demobilization period [36 per 100,000 in 2007 to 25.6 in 
                                                
309 William  Renán-Rodríguez, "Contextualizacion Del Desplazamiento En El Departamento Del Magdalena 
Y Santa Marta (1997-2007)," in Fonciencias 2004-2006 (Santa Marta: Universidad del Magdalena, 2007). 
310 Ibid. 
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312 Jacobsen, Howe, and IDMC, "Internal Displacement to Urban Areas: The Tufts-IDMC Profiling Study: 
Case Study 3 Santa Marta." 
313 Source: The High Council for Reintegration ACR, "Reintegration Strategy: A Challenge Requiring 
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2010].314 There have been no massacres for the past two years, and no homicides 

against indigenous people. However, one councilor was killed in 2009. As well, 

there has been an increase in threats to mayors in the past two years. Two mayors 

received threats in 2009 and five in 2010.315  

Despite some improvements in departmental trends, certain municipalities 

remain an area of concern for authorities and those who survey human rights 

abuses. As with Córdoba, the Early Alert System of the Ombudsmen’s office has 

produced a series of risk reports in Magdalena. In 2009, a risk report was issued 

for Fundación, Ciénaga, Zona Bananera, El Retén and Aracataca. In 2010, a risk 

report was released for the interior of the department including Ariguani, 

Chibolo, Plato and Sabanas de San Angel. One risk report was issued for Santa 

Marta in 2009, followed by two updates in 2010.316 These reports mostly 

concentrate on the risks that newly armed groups pose to civilian populations.  

Dynamics in Magdalena match those in other regions of the country 

where the AUC formerly held a strong presence. Immediately after 

demobilization, small illegal armed groups appeared in the spaces formerly 

inhabited by the Frente Resistencia Tayrona as well as the Bloque Norte. These 

new groups, however, appear to have had direct relations to former groups. There 

is evidence that Giraldo and Jorge 40 sold their territory as a “franchise”—
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particularly the aspects of narco-trafficking-- to the post-demobilization group 

called “los Nevados” at the end of 2006. This block was run by the Mezillo 

brothers who had avoided demobilization, but hoped to ascend to the former 

power of Jorge 40 under Bloque Norte. They have been extradited to the US.317  

Los Nevados actively recruited ex-combatants from Frente Resistencia 

Tayrona and Bloque Norte, as well as young people in poor zones of the 

department. By 2007, this group was thought to have 340 men in its ranks. 

However, heavily pursued by the public forces, the group ultimately weakened 

and split up in 2008.318  

Los Nevados were not the only group to arise in the area in the post-

demobilization period. Also in 2006, Las Águilas Negras appeared to be 

commanded by ex- middle ranking officers of the AUC. The group held a 

presence along the Sierra Nevada mountain range and the urban areas of Santa 

Marta. They developed a strong informant system among the population, 

engaged in extortions, and assassinated individuals.319 In 2008, Los Paisas arrived 

to the area. They successfully usurped Las Águilas, as well as remnants of Los 

Nevados and another group operating in the nearby city of Barranquilla. Their 

main competitors became Los Urabeños in 2009. Both groups continue to apply 

pressure on ex-combatants to join their ranks and to recruit young people. At the 

end of 2009, another group by the name of Los Rastojos joined the fight for 

territory in the department.320 
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The three groups that are operating in the department—Los Paisas, Los 

Urabeños and Los Rastrojos--all have similar aims. They attempt to control 

corridors of drug trafficking, including ports and clandestine routes. They launder 

money through the purchasing of lands, tourist investment, and establishing 

gambling rings. They have created extortive systems where business owners and 

land owners are required to pay fees. The types of violence utilized by these 

groups include selective assassinations of human rights activists, community 

organizes and leaders of displaced people. Homicides are also generated during 

confrontations between groups and with the armed forces. Although massive 

displacements have declined in the post-demobilization period, these conflicts 

continue to generate new displacement. Threats to control population are 

frequent. Recruitment is increasingly focused on young people from marginal 

areas. Pamphlets for ‘social cleansing’ are appearing in marginal zones of urban 

areas as well as in Ciénaga, Pivyjay and Tenerife. New groups also appear to have 

ties to agro-industrial businesses through the provision of ‘private protection”. It 

should be noted that the FARC is very small in number [estimated 30] so does not 

pose a concrete threat to communities or armed groups.321 

 
5. SANTA MARTA 
 

As opposed to my colleague’s reactions when I told them about selecting 

Tierralta as one my cases [“you are going WHERE?”], they expressed joy and 

even gave me a wink when I told them about my choice of Santa Marta. I knew 
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they believed that I had chosen this municipality because of its long sandy 

beaches, its beautiful mountains for hiking, the recently renovated colonial style 

downtown or the affordable fresh seafood. It is true that Santa Marta looks and 

feels [and is] very much like a tourist destination. But there are cracks in this 

façade. One doesn’t need to look far to see multiple shanty-town neighborhoods 

brimming with internally displaced people or child prostitutes in dark corners 

near the sea. As mentioned in the Introduction, during my first trip to Santa 

Marta in 2007 it rained so heavily that within a matter of hours, the streets 

became rivers. Literally. No one seemed shocked that this city had become a 

disaster zone where humanitarian relief was needed. Water mixed with sewerage 

easily reached six feet. The city remained without power, with cars, buses and 

motorcycles under water. Those neighborhoods worst hit were the poorest ones. 

Apparently this happens several times a year, and is the cause of much illness and 

disease.  

Santa Marta, the capital city of Magdalena Department, has a current 

population of approximately 448,000 inhabitants.322 The municipality is 2400 

kilometers square, the vast majority of which is located in rural areas including the 

Sierra Nevada mountain range and the Parque Tayrona. Santa Marta has 27% of 

its population living with at least one basic need unmet. This is a substantially less 

than the country’s average [40% and is just above the 25th percentile which is 

25%].323  

                                                
322 Projections based on DANE 2005 census.  
323 Source: National Statistics Department (DANE). Information collected for this dissertation’s database. 
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Santa Marta is the oldest city in Colombia, “founded” by a Spanish 

explorer in 1525. However, there have been indigenous groups living in the area 

since 100AD. Santa Marta became one of the primary access points that allowed 

Spanish colonization to take place further in the territory.324 Soon after its positive 

start, Santa Marta became the site of many pirate attacks. There was a rapid 

depopulation, as business owners relocated to the more protected city of 

Cartagena. Santa Marta began to improve again towards 1700. Much of the city’s 

construction [in Spanish colonial style] began in the first decades of the 1700s. In 

the mid 1800s, French, English and American immigrants arrived with an interest 

in trade and development. Production became mechanized and railroads were 

built to transport goods from the interior to the port. Santa Marta’s port was one 

of the largest in the country and has seen large-scale exportation, particularly of 

banana and coal [with the help of multi-national companies] during the 20th 

century. There has been a university in the municipality since the 1870s.325 

Today, the economy of Santa Marta is heavily dependent on tourism. 

Elsewhere in the area is large agro-industrial production in banana, coffee and 

palm oil plantations [the history of the banana trade will be discussed in the 

Ciénaga section to follow]. The port, which was decentralized in the late 60s, is 

under the jurisdiction of the municipality and brings in substantial revenue.  

Santa Marta, as mentioned in the Magdalena description, was under the 

control of paramilitaries for a solid twenty five-years before AUC demobilization 

in 2006. Giraldo was the known commander for the entire municipality, he was a 
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visible figure and many residents saw him as a positive authority figure-- thus his 

designation as “The Boss” [El Patrón].326 At the completion of the demobilization 

process, there were approximately 243 ex-combatants living in Santa Marta per 

100,000 inhabitants. This is a rate higher than more than 90% of the 

municipalities in Colombia.327 It is estimated that more than 50% of the 

demobilized population for the department of Magdalena resides in the 

municipality of Santa Marta.328  

Santa Marta, as described above, has become an area of contestation for 

newly armed groups since the end of 2006. One risk report was issued by the 

Early Alert System of the Ombudsmen’s office for urban and rural zones of Santa 

Marta in 2009, and two follow up reports were released in 2010. Several concerns 

are outlined in the reports including the ongoing presence of the FARC in the 

Sierra Nevada Mountains and the operation of newly armed groups. This risk 

assessment is based on the following types of violence experienced in rural and 

urban areas of Santa Marta: selective and multiple homicides, disappearances, 

indiscriminate attacks, utilization of terror to control civilian population, and 

forced displacement.  

 
The original report creates a risk alert for the following groups:329 
 
-Several villages of indigenous people in rural Santa Marta municipality have 
become contested sites of territorial control for armed groups. These areas are 
likely targeted because they have been selected for agro-industrial projects and the 
development of ethno-tourism. 

                                                
326 verdadabierta, "'El Patrón", Hernán Giraldo Serna  ". Based on key informant interviews. 
327 Source: High Council for Reintegration ACR, "Reintegration Strategy: A Challenge Requiring 
Everybody's Commitment".  Information compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
328 República de Colombia and DIH, "Informe Anual De Derechos Humanos Y Derecho Internacional 
Humanitario 2010." 
329 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No 009-09." 
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-People who are fighting for their political, economic and social rights are targeted 
by newly armed groups. Illegal groups have threatened and tried to dissuade such 
citizens from realizing their rights, particularly when it comes to reclamation of 
land.  
 
-Business owners in a variety of neighborhoods are increasingly the object of 
extortion by newly armed groups.  
 
-Ex-combatants in Santa Marta have been targeted by newly armed groups. They 
have been the subjects of revenge and recruitment. 
 
-Approximately 1600 families are located in zones where there are coca crops and 
cocaine laboratories. Some of these families are formerly displaced and trying to 
reclaim their land. Those in this area are at risk for violence by armed actors who 
are attempting to solidify their control over these aspects of the narco-trafficking 
business. Families in this area are also frequently accused of working for or 
informing competing groups or the armed forces.  
 
-Poor populations, especially those who smoke cigarettes and use drugs, or those 
who work as prostitutes or identify as homosexual are the targets of newly armed 
groups. Pamphlets have appeared in certain neighborhoods, threatening death to 
people who belong in such categories.  
 

As mentioned above, Santa Marta has received the highest number of 

displaced people per capita in the country. Between 12 and 17% of the city’s 

residents are displaced people.330 The risk report also indicates that 66% of the 

displaced population lives in poverty.331 In terms of indicators, the homicide rate 

has been improving in recent years. While extremely high in 2002 and 2003 [69 

and 68 per 100,000], the rates have steadily [although not uniformly] come down. 

 
6. CIÉNAGA  
 

“Ciénaga is up in flames” is was what a colleague from Santa Marta said to 

me when I discussed the possibility of selecting it as a case study site. The first 

                                                
330 Jacobsen, Howe, and IDMC, "Internal Displacement to Urban Areas: The Tufts-IDMC Profiling Study: 
Case Study 3 Santa Marta." 
331 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe De Riesgo No 009-09." 
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thing I noticed upon arrival was not a municipality ablaze, but rather the 

proliferation of bicycle taxis crowding the streets. Everywhere, men peddled 

passengers in brightly painted rickshaw-style contraptions, dripping sweat in 40C 

[100F] temperatures. There were few cars. It is not that those native to Ciénaga 

are particularly environmentally conscious--they are poor.  The urban center was 

beautiful though, with Italian style opulent buildings placed around a 

commanding central park. All had a weathered look-- their presence made it clear 

that Ciénaga had once been prosperous.  

Ciénaga is located 35 kilometers from the center of Santa Marta in the 

north of Magdalena Department. Covering 1300 square kilometers, the 

municipality runs into the Sierra Nevada Mountains and borders a large lake 

[Ciénaga Grande de Santa Marta], with access to the Caribbean Sea. There are 

approximately 103,000 inhabitants in this municipality.332  

Chimila and Tayrona indigenous groups lived in this area when the first 

Spanish settlers arrived in the 1500s.333 In the early 1900s, Ciénaga was exploited 

by the United Fruit Company [now Chiquita Brands]. They established several 

banana plantations for export. In 1928, the Banana Massacre, otherwise known as 

the Santa Marta Massacre took place in Ciénaga. Strikers from the plantations 

were killed by Colombian authorities after requesting better working conditions. 

Telegraphic records indicate that the United States Government demanded of the 

Colombian government to “protect the interests of the United Fruit Company.” If 

they did not break the strike, the US threatened invasion by the Marine Corps. 

                                                
332 2010 projections based on 2005 DANE census data. 
333 Municipio Ciénaga,  (2011). 



 185 

Historians have not been able to accurately estimate the number of casualties—

but accounts range from 47 to 2000 deaths.334 Gabriela Garcia Marquez depicts 

this massacre in his novel, “One Hundred Years of Solitude.” Many assume the 

setting, the fictitious village of Macando, to be based on Ciénaga. 

Multinational firms continue to have a presence in Ciénaga. Bananas were 

the primary export crop until the mid-1960s. In the late 1990s, the rural area of 

Ciénaga that had primarily been cultivated by the banana industry—called the 

Zona Bananera—became a separate municipality.335 In the most recent years, 

African Palm plantations have been planted by multinational companies for bio-

fuel production and exportation. 

Drummond Company, an American coal producer, has built and runs 

three ports in Ciénaga [each built1995, 2005 and 2009]. They have also 

constructed and control a railway that runs through this municipality, connecting 

the ports with coal mines in Cesar Department.336 Although the municipality 

receives some royalties from the presence of Drummond, the local population has 

not benefited directly from the company’s presence337. Drummond is able to 

move from 30 to 50 tons of coal a year.338 The company itself reports that 24 tons 

of coal was exported from Cesar Department and through Ciénaga in 2010.339 

                                                
334 Eduardo Posada-Carbo, "Fiction as History: The Bananeras and Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred 
Years of Solitude," Jounral of Latin American Studies 30, no. 2 (1998). 
335 In key informant interviews, I later learned that there had been 12 new municipalities created in 
Magdalena in the late 90s. Apparently, this benefited the para-political project as it gave them not only more 
political posts (mayors, councilors, etc), but allowed for additional ease in taking royalties from multi-national 
companies operating in those regions.  
336 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe Riesgo No 025-09ai." 
337 Based on key informant interviews. 
338 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe Riesgo No 025-09ai." 
339 Drummond Company,  (2011). 
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As described in the section on Magdalena, Ciénaga was first under the 

domination of Giraldo’s paramilitary group and later under that of Jorge 40. 

During the paramilitary period, rates of homicide in Ciénaga were excruciatingly 

high, with more than 200 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in 2000. This rate 

stayed elevated, at more than 100 homicides per 100,000 until 2005. Since then, 

the rate has decreased, and in 2010 was at 37 homicides per 100,000 residents.340 

The demobilization process brought about a relatively high rate of ex-combatants 

per civilians, with approximately 104 ex-combatants per 100,000 inhabitants. Also 

above the national average, Ciénaga’s density of ex-combatants to civilians is at 

the 80th percentile.341 

Since demobilization, residents of Ciénaga face new types of insecurity. 

According to the report issued by the Early Alert System of the Ombudsmen’s 

office in 2009, newly armed groups have appeared in both the urban seat and 

rural areas of the municipality. A small group of the FARC operate in the 

mountainous region of Ciénaga.342  

The report indicates that the contestation between newly armed groups for 

control of the municipality has created civilian casualties. There have also been 

selective assassinations against civilians in the zone, as well as extortions, and the 

appearance of pamphlets warning against “social cleansing” for drug abusers, 

thieves, homosexuals as well as particular business owners and peasants. Newly 

armed groups are recruiting young people and ex-combatants in Ciénaga.  

                                                
340 Source: The Ministry of Defense and the National Police. Information compiled for this dissertation’s 
database. 
341 Source: The High Council for Reintegration. Information compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
342 Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, "Informe Riesgo No 025-09ai." 
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These groups are fighting to control territory related to narco-trafficking 

and other types of contraband such as illegal trading of gasoline and arms. They 

are also trying to maintain property that was accumulated under paramilitaries. 

Displaced people who are trying to reclaim their lands are targeted. There are 

threats and attacks against community leaders and those who denounce human 

rights violations. Displacement in the municipality continues. The report also 

warns that these groups may be involved with the agro-industrial businesses that 

operate in the area. This has historically been a source of rents for illegal groups in 

the area. 

Ciénaga has been continuously racked by political corruption. The 

previous five mayors have been jailed for corruption.343 A recent report from La 

Silla Vacia, a watch group on politics and economics throughout Colombia, 

detailed how the campaigns for the October 2011 local elections are filled with 

irregularities, and that “the campaign is mediated by fear.”344 Their research 

suggests that three newly armed groups—Los Rastrojos, Las Águilas Negras and 

Los Paisas—are operating freely in the municipality with little to no 

denunciations. Three of the candidates have been threatened with death and have 

reported excessive extortions by these groups. As a result, one candidate has 

withdrawn from the race. Conversely, the two strongest candidates receive large 

sums of support from questionable sources, including ex politicians who have been 

convicted for the parapolitics scandal. One current candidate has already been 

mayor two times in Ciénaga, but was forced to cut both terms short because of 

                                                
343 Based on key informant interviews with the Head of Early Alert System Magdalena. 
344 Pablo Medina Uribe, "En Ciénaga, Las Elecciones Están Mediadas Por Las Sombra De Las BACRIM" La 
Silla Vacía, no. September 15, 2011 (2011). 
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having been elected through fraudulent means [1998-2000] and for 

misappropriation of funds [2004-2007].  
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CHAPTER SIX 
DDR, NEWLY ARMED GROUPS AND CONTINUED VIOLENCE 

 
“I DON’T KNOW WHAT CONCLUSIONS YOU HAVE DRAWN, BUT HERE THERE HAS BEEN 
NO DEMOBILIZATION HERE.”  
-HEAD OF REINTEGRATION PROGRAMS [ACR] TIERRALTA 
  
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The following pages will explore more deeply the economic finding that 

the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration [DDR] of paramilitaries and 

homicide have a positive relationship in Colombia. This finding disappoints one 

of the main goals of DDR, which is to reduce violence in conflict-affected 

countries,345 as well as the Colombian process, which explicitly sought to 

“diminish the number of victims of armed conflict in the country.”346 

As outlined in previous chapters, there are three hypotheses that explain 

why rates and trends of violence vary at the sub-national level in the post-

demobilization period—each of which could explain this positive relationship 

between homicide and the DDR of paramilitaries. These hypotheses are outlined 

in Table 6.1.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
345 Muggah, "No Magic Bullet: A Critical Perspective on Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
(DDR) and Weapons Reduction in Post-Conflict Contexts."; The Stockholm Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative 
on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: Final Report."; The United Nations, "Integrated 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards (IDDRs)."; CCDDR, "The Cartagena 
Contribution to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration." 
346 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales," 26. 
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Program [H1] 
 

Group [H2] Local- Structural 
[H3] 

Middle Commanders 
Ignored 

Historical Purpose of 
Group Formation 
 

Opportunities for 
Illegal Rents 

Extradition of Leaders 
 

Para Business Model Weak State at Local 
Level 

“Fake Demobilizations” 
 

Alignment with 
Institutions 

TABLE 6.1: EXPLAINING VARIATION IN RATES AND TRENDS OF HOMICIDE 

 

In this chapter, results will be presented that provide partial support for 

Hypotheses 1 and 2. In brief, there are three programmatic weaknesses in the 

DDR process that has supported on-going violent actors in the post-

demobilization period. Middle ranking commanders, a group that is well-known 

for their role as potential spoilers, were largely left out of the process. Many of the 

newly armed groups are headed by ex-mid-level paramilitaries. Second, the 

decision of Colombian officials to extradite block commanders to the US on drug 

charges effectively broke trust in the peace process. Without adequate ‘buy-in’ 

from the top-level bosses, paramilitary structures were easily reactivated or 

utilized by newly armed groups to continue their violent activities. Third, there is 

evidence that a significant number of non-combatants participated in 

demobilization processes, ex-combatants never demobilized. This indicates that 

paramilitary structures are at least partially intact and that some combatants 

continue to pursue an illegal lifestyle. These findings provide a partial explanation 

for the positive relationship between DDR and homicide. 

There was also partial evidence found for Hypothesis 2, which explains 

post-demobilization homicide in terms group level characteristics. Initially, the 
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historical reason for block formation---political assassin, drug trafficker, or self-

defense—was hypothesized to impact how “well” the group demobilized in terms 

of breaking down command and control structures and returning combatants to a 

civilian lifestyle. Little evidence was found for this hypothesis. Two alternative 

group level explanations were identified, which explain on-going violence. First is 

related to the paramilitary’s principal interest in economic enrichment over 

ideology, particularly in the latter years of the conflict. Their intertwinement with 

narco-trafficking, multi-national companies, and government contracts 

characterized them more as an organized crime and mafia style armed group than 

counter-insurgents. The interests that drive this paramilitary business model, and 

the surrounding economic incentives and structures that rely on coercion and 

violence, are not touched by a DDR process.  

Second, the AUC held tremendous influence over local and national 

institutions, particularly in terms of politics, justice, and administration of public 

goods. Alternatively described as having captured the local [and national] state 

and having been coerced by local elites, paramilitaries inhabit a grey zone 

between state forces and insurgents. However, DDR is essentially designed to 

target state forces and/or insurgents.347 Given the intertwinement of legal with 

illegal in Colombia, the DDR of paramilitaries has done little to address the 

corrupt economic and political structures that were infiltrated by them, leaving 

these structures largely intact. While not in the purview of DDR programming, 

structures that were built and supported by paramilitaries—economic, social, 

political and judicial—will not be altered by traditional DDR techniques. Not 

                                                
347 Restrepo and Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?" 
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only are paramilitaries more difficult to demobilize because of these two unique 

characteristics, but opportunity structures remain in the post-demobilization 

period, encouraging the operation of other armed actors. 

Programmatic related failures and paramilitary group identity provide 

partial explanations for increasing rates of homicide in DDR areas [purple cells in 

Table 7.1]. Hypothesis 3, which attributes violence to local structural conditions, 

provided the strongest evidence for answering the research question. These 

conditions will be discussed in full in Chapters 7 and 8. 

This chapter begins with a review of violent actors operating in the post-

demobilization, with a particular focus on successor or “newly armed” groups.  

The similarities and differences between newly armed groups and the former 

AUC are outlined, as well as their goals, targets, and utilization of violence. A 

description is then provided for those aspects of paramilitarism and weaknesses in 

DDR programming that supports the tenacity and persistence of violence as 

reviewed above.  

 
2. TRANSFORMATION OF VIOLENCE AND VIOLENT ACTORS:  
PRE TO POST-DEMOBILIZATION 
 
“IF YOU LOOK AT THE MAP OF THE CTI [INVESTIGATIVE BRANCH OF THE ATTORNEY 
GENERAL], YOU SEE THAT THESE NEWLY ARMED GROUPS HAVE A PRESENCE IN ALL 
COMMUNITIES IN THE DEPARTMENT. IN SOME AREAS THERE IS DOMINATION, IN 
OTHERS IT IS DISPUTED. THEY WILL PROBABLY MAKE AGREEMENTS WITH EACH 
OTHER EVENTUALLY AND UNITE. THEN WE WILL SEE A DECREASE IN HOMICIDES AND 
OPERATIONS.” 
—HISTORIAN, UNIVERSIDAD DEL SINÚ, CÓRDOBA DEPARTMENT 
 
2.1 ARMED GROUPS POST 2006: NAMES & NUMBERS 
 

The actual relationship between paramilitaries and illegal armed actors in 

the post-demobilization period is an issue that is hotly contested. The government, 
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particularly under former President Alvaro Uribe [2002-2010] insisted that there 

was little to no relationship between former paramilitaries and illegal armed 

groups that have arisen in the post-demobilization period. They simply referred to 

such actors as BACRIM “Bandas Criminales”---[Criminal Bands in English]—to 

highlight their unorganized and ‘delinquent’ nature.348  

Other researchers who study the surge of armed groups in the post-

demobilization period focus instead on the connections between paramilitaries 

and current armed structures. The National Commission for Reparation and 

Reconciliation [CNRR-an agency created to represent victim’s interests during 

the DDR process] created a typology of the illegal groups operating in the post-

demobilization period and categorizes by 3 groups: dissidents [never demobilized 

ex-combatants], rearmed and emergent—the latter two of which have direct links 

to former paramilitaries.349  

The Colombian research think tank Conflict Analysis Resource Center 

[CERAC] has created a sophisticated typology of armed actors in the post-

demobilization period, which they describe as “neo-paramilitaries.” Based on an 

analysis of each group’s origin, their type of organization, targets of influence and 

combat, they have developed four “ideal” types of neo-paramilitary groups. These 

include new paramilitary armies, dispersed paramilitaries, new self-defense 

groups, and annexed criminal forces.350 The Institute of Studies for Development 

and Peace [INDEPAZ], another think tank located in Bogotá, refers to illegal 

                                                
348 Negative repercussions from the government’s decision to view armed actors with this perspective will be 
discussed more thoroughly in the chapter 7N.   
349 CNRR, "Disidentes, Rearmados Y Emergentes: Bandas Criminales O Tercera Generación Paramilitar?,"  
(Bogota: 2007). 
350 Granada, Restrepo, and Tobón García, "Neoparamilitarismo En Colombia: Una Herramienta 
Conceptual Para La Interpretación De Dinámicas Recientes Del Conflicto Armado Colombiano." 
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armed groups in the post-demobilization phase as narco-paramilitaries-- 

highlighting their connection to both former paramilitaries and their primary 

interest in narco-trafficking.351 Human Rights Watch in a recent report, identifies 

the groups that have arisen in the post-demobilization period as “successor 

groups” and uses the term “legacy” to connect former paramilitaries to current 

illegal actors.352  

Regarding scale, these groups have undergone a series of expansive and 

consolidating processes over the last few years. A political scientist from the 

Universidad Javeriana who is also researcher with CNRR and a Bogotá think 

tank [Nuevo Arco Iris] described how these groups changed over time: “The 

report we published at the CNRR in 2007 said there were 32 newly armed groups 

after the demobilization. Then in 2008, at Arco Iris, we wrote a report saying 

there are 22-- so ten less. Then the police said last year, at the end of last year 

[2009], the beginning of this year [2010], that there are 6 groups. They have a 

very good report in which they locate the territories of each of those groups. They 

haven’t published this information because they don’t want to give the idea that 

there is consolidation. At Arco Iris, we hope to uncover these six groups and to 

advance ideas of how they are working and what their relationship is with the 

guerillas-- the ELN the FARC in some areas. And to find out if there is a tendency 

to organize into a new federation of groups.” 

The most recent Human Right’s Report compiles various sources to 

indicate that there are four main “successor” groups that are the primary focus of 

                                                
351 Interview with executive director of INDEPAZ September 2010. 
352 Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia." 
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the authorities: the Urabeños; the Rastrojos; the Paisas and ERPAC [Colombian 

Revolutionary Popular Antiterrorist Army]. These groups have a presence in 24 

of Colombia’s 35 departments.353 Key informant interviews and a review of local 

documents indicate that the Urabeños, the Rastrojos, and the Paisas are currently 

operating in the four case study areas. A fourth group, the Las Águilas Negras [the 

Black Eagles], are also reported to have a presence in case study areas.354 

Compiling information from a number of NGOs, Human Rights Watch estimates 

there are approximately10,200 members of newly armed groups.355 

As mentioned in earlier chapters, I will refer to these actors as newly 

armed groups to avoid a strict alliance with a single term. When quotes from key 

informants are including in this text, I have changed the following descriptors to 

“newly armed groups” to avoid reader confusion: neo-paras, narco-paras, 

BACRIM, and bandas. 

2.2 OPERATIONS & BEHAVIOR  
 
 The latest report from the CNRR describes the essence of the groups 

who have surged in the post-demobilization period: “The newly armed groups are 

looking for geo-strategic, political, and control over the populace, which allows 

them to realize their intentions. They have confrontations with the Public Forces, 

guerillas and between each other…..Some groups with more power have 

contingents with military arms, wear uniforms, deploy military operatives and 

have camps; although now it is more common to see combatants in civilian 

                                                
353 Ibid. 
354 Centro Internacional de Toledo para la Paz, "Segundo Informe," ed. Obersvatorio Internacional: DDR 
Ley de Justicia y Paz (Bogotá  2009); Centro Internacional de Toledo para la Paz, "Tercer Informe.", See 
Early Alert Reports listed in Chapter 5 (Sistema Alerta Temprana) 
355 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
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clothes with small arms. They have a presence on the streets, patrol highways, 

corridors and sites of strategic interest, including in town centers, as well as in 

municipalities and cities. They are involved in illegal and legal businesses, 

generally those that were under the former control of paramilitaries. They are 

unstable groups that respond to certain local and regional circumstances and 

contexts; they reconfigure themselves and change the authority in response to the 

tensions mentioned above.”356  

 Based on the in-depth study of the 26 groups that were operating in 

2009, CERAC identified four main objectives of “neo-paramilitaries”: organized 

crime, population control, state capture, and insurgency.357 Regarding this 

characterization, all groups embody an element of organized crime and a majority 

are also involved in population control [n=21]. A much smaller number of groups 

are involved counterinsurgency activities [n=9] and state capture [n=7]. 

 From the perspective of Human Rights Watch, they describe that 

“successor groups are engaged in widespread and serious abuses against civilians 

in much of the country. They massacre, kill, rape, torture, and forcibly 

“disappear” persons who do not follow their orders. They regularly use threats 

and extortion against members of the communities where they operate, as a way 

to exert control over local populations. They frequently threaten, and sometimes 

                                                
356 Ibid.Translated from Spanish by this author p.57 
357 Soledad Granada, Jorge A. Restepo, and Alonso Tobón García, "Neoparamilitarismo En Colombia: Una 
Herramienta Conceptual Para La Interpretacíon De Dinámicas Recientes Del Conflicto Armado 
Colombiano," in Guerra Y Violencias En Colombia, ed. Jorge A. Restepo and David Aponte (Bogotá: Pontificia 
Universidad Javeriana, 2009). 
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attack, human rights defenders, trade unionists, journalists and victims of the 

AUC who press claims for justice or restitution of land.”358  

 CNRR documents that newly armed groups utilize coercive measures, 

including terror to control populations, engage in forced displacement, dispossess 

people of land, and threaten civilians, commit homicides, and forcible 

disappearances. They also act as “de facto local power holders, impose rules, and 

violently attack any who oppose or resist them and utilize ‘social cleansing359” 

These new groups have de-emphasized the political nature of paramilitarism, and 

instead seek territorial control in order to pursue narco-trafficking either in coca 

fields, laboratories, corridors or ports of exportation. Similar to paramilitaries, 

they seek to control illegal and legal economies from private and public 

enterprises through armed coercion. 

 In the four case study areas [outlined in Chapter 5], newly armed 

groups are disputing each other for territorial control within the municipalities. 

They utilize violence to exert control over populations in their territories of 

interest—areas where coca can be or is cultivated, where there are laboratories, 

transport or exportation points such as ports. New displacements occur as a result 

of armed group activity—either because they covet land or property for business 

purposes or because confrontation between groups leads to insecurity and forced 

migration. Urban centers in particular are a site of recruitment. Those who might 

denounce activities of new groups are often targeted, as well as those who fight for 

recuperation of political, economic or social rights that were denied to them under 

                                                
358 Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia," 6. 
359 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ".Translated from 
Spanish by this author, 59. 
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paramilitary reign. Those who are seen as engaging in marginal behavior—

smokers, drug users or dealers, homosexuals and prostitutes—are threatened and 

the targets of social cleansing.360 The behavior of new groups will be discussed in 

more detail in the empirical chapters on weak state at the local and illegal rents 

[Chapter 7 and 8]. 

3. SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ARMED ACTORS IN THE POST-
DEMOBILIZATION CONTEXT 
 
 One of the primary topics explored in key informant interviews was if 

and how the local environment has changed since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries. Three primary themes arose from such discussions. Key 

informants discussed the similarities between newly armed groups and 

paramilitaries; the atomization of armed actors since demobilization; and the lack 

of visible leadership within the new structures. Each theme will be discussed in 

turn.  

3.1 LINKING OLD TO NEW AND IDENTIFYING DIFFERENCES 
 
“THERE IS A METAMORPHOSIS, A CHANGE IN FORM, BUT THE ESSENCE IS STILL THE 
SAME…..THEY HAVE OTHER NAMES, OTHER COMMANDERS, BUT IT IS THE SAME 
PHENOMENON” 
---SOCIOLOGIST, UNIVERSITY OF MAGDALENA 
 
 Key informant interviews yielded two main themes regarding the 

connection of former paramilitaries to newly armed groups. First is related to 

manpower, or the presence of ex-combatants and middle commanders within the 

newly armed groups. Second is the similarity between the two sets of groups: both 

in behavior and overlap in their geographic areas of influence. Opinions 

                                                
360 Centro Internacional de Toledo para la Paz, "Tercer Informe.". See Early Alert Reports Referenced in 
Chapter 5; Information also reported in key informant interviews. 
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expressed by key informants are similar to those of human rights and research 

groups as outlined in brief below.  

 Human Rights Watch describes the recent upsurge in armed groups a 

“predictable outcome of a flawed demobilization.” They report that “while there 

are differences between the AUC and its successors, the successor groups are in 

several respects a continuation of some of the AUC’s paramilitary ‘blocks’ or 

groups. As reported by the police, the majority of the leaders of the successor 

groups are mid-level AUC commanders who never demobilized or continued 

engaging in criminal activity despite ostensibly having demobilized. The groups 

are active in many of the same regions where the AUC had a presence, and 

operate in similar ways to the AUC: controlling territory through threats and 

extortion, engaging in drug trafficking and other criminal activity, and committing 

widespread abuses against civilians.”361  

 Regarding geographic similitude, CERAC mapped the presence of 

“neo-paramilitary” groups over the areas where paramilitaries formerly operated. 

The map is provided in Figure 6.1. The shaded areas are where former 

paramilitaries operated, and the diamonds describe the type of neo-paramilitary 

group operating within department.362 The map indicates that there is a very close 

correspondence between former areas of paramilitary operation and newly armed 

groups. This geo-spatial concordance lends credence to the hypothesis that the 

two sets of structures are related.  

 

                                                
361 Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia," 5. 
362 Granada, Restrepo, and Tobón García, "Neoparamilitarismo En Colombia: Una Herramienta 
Conceptual Para La Interpretación De Dinámicas Recientes Del Conflicto Armado Colombiano." 
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FIGURE 6.1  

 

 As described in the recent CNRR report, MAPP/OEA [the 

observational body of the DDR process] “affirms that [the new groups] maintain 

illegal connections in zones with a former presence of paramilitary blocks, these 
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groups are committed to narco-trafficking and other illegal activities, calling 

attention to the fact that due to their way of acting in communities, they are 

perceived to a continuation of paramilitaries. In any case, the survival of the forms 

of interference with and levels of cooptation and scope of institutionality, social 

coercion and violent behavior, frequently coincide with the modus operandi of 

paramilitarismo.”363  

Law enforcement officials described how many of the newly armed groups 

are lead by middle ranking commanders from the AUC, and reported that ranks 

are filled [or at least partially filled] with never demobilized or rearmed ex-

combatants. An official estimate in 2010 of the number of ex-combatants involved 

in newly armed groups was set at a minimum of 17%.364 The Bogotá based think 

tank INDEPAZ estimates a much higher 50%.365  

 An army commander who covers the Parque Paramillo in Tierralta 

explained that the “center” of newly armed groups are “filled with reinserted ex-

combatants from the AUC. In more detail, a reporter in Córdoba explained, 

“The new structures have a lot of demobilized people in their ranks. For those 

combatants who gave up their arms, the state pays them a monthly fee to help 

them get self sufficient and learn a trade. But in practice, this doesn’t fill the 

expectations of people. Many return to criminality. Many of the demobilized 

didn’t have another life than to participate in war.”  

 When key informants described this sharing of manpower between 

paramilitaries and newly armed groups, they also spoke about similarities in 

                                                
363 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas," 58. 
364 Ibid. 
365 Key informant interview.  
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behavior. For example, the mayor of Tierralta explained: “Today there are 

extortions, displacements, assassinations, massacres, and fear. If you compare this 

with the time of the AUC, it is similar. Many who are committing crimes today 

were in the self-defense groups before. The behavior is the same, the interests are 

the same.”  

 A historian and university professor from Córdoba explained the transfer 

of knowledge between paramilitaries and newly armed groups: “The AUC also 

taxed. For big businesses and land owners the paramilitaries required them to pay 

for food, arms and uniforms—in other words, to pay for the troops’ self-

sustainability. The new groups know how to do that—not only how to make 

violence with war technology—but they learned how to control populations to tax 

and extort them in both rural and urban areas.” Other key informants reported 

that newly armed groups are now providing “security” to large landowners in 

Córdoba, a practice that was one of the main functions of the paramilitary Bloque 

Córdoba.  

 While there are many similarities, there is a near consensus, however, that 

the newly armed groups operating in these zones are much more interested in 

narco-trafficking than politics, although there is some concern that they are 

becoming more interested in the political activities.366 For example, the head of 

the Reintegration Program in Magdalena described: “It is true that some people 

[combatants from the AUC] said that they didn’t want to demobilize and they 

didn’t. Very surely some stayed [without demobilizing] to continue operating in 

                                                
366 To be discussed more in depth in the Chapter 8 on Weak State at the Local Level. 
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this same manner-- but without the anti-subversive part. No one today could say 

that the criminal bands have a political ideology.”  

 Despite the increased interest in narco-trafficking, many key informants 

talked about how the paramilitary structures remain alive in the post-

demobilization period, allowing the newly armed groups to function easily. This 

also translates into geographic continuity between former paramilitary blocks and 

the areas under the control [or dispute] of newly armed groups—such as mapped 

by CERAC in Figure 6.1. A manager of an NGO in Tierralta explained: “For 

me, I see these groups as the same, because they are in the same territories. How 

is it that in the municipality of Tierralta there are 5 illegal groups? The FARC, 

Rastrojos, Paisas, Águilas Negras and Urabeños. Plus there are the public forces. 

Here there is no confidence in the public forces—if there is an illegal group less 

than 10km from the legal one, why is there no combat?”367 

 
3.2 ATOMIZATION 
 
“EVERYTHING HAS SPLIT WITH THE NEW GROUPS, YOU NO LONGER KNOW WHO 
YOUR ENEMIES ARE.” 
-PROFESSOR OF ANTHROPOLOGY, UNIVERSITY OF MAGDALENA.   
 
 One of the three main themes discussed by key informants is the sudden 

explosion and plethora of armed actors in the post-demobilization period. Where 

previously the case study area had been under the control of a single paramilitary 

block, the post-paramilitary period has seen disputes between armed groups over 

control of territory. This not only leads to an increase in violence as distinct newly 

                                                
367 The last point made will be a subject explored more thoroughly in Chapter 7.  
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armed groups fight with each other, it also makes civilian casualties more likely 

and creates the sentiment of insecurity and instability amongst residents.  

 An anthropologist from the University of Magdalena describes the 

transformation that has taken place as a result of paramilitary demobilization: 

“The remedy is more dangerous than the illness…That is to say, paramilitarism 

was so powerful in this country that it nearly created representation systems that 

became official, whether we like it or not. With the arrest of Giraldo, the whole 

area atomized. The official discourse of paramilitarism switched to that of 

BACRIM [criminal bands]—but it is the same thing. It is the same violence, the 

same killers, the same narco-traffickers. Only that politically, it helps the 

government more to say that it is finished with paramilitarism.”  

 A researcher for a think tank in Bogotá explained simply: “In those 

places where arms were surrendered, it was believed that peace would come. But 

what stayed was a metastasis that scattered everywhere, with the same illegal 

activities. There has been an incessant fractionalization, an incessant re-

accommodation.” 

 

3.3 LEADERSHIP 
 
“WITH THE FRACTIONALIZATION OF LEADERSHIP THERE IS A FRACTIONALIZATION OF 
CONFLICT. IT IS MORE DIFFICULT TO CONTROL.” 
-SENIOR STAFF, NORWEGIAN REFUGEE COUNCIL 
 

Another characteristic of the newly armed groups described by key 

informants is a lack of visible leadership. This is a tangible change since the time 

of the paramilitaries when block leaders had recognized representation and played 

a significant role in the community. In all case study areas, key informants 
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described that the atomization of armed actors has also meant a significant 

change in leadership—mainly that they are invisible. This shift may be related to 

the “less” political nature of newly armed groups. Regardless of the motivation, 

the structural change has made it difficult for military and police to respond 

swiftly and effectively against newly armed groups.368 This change has also lead to 

a marked increase in fear community members in all case study areas.  

A community activist explained the changes he has witnessed since the 

demobilization process: “Demobilization has changed the system—it used to be 

one boss and everything revolved and acted around him. With demobilization, 

there are many bosses, but they are smaller and they can fight the state more 

easily. They are like small rats that can do a lot of damage. I felt more secure 

before. Now threats are harder to take because you never know who it is from.” 

A psycho-social tutor from the Reintegration Program explained the 

changes she has seen in the community since the demobilization process: “Right 

now, the people are terrorized. They don’t know the consequences of things. They 

don’t have clarity of which group is in which community. Before yes, you knew 

who controlled each zone. The fear comes because they don’t know who to speak 

to or whom they are relating with. After demobilization? Initially there was a 

calm, like a sleeping lion. There was tension. And it has just gotten worse, little by 

little.” 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
368 A topic to be discussed in more depth in Chapter 8.  
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4. WHY DO DDR AND HOMICIDE RUN IN THE SAME DIRECTION?  
 

As outlined in the Introduction of this chapter, the fixed effects 

econometric model predicts the homicide rate to be higher where ex-combatants 

demobilized, and that certain blocks have a higher homicide rates in the post-

demobilization period than others. This puzzling finding lead to the development 

of three hypotheses that were subsequently tested qualitatively. There are 

programmatic weaknesses of the DDR process [H1], paramilitary group specific 

explanations [H2], and local structural conditions [H3] that might explain 

variation in trends and rates of violence in the post-demobilization period. The 

remainder of the chapter will focus on programmatic and group level explanations 

of violence.  

4.1 PROGRAMMATIC WEAKNESSES  
 

The DDR process, particularly the collective demobilization of the AUC, 

has received at least as much if not more criticism than accolade. The process has 

been relatively impressive in that it has been almost entirely funded and executed 

out by the Colombian government.369 Reintegration benefits have been generous-

- spanning economic, educational, and psychosocial spheres. Active participants in 

reintegration programming are able to access these benefits, and there is no 

expected date of termination. Participation in reintegration programs in 

comparatively high even 5 years after the end of the demobilization process.370 

                                                
369 There is and has been, however, an observation process by the Organization of American States (MAPP-
OEA). Morgenstein, "Consolidating Disarmament: Lessons from Colombia's Reintegration Program for 
Demobilized Paramilitaries ". 
370 Nussio, "Understanding Ex-Combatants: Central Themes in the Lives of Former Paramilitaries in 
Colombia". 
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Criticisms of the Colombian DDR process are various. The first is that 

DDR is taking place in the midst of an on-going conflict. The FARC and ELN, 

both major parties to the conflict have yet to sign a peace agreement. Second, 

others argue that victim’s rights have taken a backseat to those of the ex-

combatants, particularly regarding the victim’s ability to access restitution, and the 

perpetrator’s right to a reduced sentence of 8 years in exchange for confessions of 

crimes under the Justice and Peace Law. Perpetrators are required to hand over 

assets accumulated during the years of the conflict, but such forfeiting has been 

lacking and small.371 While these weaknesses are indeed significant and have 

repercussions for post-conflict relations and stability in Colombia, I suggest that 

there are three other flaws in the DDR process that has direct links to violence in 

the post-demobilization period. These are: The non-inclusion of middle ranking 

commanders in the peace process, the extradition of paramilitary leaders to the 

United States on drug charges, and the fraudulent process of registering non-

combatants in the demobilization process. 

 
 
4.1.1. MIDDLE RANKING COMMANDERS 
 
“A MIDDLE CHIEF HAS MORE TO LOSE IN A NEGOTIATION THAN TO WIN. REMAINING 
IN ILLEGAL ACTIVITY, THEY HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO MOVE UP IN AN 
ORGANIZATION, AND TO RUN AN ORGANIZATION.” 
-PEACE NEGOTIATOR   
 

As outlined in Chapter 2, middle ranking commanders inhabit a special 

place in demobilization and reintegration processes. In some respects, they have 

                                                
371 International Crisis Group, "Correction Course: Victims and the Justice and Peace Law in Colombia."; 
Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia.", Comisión 
Colombiana de Juristas, "Boletin No. 27: Serie Sobre Los Derechos De Las Victimas Y La Aplicación De La 
Ley 975." 



 208 

the most to lose from a demobilization process—both in terms of economy and 

status. Top leaders are sure to negotiate beneficial terms for themselves while rank 

and file, usually with few marketable legal skills, are provided with a package that 

“should” keep them afloat during the reintegration process. Even if the foot 

soldier’s standard of living is not equal to that during the conflict, it is usually 

better [in theory] than if left alone in civilian life. Middle leaders, however, can 

easily become spoilers in the post-demobilization process. Spear explains that 

middle leaders are more likely to continue to seek returns of a war economy after 

DDR, and given their close connections with rank and file [more so than top 

leaders] have more leverage in persuading lower level combatants to return to 

illegality.372 Zyck has also witnessed that it is most often middle commanders who 

rearm and [re]turn to criminality in Afghanistan.373  

Unfortunately, Colombia seems to be no exception. First, there were no 

special provisions made for middle commanders in the DDR process. There was 

little to no recognition of the unique place they occupied within the military 

structure of paramilitaries. Moreover, as was discussed in the previous section, 

paramilitaries were extremely intertwined with illegal economies and were very 

interested in the practice of self-enrichment. The economy of middle commanders 

should have been viewed as particularly important in the negotiation process. 

Their risk of playing the spoiler role has always been evident. 

I did not seek to interview ex-mid level commanders as part of this 

research project. However, other key informants and printed sources have stated 

                                                
372 Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of DDR after 
Wars of Predation." 
373 Zyck, "Former Combatant Reintegration and Fragmentation in Contemporary Afghanistan." 
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that they are playing a significant role in the formation and operation of newly 

armed groups,374 and particularly in case study areas.375 A political scientist from 

the Universidad de Javeriana explained: “I would say that the plans were made 

for the big bosses and the rank and file, but there wasn’t any good proposal for the 

middle chiefs. So those are the ones who are running the new networks-- the new 

groups in the regions. The guys who used to work with big paramilitary bosses like 

Macao, Jorge 40, Giraldo—these middle commanders were in their late 20s or 

early 30s when the began to work for the bosses. Now they are in their mid forties. 

They are the ones who are running things because they have the connections, the 

expertise, they have the guts to do the things they do.” 

Given the focus of paramilitaries to accumulate wealth, the incentive for 

middle commanders to return to a criminal life is high. The Director of a think 

tank in Bogotá described what has taken place under Giraldo. “He had the 

mentality of not truly demobilizing. He thought to serve time for 8 years, to keep 

the structure alive, and change its name. What happened is that these structures 

remained alive through the middle leaders. They saw that their bosses would 

spend 8 years in jail and they decided to take advantage of all the available 

money. They also wanted to become the bosses and to be in control because they 

had the know-how of all the routes, that of politicians, of the business. Because of 

this desire the middle leaders started fighting between each other.” 

Key informants in all four case study sites explained how middle 

commanders from within and outside the territory are involved in the 
                                                
374 Fundación Seguridad & Democrocia, "El Rearme Paramilitar," in Informe Especial (Bogotá: 2007); Human 
Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia."; CNRR, "La Reintegración: 
Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
375 verdadabierta, "La Puja Por Los Negocios Que Dejó ‘40’." 
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restructuring, rearmament and operations of newly armed groups. A senior 

manager of the Reintegration program [ACR] for Magdalena explained how the 

process of “inheritance” takes place: “This is Amway, a pyramid scheme. For the 

group of Jorge 40, some of the non-demobilized people-- those that Jorge 40 

refused to surrender-- managed the strategic businesses while he was in the 

process of clearing his name [under the Justice and Peace Law]. Under him, he 

had person A and person B, and under each of these two were people A1, A2 and 

B1, B2. When the line of contact broke because of extradition, how many groups 

remained? Two, minimum. Those under A and those under B. “A” was probably 

Tierjas. Since the arrest of Tierjas, he is probably maintaining communication 

with A1 and A2. If he is extradited, A1 will become the new head of a group. It 

doesn’t even matter if A and B have contact, because each one has a different 

zone.”  

It was Humphreys and Weinstein [see Chapter 2] who conditioned the 

success of DDR on the successful management of potential spoilers.376 The finding 

that many of the newly armed groups are headed by ex-middle ranked 

commanders is proof of their crucial role as a “spoiler” to the Colombian peace 

process. Their strategic position—the closeness they had to the top leaders and the 

criminal skills and know-how they developed during the years of the conflict 

together with their proximity to the rank and file, indicates that their buy-in to the 

process is absolutely necessary. They have the expertise to continue the armed 

structures [with or without the consent of top leaders] and the ability to retain [or 

                                                
376 Humphreys and Weinstein, "Demobilization and Reintegration." 
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recruit] foot soldiers from their former rank and file.377 Without their buy-in, 

DDR cannot [and has not] lead to a reduction in violence.  

 
4.1.2. EXTRADITION OF TOP LEADERS 
 
“FORMER PARAMILITARIES FELT BETRAYED BY PRESIDENT URIBE BECAUSE OF HIS 
EXTRADITION OF LEADERS.” 
-RESEARCHER BOGOTÁ THINK TANK 
 

Key informants reported that many top leaders went through a ‘formal 

demobilization’ while maintaining a wish to keep their structures intact, 

particularly those related to the narco-trafficking business [described more in 

detail in the following section on group identity]. It is thus only natural that 

middle commanders take over responsibility as top leaders enter the Justice and 

Peace process and serve their 8-year jail sentences. The practice of “selling” 

individual paramilitary blocks to newly armed groups-- like franchises—is a better 

indication of a leader’s wish to retire than a desire to break up military structures 

[also to be discussed in subsequent sections of this chapter].  

Former President Alvaro Uribe’s initiative to extradite the majority of top 

leaders to the United States on narco-trafficking charges has been met with 

criticism. Some state that extradition has interfered with the rights of victims to 

hear confessions and receive reparation from perpetrators under the Justice and 

Peace Law.378 In addition to interfering with Colombian judicial processes and 

undermining Colombian rule, some posit that the massacres, killings, tortures, 

                                                
377 One of my brilliant reviewers, Peter Uvin, pointed out to me that it is not immediately clear how to get the 
“buy in” of middle commanders. As he said, “morals? That won’t do it. These are killers. And you can’t give 
them enough money, they make more in drugs. Only incredible law enforcement can do the job.”  
378 Fundación Ideas para la Paz, "The Uses and Abuses of Extradition in the War on Drugs: Extradition, an 
Obstacle in the Quest for Justice?," in Policy Brief Number 1 (Bogotá: 2009); International Human Rights Law 
Clinic, "Truth Behind Bars: Colombian Paramilitary Leaders in in Us Custody,"  (University of California, 
Berkeley School of Law, 2010).Pronunciamiento de la CCJ, mayo de 2008. In CNRR Report.  
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rapes, and forced displacement of thousands of Colombians should take 

precedence over drug trafficking charges in the United States.379 While the 

decision to extradite has clear consequences for the reconciliation and healing 

processes within Colombia, I insist that it has also added fuel to the fire in terms of 

the development and atomization of newly armed groups.  

A total of 18 paramilitary leaders have been extradited to the United 

States, including the former bosses in the case study sites-- Mancuso, Jorge 40 and 

Giraldo. What has happened since their capture in 2008? First, as described 

above, it is likely that at least some of the paramilitary leaders did not intend to 

fully demobilize, but instead maintained contact with their middle leaders [some 

of whom did not enter the process] and transferred ‘responsibility’ of businesses 

[particularly drug networks] to these men. This was likely a ‘wait and see’ strategy.  

“Wait and see” has two possible meanings. First, leaders could simply be 

waiting out their 8-year sentences with an intention to return to illegality 

afterwards.380 Or in less negative terms, they could be keeping their structures ‘in 

reserve’ while observing the government’s behavior. If the government made good 

on its promises, trust would be developed, and leaders would be more likely to 

follow by dismantling their entire structures. Without having direct contact with 

leaders, it is impossible to know which strategy they were following. Related to the 

latter “wait and see” strategy, I believe that the issue of trust between parties is an 

essential part of a full DDR process, and that the government effectively ruptured 

this trust when they decided to extradite leaders. Authors such as Spear and 
                                                
379 International Human Rights Law Clinic, "Truth Behind Bars: Colombian Paramilitary Leaders in in US 
Custody."; Fundación Ideas para la Paz, "The Uses and Abuses of Extradition in the War on Drugs: 
Extradition, an Obstacle in the Quest for Justice?." 
380 As desribed by several key informants.  
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Pearce, as mentioned in Chapter 2, have linked the rearmament of soldiers in 

Central America to the government’s refusal to comply with the terms of the 

DDR process.381 Knight and Ozerdem also refer to disarmament as a social 

contract between combatants and the government, one based on trust in what 

they anticipate to be the post-conflict environment.382 

A top manager of the Reintegration Program in Magdalena described this 

‘wait and see approach:’ “Those who never demobilized play a decisive role for 

those who have been extradited. If in an agreed upon process, the commander in 

chief presents his troops for demobilization, but leaves his best and most trusted 

men out the process, it is because the bosses didn’t trust the process. They essentially 

turned in most men, but left something in place for strategic activities like the drug 

business.” 

Extradition, particularly before full trust was developed between top 

leaders and the government, meant that those middle leaders who were held “in 

reserve” under the “wait and see” principle were able to quickly re-accommodate 

and reconfigure. Whether reactivated at the leader’s command or out of pure 

desire to inhabit the space left by their bosses, middle leaders were easily able to 

take advantage of this “vacuum”. This space comes with much economic power 

and prestige, so is highly desirable.  

In Córdoba, this reporter explained, “The leaders never knew they would 

be extradited to the US. It was a hard knock. Mancuso didn’t see it coming. It has 

                                                
381 Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The Contribution of DDR after 
Wars of Predation."; Pearce, "From Civil War to 'Civil Society': Has the End of the Cold War Brought Peace 
to Central America?". 
382 Knight and Ozerdem, "Guns, Camps and Cash: Disarmament, Demobilization and Reinsertion of 
Former Combatants in Transitions from War to Peace." 



 214 

meant that middle leaders have since tried to conserve the business of their bosses 

and they have begun the battle for everything against everyone.”  

Key informants, particularly those who are experts on newly armed 

groups explained that the extradition of leaders was a decisive moment in the 

transformation of conflict in Colombia. The appearance of particular successor 

groups may in fact be a direct response to the government’s non-compliance with 

the terms of the peace agreement. If the government doesn’t keep its end of the 

bargain, why should the groups fully demobilize? 

 
4.1.3. “FAKE DEMOBILIZATION & GHOST RECRUITS”  
THE RANK AND FILE: REARMED, NEVER DEMOBILIZED OR NOT AT ALL 

COMBATANTS? 
 

The situation of the rank and file paramilitaries is precarious. On the one 

hand, foot soldiers are central for the operation of any illegal armed group. On 

the other, they generally do not have the power to determine the trajectories of 

organized violence within a region or a country. As described in the section on 

newly armed groups at the beginning of this chapter, many lay persons and policy 

makers believe that it is the ex-combatants who are responsible for the rising rates 

of violence in demobilization areas in the country. Their main argument is as 

follows: Ex-combatants were trained as violent criminals during the conflict, they 

are still in demand by violent entrepreneurs, and in an environment with few legal 

opportunities for employment, are easily pulled back into an illegal life. Such 

rhetoric supposes that reintegration is the main failure, often referred to as “the 
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weakest link” in the chain of DDR.383 Following this line of reasoning, we could 

suppose that these violent criminals are paramilitaries who never demobilized or 

live “half in and half out of illegality.”384 While the econometric results of this 

study have indicated higher rates of homicide in areas where demobilized 

paramilitaries live, there is only a 17% estimated rate of re-incidence.385 Even if 

this figure is an under-representation, we are not at all near the supposition that 

the ranks of newly armed groups are only filled with ex-combatants. 

Regarding weaknesses in the DDR process, there is quite a bit of evidence 

that there were “ghost recruits”—that non-combatants took part in the 

demobilization process. Not only were the ultimate figures much higher than 

paramilitary leaders initially suggested [30,000 vs. 15,000—double!]386, some 

paramilitary bosses themselves have also admitted to participating in this practice. 

Alias El Alemán who testified under the Justice and Peace process stated publicly 

that the demobilization of block “Cacique Nutibara” in Medellín was a “scam” 

and a “false demobilization with new boots.” A process filled with people from 

various poor neighborhoods who were recruited with money for the 

demobilization.387 Similarly, the ex-paramilitary boss, alias “HH” admits that he 

had paid narco-traffickers and men who sell coffee on the streets --those who had 

                                                
383 Theidon, "Transitional Subjects: The Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration of Former 
Combatants in Colombia."; Spear, "From Political Economies of War to Political Economies of Peace: The 
Contribution of DDR after Wars of Predation." 
384 See Nussio, "Learning from Shortcomings-the Demobilisation of Paramilitaries in Colombia." who 
provides a full review of DDR criticisms in Colombia 
385 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
386 Ibid. 
387 Redacción Justicia y Medellín, "'La Buena Fe No Se Discute': Uribe Sobe Delcaraciones De 'El Aleman'," 
El Tiempo, March 4, 2011 2011. 
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never been combatants-- to be a part of the demobilization of “Bloque Héroes de 

Granada”.388  

Key informants from the case study areas personally relayed their 

experiences of the demobilization of non-combatants. Some details are provided 

in the following paragraphs. An observer for the Organization of American States 

explained what he witnessed at a demobilization ceremony: 

 “I was there. Fifty mule drivers demobilized and did not turn in a single mule, 
100 radio operators demobilized with only 20 radios. There were things that 
didn’t correspond.  Evidently there were people who shouldn’t have been there.”  
He went on to say, “I talked with every person who was in that demobilization, I 
knew who they were. We interviewed every single one of them. I sat across from a 
woman and I said,  
‘Which block do you belong to?’  
She said, ‘Bloque Norte.’  
I asked, ‘Sure, but which front?’  
She said, ‘I have no idea.’  
I asked, ‘Who were the commanders?’  
‘Jorge 40’.  
I asked, ‘What did you do?’  
She said, ‘I was his cook.’  
I asked, ‘Where?’ 
She said, ‘In the Finca Tal.’ 
And I looked at the list and saw that there were 40 people registered in this farm 
as Jorge 40’s cook.  
 

A reporter recounted having been at Santa Fé de Ralito [where the peace 

agreement was signed and where the largest demobilization took place] a few days 

before the demobilization process: “There I ran into a young man I knew who 

used to be a security guard for the newspaper. I asked him why he was there 

without uniform—I thought he had been hired as a guard for the DDR process, 

but it was still 3 days until the ceremony. He explained that there had been a day 

when “they” came around to his neighborhood and asked if people wanted to 

                                                
388 Redacción Justicia, "Narco 'Gordolindo' Pagó 5 Mil Millones Para Desmovilizarse, Dijo 'Hh'," March 7, 
2011 2011. 
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earn money for the next three years, and “they” would take a cut. He agreed and 

came along with many others from his neighborhood. This guy, Ramon was his 

name, never had held a gun in his life. He had been a guard at the newspaper, 

had lost his job because of “downsizing” and saw a possibility to earn some money 

for a time, so put himself in the demobilization process.” Several other key 

informants described similar processes—middle and upper leaders recruited 

peasants to enter a demobilization process by luring them with money.  

Whether a tactic of opportunists or paramilitary leaders, the flip side of 

encouraging non-combatants to demobilize is that they likely held combatants in reserve. 

The greatest evidence for this is was presented in the section at the start of this 

chapter on the connections between paramilitaries and newly armed groups, as 

well as the discussions on middle leaders and extradition. The point I wish to 

make here, however, is that, programmatic problems such as demobilizing non-

combatants, perhaps up to 15,000 of them, necessarily means that the program 

will not reach its goals, one of which is to decrease violence in the post-conflict 

environment.  

Sham demobilizations, the rupture of trust between top leaders and the 

Colombian government as a result of extraditions, keeping combatants in reserve, 

and the lack of recognition to the special role that middle commanders play has 

meant that old structures can be kept alive or resuscitated with ease. The rank and 

file are an easy source of recruitment, as suggested above—due to their skills, 

experience and knowledge, but also because they live in an difficult environment 

with few opportunities for legal employment. Econometric findings from the fixed 

effects model indicate that the homicide rate is consistently higher in 
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impoverished areas over time. This relationship exists because armed groups have 

an attentive audience in such areas—they can easily recruit in the absence of 

other legal opportunities—whether young poor people or ex-combatants.389 

  

4.2. GROUP CHARACTERISTICS:  
DO THEY MATTER FOR DEMOBILIZATION AND VIOLENCE REDUCTION?  
 
4.2.1.HISTORICAL IDENTITIES 
 

Gustavo Duncan, a Colombian political scientist and expert on 

Colombian paramilitaries explained in an interview with me, that paramilitary 

groups cropped up in different parts of the country in the 1970s and 1980s for one 

of four primary reasons. They were vigilante or self-protection groups with the 

purpose fight against leftist guerilla; they were death squads of 5-10 men who 

killed those seen to be guerrilla, guerilla sympathizers, Stalinists or leftists; they 

were body guards for the ‘local oligarchy’ –they provided protection to individual 

politicians; or they provided protection or assistance to drug lords.390 As has been 

described elsewhere in this dissertation, paramilitaries federated in 1997 and 

became inextricably linked to narco-trafficking. However, individual blocks 

maintained a fair amount of autonomy within the national structure.391  

Differing motivations for block formation together with the econometric 

finding that the impact of DDR on homicide varies by former area of block 

influence, lead me to develop the hypotheses that the effectiveness of 

demobilization [and thus violence reduction] is tied to the original purpose of the 

                                                
389 To be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8.  
390 Interview with Gustavo Duncan May 2009 Bogotá.  
391 For a complete review of the functions of paramilitarism see: Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra , Romero, 
Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
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paramilitary block [H2]. I hypothesized that those blocks with an original self-

defense ideology and those ‘death squads’ operating against guerilla and their 

sympathizers would demobilize completely if there was little to no guerilla threat 

at the time of demobilization and/or the state had become effective at providing 

protection in those areas. At the other extreme, I hypothesized that the blocks 

with a primary identity as narco-traffickers would be less likely to demobilize. The 

demobilization of those who primarily worked at the service of politicians would 

be dependent on the quality of institutions in the area they were operating. If 

there were still high levels of corruption and strong alliances between 

paramilitaries and politicians [known as ‘parapolitics’] in the area at the time of 

demobilization, I expected that DDR would be less effective in terms of reducing 

the homicide rate.  

In order to gather evidence to reject or accept these hypotheses, I thought 

it important to understand the history and identity of the paramilitary groups 

operating in each of the four case study areas, as well as the relationships between 

leaders and local politicians, institutions [such as police, army, attorney general], 

and the relationship between paramilitaries and communities. Gathering this type 

of pre-demobilization information and combining it with important post-

demobilization information such as the connections between paramilitaries and 

new groups [as described above] allowed me to trace the trajectory of this process 

over time.  

It can be argued that Bloque Córdoba began in the self-defense style of 

paramilitarism, and the Frente Resistencia Tayrona primarily provided protection 

for and assisted narco-traffickers at its time of formation.  Little evidence was 
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found, however, to support the hypothesis that the original impetus for group 

formation affected the outcome of group demobilization and patterns of homicide.  

My expectations were contradicted. The quantitative results indicated that 

the area where Bloque Córdoba operated [Tierralta and Montería] would show a 

less effective demobilization in terms of reducing homicide rates than Santa Marta 

and Ciénaga--where Frente Resistencia Tayrona and Bloque Norte operated. 

Such a difference was not at all perceived on the ground. The same weaknesses 

with regard to the demobilization process operated in all case study areas [as 

described in the previous section]. Moreover, those group characteristics that were 

influential in determining demobilization trajectories were more attributable to the general 

phenomena of paramilitarism than to individual sub-group histories and identities.  

I posit, instead, that there are certain characteristics unique to the 

paramilitary phenomenon that makes it a difficult or unique group to demobilize, 

some of which may account for the positive relationship between homicide rate 

and demobilization. Two group dynamics were uncovered are linked to on-going 

violence in the post-demobilization period. The first is related to the “paramilitary 

business model” which underlies the paramilitary movement. Second is the 

alliance between paramilitaries and non-military structures and institutions.  

 
4.2.2. THE PARAMILITARY BUSINESS MODEL  
 
“WHEN SOME OF THE PARAMILITARIES WERE DETAINED, THEY SOLD CITIES LIKE YOU 
SELL MERCHANDISE. YOU BUY CIÉNAGA AND YOU ARE THE LEGITIMATE GROUP UNTIL 
ANOTHER GROUP COMES AND TRIES TO NEGOTIATE OR USURP YOU BY FORCE. AND 
FOR THIS REASON, WE ARE NOW SEEING CONFRONTATIONS.” 
-PROFESSOR OF SOCIOLOGY, U. MAGDALENA 
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Even though individual paramilitary blocks commenced with one of four 

stated purposes, it is also true that during their most active years the organization 

had a set of common goals. By the time of their federation, paramilitaries were 

effectively running or co-running the majority of the narco-trafficking industry in 

Colombia392---meeting at least 50% of the world’s demand of cocaine. They also 

had immense political power—co-operating at the municipal, departmental and 

national levels with dozens of politicians—influencing elections, decision making, 

and receiving large contracts. In some areas they ran universities and health 

systems. They provided security functions to large landowners and communities. 

They had many legal business interests including those related to African Palm 

Oil plantations, fruit plantations, mines and other national and multi-national 

enterprises.393 But what about their identity as counter-insurgents? Many doubted 

the veracity of these claims, particularly by the end of their tenure. Instead, 

claiming a counter-insurgency function was a convenient strategy to gain 

legitimacy within communities where they operated.394  

While it is impossible to say with any certainty what percentage of 

paramilitarism was dedicated to business interests and to what degree they were 

ideological, one thing was clear-- paramilitaries as a group were very interested in 

wealth accumulation. Gutiérrez Sanín  by examining the FARC and 

paramilitaries, argues against the assumption that all rebel groups operate with 

similar principles.395 He finds several important differences in the character, 

                                                
392 Cubides, "Narcotráfico Y Guerra En Colombia: Los Paramilitaries." 
393 Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra  
394 Gutiérrez Sanín and Jaramillo, "Crime, (Counter)-Insurgency and the Privatization of Security--the Case 
of Medellín, Colombia." 
395 Gutiérrez Sanín, "Telling the Difference: Guerrillas and Paramilitaries in the Colombian War." 
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identity and functioning of these groups, stating: “The key point is this: the 

organizational mechanisms that drive the FARC and the paramilitary are very 

different. Drawing an analogy from the typologies of party politics, the 

paramilitary are much more of a “cadre army”: notables and legal/illegal 

businessmen created the force, rich people can buy a rank, or even fronts, the 

economic and military ladder overlap.… Due to the fact that the paramilitaries are a 

“cadre army” led by members of the legal or illegal economic elites, which offers 

economic incentives to its members, and works like a loose network of security-

providers, they have evolved towards a Mafia-type scheme. Note that this has 

guaranteed an enormous social success—in the sense of expansion of the 

paramilitary networks and their increasing capacity to capture rents and political 

clout.” 396  

A senior researcher for a think-tank based in Bogotá hypothesized that ex-

combatants from the AUC were more likely to continue delinquent behavior 

because of their priority for capital-style accumulation. He compared this to the 

demobilization of guerilla members—FARC and ELN-- who have shown less 

evidence of re-incidence after demobilization. In particular, he describes that 

many combatants from the AUC “are ex-military men. They are young men who 

are urban and poor, but with a primary interest of earning money. The FARC 

and ELN groups provided basic necessities for their troops but did provide them 

will a salary. The AUC, yes they were paid.” This reflects findings from Gutiérrez 

Sanín  who describes that one of the main differences between AUC and guerilla 

is that the AUC were encouraged to procure booty from civilians and to engage in 

                                                
396 28 Emphasis added. 
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personal enrichment, whereas guerilla were forbidden and severely punished for 

such behavior.397  

In addition to the interest in capital accumulation, there is evidence that 

paramilitary leaders saw their blocks and block operations as a business—selling 

them like franchises to those who remained outside the process. For example, an 

investigation by the Attorney General found that Hernán Giraldo and Jorge 40, 

paramilitary bosses operating in Magdalena Department [among others] sold a 

franchise of their illegal business to an illegal armed group called “Los Mezillos” 

which later became contested by other newly armed groups.398  

A researcher focused specializing in paramilitarism and newly armed 

groups explained how the leaders ‘took care’ of their businesses in anticipation of 

the demobilization processes: “Prior to demobilization, leaders and middle ranked 

commanders had time to settle their arrangements—to sell their blocks, drug 

routes, etc. They were aware of the power vacuum problem, they knew they 

needed to settle things in order to leave everything organized.” He went on to 

describe the dynamic in Córdoba Department: “The Department of Córdoba was 

controlled by the Castaño House, particularly Vicente Castaño . Mancuso 

demobilized many men, quit drug trafficking, turned in some goods and testified 

under the Justice and Peace Process. When he was turning himself in, he sold his 

domain of drug routes, like everyone else.” 

Evidence presented above indicates that paramilitary leaders had a wish to 

either keep their own businesses alive [for future use], or to sell them at a profit 

                                                
397 Gutiérrez Sanín, "Telling the Difference: Guerrillas and Paramilitaries in the Colombian War." 
398 verdadabierta, "La Puja Por Los Negocios Que Dejó ‘40’." 
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and distance themselves from the past. Narco-trafficking, as will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 7, is a business that relies on coercive measures and violence to 

operate. A reshuffling of ownership or leadership of these enterprises can easily 

lead to increases in violence—new actors want in on this money, and old actors 

fight each other for a piece of the pie.  

DDR processes are designed primarily for insurgents or government 

forces.399 They are not conceived to address the interests of armed groups that 

function primarily as organized crime groups or mafias. The misalignment 

between armed group identity and peacebuilding initiative is one reason why 

violence continues in the post-demobilization As the expert referenced above 

states succinctly: “If the government could have been aware of the fact that 

mainly they were negotiating with drug-dealers they could have foreseen that this 

model of franchise selling was going to be replicated, and could have prevented 

the major violent cycles that these models have generated.”  

 
4.2.3. ALIGNMENT WITH INSTITUTIONS 
 

The second group level explanation for on-going violence is related to 

paramilitary’s high level of infiltration in political judicial institutions. This topic 

will be addressed fully in Chapter 8 [Weak State at the Local Level]. However, 

this particular dynamic creates complications for DDR processes that are 

primarily designed with a military focus for government groups or insurgents.400 

Alternatively described as state capture, collusion and coercion, the social-

political-judicial networks created under paramilitarism will not dissolve through a 

                                                
399 Restrepo and Muggah, "Colombia's Quiet Demobilization: A Security Dividend?." 
400 Ibid. 
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demobilization process. Paramilitaries, if they wish, will have the opportunity to 

exercise their power in these domains after demobilization. Even if paramilitaries 

retreat from this practice, the institutions they collaborated with will remain weak 

and susceptible to corruption by other coercive actors in the immediate aftermath 

of demobilization. This process is identical to that described above, whereby 

economic opportunity structures developed under paramilitarism will continue to 

serve the interests of paramilitaries or other armed groups, regardless of 

demobilization. 

This theory is reflected by a researcher and activist who explained:  “1997 

[the year that the AUC became a federation] was when paramilitarism had a 

national presence in terms of politics, military, and economics. They had 

uniforms—they were not hidden at all. There was no fighting between them and 

the armed forces. And now? I believe that they left many political, social and 

economic networks of influence.”  

A manager of the Reintegration Program in Tierralta similarly explained: 

“I think that when the government thought about the demobilization program, 

they didn’t think about what they would need to gain control over the regions. 

These groups had a defacto government. The demobilization focused on the 

armies but the other paramilitary forces weren’t demobilized.” 

In sum, the original hypothesized causal mechanism-- that the historical 

purpose of individual paramilitary blocks influences the outcome of 

demobilization and patterns of violence in Colombia-- did not hold much water 

after extensive qualitative research was conducted. However, evidence for two 

other relationships came to the surface. The business model used by the 
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paramilitaries as well as their deep connections to institutions make them a unique 

group to demobilize-- a group that requires a more complex process than provided through 

standard DDR programming. The economic and political judicial networks created by 

paramilitaries, stemming from their unique group identity and special interests, 

are not touched by DDR and likely to survive in the post-demobilization process.  

This chapter has focused on the particular relationship between DDR and 

homicide—offering evidence for programmatic weaknesses [H1] and group 

specific characteristics [H2] to explain increases in violence in demobilization 

areas. While very important for peacebuilders and a significant contributor to 

increasing violence in Colombia, the following chapters identify the two main 

local structural conditions [H3] that maintain high levels of violence at the local 

level in post-demobilization Colombia: weak local state apparatus and illegal 

rents. Both of these conditions make it nearly impossible for DDR to function as a 

violence reduction strategy. Violence remains because the environment continues to 

be ripe for the re-grouping or formation of new illegal groups. Thus, new and old 

combatants [re]appear in the space left by the former paramilitaries, because the local structural 

context has not substantially changed. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE FIGHT FOR ILLEGAL RENTS 

 
“CAPITAL AS A PHILOSOPHY ISN’T VERY CONCERNED WITH THE MEANS IT USES TO 
GAIN A PROFIT, IT IS ONLY LOOKING FOR MARKET OPPORTUNITIES.” 
—ADMINISTRATOR COMMUNITY COLLEGE, CIÉNAGA  
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter and the following provide evidence for the theory that two 

conditions explain elevated rates of violence within some areas of Colombia since 

the demobilization of paramilitaries. Econometric results indicate that a number 

of variables influence the homicide rate in an upward direction: the presence of 

armed groups, coca crops, income from narco-trafficking, urbanity, poverty, the 

presence of IDPs, and areas where ex-AUC demobilized. Only one variable 

significantly reduces the homicide rate over time—the arrest rate per homicides 

committed. While the relationship between demobilization and violence was 

explained in the previous chapter, the project now turns to qualitative methods to 

understand the causal mechanisms linking these additional statistically significant 

independent variables to the homicide rate. These variables exist within the frame 

of H3-- the hypothesis that explains variation in rates and trends of violence at the 

sub-national level as a function of local-structural characteristics. After qualitative 

case analysis, the two conditions that are found to have the largest influence on 

violence within Colombia are the on-going presence of illegal rents [discussed in 

this chapter] and the presence of a weak state at the local level [Chapter 8]. Both 

conditions make it less likely for DDR to be successful in terms of reducing 

violence.   
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This chapter will demonstrate that the potential for enrichment through 

illegal rents supports the [re]configuration of armed groups. Illegal rents do not 

exist alone as a variable independent of others. It is not an isolated cause, but 

instead is strongly related to the presence of a weak state at the local level. In 

order for illegal actors to pursue rents, the local state must display some type of 

weakness—either through its absence or inefficiency, or because of corruption or 

collusion with illegal actors. There is a boomerang effect, as the ongoing activities 

of armed groups financed through the capture of illegal rents, also weakens the 

state over time.  

This chapter is organized in the following manner. First, evidence from 

the econometric model is reviewed, supporting the connection between the 

presence of illegal rents, the operation of armed groups and violence. Second, the 

primary forms of illegal rents that are present in the case study areas are 

identified. Cocaine is often the first association that one has with Colombia. 

Cocaine, while perhaps the most widespread and lucrative activity, is not the only 

illegal rent in the country. Case study research highlighted other profitable 

pursuits including: the practice of land grabbing, protection rackets, extortion, 

shadow businesses, the capture of royalties and government contracts, as well as 

economic relationships with private and multi-national companies that extract or 

produce carbon, palm oil, bananas and gold. Central to this discussion is the 

importance of rural and urban markets for the stability and functioning of armed 

groups.  Third is a discussion of how violence is used by armed actors to obtain 

these rents. Throughout this chapter, changes between pre and post-

demobilization time periods will be highlighted. The illegal rents identified 
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through qualitative case research are listed in Table 7.1 and are disaggregated by 

case study sites.  

 TABLE 7.1: ILLEGAL RENTS BY LOCATION, POST-DDR  
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X    
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 X X  

 
PROTECTION 
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 X X X 

 
EXTORTION  X X X 

 
$ LAUNDERING  X X  

 
 

The argument in its most simple form is as follows: armed groups will 

appear, transform or persist where there are opportunities to capture illegal rents. 

These opportunity structures did not disappear with the DDR of paramilitaries. 

As such, violence is generated when illegal actors seek territorial control over these 

rents.  

 
 
 
 



 230 

2. A REVIEW OF ECONOMETRIC FINDINGS ON ILLEGAL RENTS 
 

As a reminder, the fixed effects econometric model measured the impact 

of one particular illegal rent on homicide-- narco-trafficking. Two variables were 

created, one captures the number of hectares of coca in a municipality, and one 

that estimates revenues earned through international cocaine trafficking. Not 

surprisingly, both are found to significantly increase the homicide rate in 

Colombia. These two variables and the presence of armed groups are the 

strongest determinants of violence across the country. As outlined in the Chapter 

2, several theorists have linked the capture of illegal rents to rebellion and civil 

war. Collier et al. explain that lootable resources both finance rebellions and 

“incentivize” potential recruits401—proclaiming that “where rebellion is feasible it 

will occur” and that “motivation is indeterminate.402” Others have established 

that the presence of drugs [and other natural resources] is more likely to lengthen 

the duration of civil wars.403 For the case of Colombia, there are several studies 

that link cocaine to the scope and intensity of conflict and violence at the sub-

national level.404  

                                                
401 Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War." 
402 Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler, and Dominic Rohner, "Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil 
War," ed. CSAE-WPS (Oxford: Oxford University, 2006). 
403 Michael Ross, "What Do We Know About Natural Resources and Civil War?" Journal of Peace Research 41, 
no. 3 (2004); James Fearon, "Why Do Some Civil Wars Last So Much Longer Than Others?," Journal of Peace 
Research 41, no. 3 (2004); Buhaug and Lujala, "Accounting for Scale: Measuring Geography in Quantitative 
Studies of Civil War." 
404 Echeverry and Partow, "Por Qué La Justicia No Responde Al Crimen: El Caso De La Cocaína En 
Colombia."; Echandía Castilla, Dos Décadas De Escalamiento Del Conflicto Armado En Colombia 1986-2006; Rubio, 
Crimen E Impunidad: Precisiones Sobre La Violencia; Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia; Sánchez Torres, 
Solimano, and Formisano, "Conflict, Violence and Crime in Colombia".A ll described in Chapter 2. Also see: 
Marc Chernick, "Economic Resources and Internal Armed Conflicts: Lessons from the Colombian Case," in 
Rethinking the Economics of War: The Intersection of Need, Creed, and Greed, ed. Cynthia J. Arnson and I. William 
Zartman (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2005); Francisco E.  Thoumi, Political Economy and 
Illegal Drugs in Colombia (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995); Cubides, "Narcotráfico Y Paramilitarismo: 
Matrimonio Indisoluble?" 
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The econometric finding that coca crops and narco-trafficking revenues 

have a strong relationship to the homicide rate in Colombia became a focal point 

for interviews conducted in the case study areas. As already stated in this 

document, the “on-the-ground’ reality in Colombia revealed a much more 

complex situation than what quantitative indicators can capture. Drugs are not 

the only illegal rent that is sought by armed actors—also important are shadow 

businesses, land, protection rackets and revenues linked to legal businesses. Case 

study research has demonstrated that the environment largely determines what 

rents are available, and that violent strategies are adopted to these local contexts. 

The following paragraphs will also provide the rationale for adding urban 

markets to the definition of illegal rents. As a reminder, the econometric model 

found that urban areas [as measured by more than 30,000 inhabitants] where 

demobilization has taken place are more likely to be violent over time than rural 

municipalities. A complementary finding from the probit model indicates that as 

population density increases [for the mean size municipality in demobilization 

areas], there is a higher probability for an increased homicide rate in the post-

demobilization period. Many practitioners and residents of urban areas have 

described an increase in violence since 2007, and these quantitative results lend 

statistical support to these perceptions.  

Why is there this reversal of rural to urban violence in Colombia? A few 

theorists may help us understand this dynamic. As explained in detail in the 

Chapter 2, Raleigh and Hegre in their study on 14 African nations, find evidence 

that conflict events are proportional to size—that there is a ‘per capita conflict 
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propensity’.405 This concept reflects the observation that each individual has the 

potential to engage in conflict, and the more people who are present, the higher 

likelihood that conflict will persist. This ‘conflict propensity’ may be at play 

because rebels purposely target more populated areas to fill their ranks, or because 

they seek resources to keep their organizations viable—both of which are more 

likely to be located in urban centers. Glaeser and Sacerdote in their study of 

urban crime in the US also find that criminals are attracted to urban areas 

because of a higher economic return on criminal activities, and because they are 

less likely to be caught due to greater anonymity in more densely populated 

areas.406 Some of these concepts might be helpful in understanding urban violence 

in Colombia, but neither actually contribute to our understanding of why there 

has been a recent shift from rural to urban violence in the post-demobilization 

period. 

One of the selection factors for case studies was whether or not the 

municipality was urban or rural. This choice has allowed for the examination of 

dynamics between two cities and two rural municipalities where paramilitaries 

were very strong, and where paramilitaries subsequently demobilized. What I will 

argue in this chapter is that urban areas have become more violent because they are 

the new sites of territorial disputes by armed groups. The post-demobilization period has 

become a time of uncertainty, where a single paramilitary block is no longer the 

dominant actor presiding over an area. Instead, there is a plethora of armed 

actors who are fighting over the same territory, the same market so to speak. The 

                                                
405 Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically Disaggregated 
Analysis." 
406 Glaeser and Sacerdote, "Why Is There More Crime in Cities?" 
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main market has been, and continues to be, the drug market—but there are new 

markets being pursued. These new markets are smaller in return, but are more 

stable in this volatile environment of reconfiguration and reorganization. I argue 

that these new markets are found in urban centers. Urban centers provide ample 

opportunity for extortion, “shadow businesses” such as paga diarios [one day 

loans], prostitution, and the sale of minutes for cellular phones, and what the 

Colombian authorities call “micro-trafficking”—essentially the local drug 

business. Urban areas as well, provide an excellent source for recruitment. 

Recruitment is an extremely important activity for newly armed groups who are 

attempting to [re]fill their ranks and gain some strength through size.  

Exercise of territorial control by armed actors is essential for accessing 

illegal rents—and it is the quest for territorial control that generates violence. 

These ideas are reminiscent of Kalyvas’ theory on the ‘logic’ of violence in civil 

war.407 He describes that ‘political actors’ have two types of territorial domination. 

The first is a “segmentation of sovereignty” whereby territory is divided into zones 

and monopolistically controlled by rival actors. The second is “fragmentation of 

sovereignty” whereby the sovereignty of different actors overlap within the same 

territory. In post-demobilization areas—both urban and rural-- there is a 

fragmentation of sovereignty as newly armed groups are competing for 

domination under areas that were formally controlled by a single paramilitary 

block. This type of domination may provide an explanation for the patterns of 

violence experienced during the post-demobilization period.  

                                                
407 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War. 
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Kalyvas describes that the use of violence by armed actors differs 

according to the type of territorial control they command. Where there is 

segmented sovereignty-- in other words when an actor has control over his 

dominion-- there is little need to use violence against civilians. If, however, actors 

have partial control over the territory— referred to as fragmented sovereignty-- 

they will be more likely to use selective violence against civilians. Selective 

violence is possible when actors have relationships with civilians who act as 

informants, as is the case with partial territorial control. Selective violence 

becomes instrumental for moving an area toward complete domination. 

Conversely, when armed actors have no control over a territory, indiscriminate 

violence is more often utilized as a move toward domination.408 In the pages that 

follow, I will demonstrate that the majority of the violence being committed in the 

case study areas is the result of battles between newly armed groups over territory 

that was formally under the control of paramilitaries—territories embedded with 

illegal rents. What also seems apparent, however, is that newly armed groups are 

using selective violence in the form of assassinations against those who threaten 

their access to such rents. In line with Kalyvas’ thinking, assassinations may help 

to increase their territorial control in areas of fragmented sovereignty.409  

 

                                                
408 Ibid. 
409 In an interview with Kalyvas, it was asked if newly armed groups with mainly economic motivations could 
be understood through this lens of fragmented/segmented sovereignty. He responded in the following way: 
“My use of the term comes with an implicit assumption that there is competition for territorial sovereignty. 
 In that sense, fragmented sovereignty refers to the co-presence of competing armed actors.  Gangs and 
similar actors may not compete with the state for control at the center but certainly do so locally, and so in 
that sense you could argue that there is a functional equivalence with situations of civil war, especial when it 
comes to the dependent variables of interest, such as taxation, provision of information, etc.  At the end of the 
day, the question hinges on the exact role of the new paramilitaries. If they make demands on civilianswhich 
undermine the state's prerogatives, I would think that the situation locally would not be that different from a 
civil war.” E-mail communication January 2012.  



 235 

3. ILLEGAL RENTS AND THE PATH TO VIOLENCE  
 

The remainder of this chapter is split into three main sections. Each 

describes a type of illegal rent [or a set of rents] and the process through which 

rent extraction by armed actors generates violence. The first section focuses on 

narco-trafficking. The second highlights the meaning of land in the case study 

areas, and describes the use of front men, protection rackets and rents generated 

from the presence of multi-nationals. The final section outlines the increasing 

importance of urban markets and the ‘reversal’ of rural to urban violence in 

Colombia since the demobilization of paramilitaries.  

 
3.1. THE COCAINE TRADE 
 
3.1.1. OVERVIEW 
 

It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to generate a complete history of 

the ins and outs of the drug trade in Colombia. Suffice it to say, Colombia has 

been implicated in the production and exportation of drugs since the 1970s, when 

marijuana was easily grown in the Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta in Magdalena 

Department and shipped to North America—known as the Bonanza 

Marimbera410. As European and American preferences changed toward cocaine, 

so it was reflected in Colombia. Coca crops grow heartily in much of the 

Colombian countryside, and given the large swaths of countryside without a 

strong state presence and low population, it has not been difficult to coca crops 

                                                
410 In the 1960s, President John F Kennedy announced that he would send 64 volunteers under the US 
PeaceCorps initiative to assist the country with rural development (agriculture, health and education). By the 
1970s, these volunteers had discovered the ‘qualities’ of marijuana grown along the Northern Coast 
(Magdalena & Cesar Departments), developed modern mechanisms for efficient growing, and routes for 
transportation to the US. These routes would later greatly serve and benefit cocaine trafficking to North 
America verdadabierta, "El Narcotráfico ".. 
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sufficient to meet external demand.411 Leaves are picked and processed in 

laboratories throughout the country, and either flown or shipped to Northern 

climates. In 1999, Colombia held 75% of worldwide production of cocaine. The 

country is now responsible for 50% of the market, as Bolivia and Peru have 

become recent competitors.412 

As outlined throughout this dissertation, one of the main functions of 

paramilitaries was to provide protection to narco-traffickers, large land-owners, 

and political elites who felt threatened by the guerilla and left-wing agendas 

including local democratization and land reform.413 Narco-traffickers by the early 

1980s had become the nouveau-riche land owning elite, and had laundered much 

of their illegal income in large tracts of land in rural areas.414 “Limited by the 

interests of the groups who financed them….their military, political and economic 

capacity was not sufficient to liberate them from the subordination of those actors 

more powerful.”415 The breakdown of several major urban Cartels in the early 

1990s, and the ability of paramilitaries to absorb the narco-trafficking business 

was one avenue through which paramilitaries were able to increase their power.416 

                                                
411 In 2008, it was estimated that there were 8000 hectares of coca fields in Colombia. Source SIMC and 
DNE, data compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
412 UNODC, "World Drug Report 2010,"  (New York: The United Nations, 2010). 
413 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas.; See also Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra  
414 Chernick (Chernick, "Economic Resources and Internal Armed Conflicts: Lessons from the Colombian 
Case.") references Reyes Alejandro Reyes, "Compra De Tierras Por Narcotraficantes," in Drogas Illícitas En 
Colombia ed. Fransisco Thoumi et al. (Bogotá: Ariel-Naciones Unidas-PNUD, Ministerio de Justica, Dirreción 
Nacional de Estupefecantes, 1997). who found that drug traffickers bought land in 399 municipalities in 27 
departments totaling more than 5 million hectares of land. 
415 Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra : 242 
416 Ibid. Duncan also describes that the end of the cold war and decentralization of the Central government 
increased their power.  
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Until the AUC’s dissolution, it was their primary source of funding for 

operations.417   

Since demobilization, eighteen paramilitary leaders have been extradited 

to the United States on drug charges.418 As well, the leftist guerrillas [namely 

FARC and ELN] have, over time, become increasingly involved in narco-

trafficking as a primary source of financing [in addition to kidnapping] for their 

operations.419 

3.1.2. NEW STRATEGIES: DIVERSIFY & DECENTRALIZE  
 

The cocaine that is exported from Colombia is ready for consumption. 

From coca seeding, growth and picking, to transport and arrival at laboratories 

and chemical processing, to the delivery of powder to export sites-- every stage 

takes place within Colombia. Each phase represents an asset that needs 

protection, and a geographic location that is coveted and contestable by illegal 

actors. While this has been a reality since the 1980s, paramilitaries [and their 

alliance to drug cartels] held hegemonic power over the majority of the narco-

trafficking business in the country.420   Since the demobilization of paramilitaries, 

the appearance of multiple newly armed actors has meant that there is a potential 

for conflict at each and every stage of this process—laboratories, coca fields, drug 

routes, and exportation points.  

                                                
417 Francisco E. Thoumi, "Illegal Drugs in Colombia: From Illegal Economic Boom to Social Crisis," Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 582 (2002); Winifred Tate, "Paramilitaries in Colombia," The 
Brown Journal of World Affairs 8, no. 1 (2001). 
418 International Human Rights Law Clinic, "Truth Behind Bars: Colombian Paramilitary Leaders in in US 
Custody."; Fundación Ideas para la Paz, "The Uses and Abuses of Extradition in the War on Drugs: 
Extradition, an Obstacle in the Quest for Justice?" 
419 Sánchez Torres, Las Cuentas De La Violencia. 
420 This is not to suggest that guerilla have not and are not involved in the drug business—but the territory 
where guerrilla and paramilitary operate were clearly demarcated. Plus, the paramilitaries’ drug operation 
were of a much bigger scale than the guerilla.  
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According to key informants since the demobilization process, there has 

been a decentralization and a diversification of the narco-trafficking business. 

These changing dynamics is one factor that explains increasing rates of violence in 

narco-trafficking areas. As the Early Alert Specialist for Magdalena explained, 

“Now we no longer have big extensions of land for cultivating coca and a huge 

number of workers to oversee the crops. Now it is micro-cultivations. It is no 

longer one big boss with the laboratories, but smaller economies of scale.”  

The process of decentralization was also echoed in Córdoba Department. 

This journalist recounted her recent conversation with a police commander, “He 

explained to us that drugs are no longer passing through the population in large 

quantities. Instead they are being moved in compact quantities from small 

stockpile to stockpile in certain municipalities. These small stockpiles were 

invented to facilitate the movement of drugs, and this is where violence is being 

generated.”  

Key informants from both departments spoke of a diversification in 

transport routes and exportation points as well. Some of the main locations that 

were strategic in the past have been swapped for smaller corridors and lower 

profile ports [or simply beaches]. I connect decentralization and diversification in 

narco-trafficking to the demobilization of paramilitaries. The atomization of 

armed actors over the past 3 years has meant that there is increased 

competition—with each trying to secure a slice of the business. It is also likely that 

increased anti-narcotics efforts by the central government, including the seizure of 

information from former paramilitary bosses, has lead to improved intelligence 

and a greater need to diversify risk.   
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3.1.3. LINKS ON THE CHAIN OF NARCO-TRAFFICKING BY CASE STUDY AREA  
 

The following section will briefly describe the different components of the 

narco-trafficking business that takes place in Magdalena and Córdoba 

Departments, as well as in the four case study sites.  

Just as the entire drug process can be managed within Colombia’s borders, 

so it can within Córdoba Department. This journalist and researcher from 

Córdoba explained how the department is “ripe” for narco-trafficking. “Córdoba 

is a department absolutely strategic in this [narco trafficking] organism. It is the 

department that connects the Atlantic Ocean to Central America very easily. It 

connects the Parque Paramillo--where there are coca crops-- with the interior of 

the country, with Chocó on the Pacific. There is a lot of poverty, and there are 

qualified workers skilled in war—ex-paramilitaries. There is a lot of corruption at 

the level of politicians, and when corruption is the rule, you will find politicians and 

governors with a propensity to expand their corrupt domains by building alliances with crime.421”  

Changes in power dynamics and business strategy [diversification and 

decentralization] are reflected in patterns of violence in Córdoba. There have 

been recent spikes in violence along the coastline—in areas that were previously 

without high levels of violence.422 Key informants including the acting Police 

Commander, the Head of Investigations for the Attorney General and the Early 

Alert Specialist for the department describe that this coastline is an area under 

dispute by newly armed groups. Whereas processed cocaine previously traveled 

                                                
421 Emphasis added. 
422 For example, in Puerto Escondido the homicide rate was 0 in 2006, spiked to 62 per 100,000 inhabitants 
in 2008 declined to 44 in 2009 and 20 in 2010. In San Bernardo del Viento the homicide rate was 6 per 
100,000 inhabitants in 2005, but has climbed to 60 in 2010. 
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overland to the Medellín airport or to larger ports on the Atlantic Coast such as 

Barranquilla or Santa Marta, the underdeveloped and scarcely populated Atlantic 

coastline of Córdoba is increasingly utilized as an export point. Risks are less if 

goods travel a shorter distance.  

Tierralta grace à the Parque Paramillo, is a major coca cultivation area 

and one that supports several laboratories for refining coca leaves into powder 

cocaine. It was recently ranked as the municipality with the fourth largest coca 

production in the country.423 As the finished product must move to export areas, 

there are corridors that run from labs out of the municipality. Tierralta thus has 

become a coveted area for armed groups wishing for strategic control over aspects 

of a lucrative narco-trafficking business.  

The mayor of Tierralta sees little improvement in the narco-trafficking 

situation since the demobilization of paramilitaries. “The difference in the 

behavior of armed groups is absolutely nothing. Today I tell you that they are not 

paramilitaries, but they are called criminal bands. But their only objective today is 

the same as the paramilitaries and the guerillas-- narco-trafficking.” 

Montería, the only city in Córdoba Department, plays a different role in 

the drug trade. As an urban area, it does not have crops or laboratories. Instead, 

Montería has become an important urban market for armed groups—from 

micro-trafficking to recruitment [see Urban Market section of this chapter].  

Montería does however, play a major role as a site for money laundering. 

This activity may have been most noticeable under the paramilitaries, and 

                                                
423 INDEPAZ, "Vii Informe Sobre Presencia De Grupos Narcoparamilitares En El 2011,"  (Bogotá: 
INDEPAZ, 2012). 
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particularly during their demobilization process—when they attempted to make 

‘legal’ their wealth acquired through illegal means. Key informants described 

numerous large land transactions, huge investments in cattle ranching, and an 

explosion in building of mansions, shopping malls and restaurants. Roads have 

newly been newly surfaced, the airport has had major renovations.  

Magdalena Department’s involvement in drug trafficking has been 

dynamic over time. Initially very involved in the marijuana boom in the late 

1960s and 1970s [Bonanza Marimbera], the department was later a central coca 

growing region and a location for cocaine laboratories. The port of Santa Marta 

has always been a primary port for exportation of illegal goods from Colombia.  

A variety of key informants explained that Magdalena is no longer a 

significant coca- growing site in the country. The most recent figures suggest that 

approximately 400 hectares of coca crops remain [primarily in rural Santa 

Marta].424 Magdalena instead, currently hosts several laboratories for processing 

coca leaves into cocaine. Coca leaves are transported from other areas of the 

country, and processed in Magdalena Department [usually in the Sierra Nevada 

Mountains]. Most valuable to the narco-trafficking process however, is the large 

commercial port in Santa Marta, smaller exit points along the coastline such as 

the rural beaches in the Parque Tayrona [Santa Marta municipality] and the 

‘drug corridors’ [including the Magdalena River] that run from the interior of the 

country to the Atlantic. As in Córdoba Department, the need for diversification 

has made smaller more anonymous exit points more valuable to narco-traffickers.  

                                                
424 Source: SIMCI and DNE from 2008. Data compiled for this dissertation’s database. 
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Aside from its large port, the Parque Tayrona and the Sierra Nevada 

Mountain Range [where the only coca crops in the Department are located425], 

Santa Marta has a thriving “urban market” which provides illegal rents to armed 

groups. This is mostly in the form of micro-trafficking and recruitment [to be 

discussed in the Urban Market Section of this chapter]. Also similar to Montería, 

it is a site for money laundering. Many key informants talked about the 

“explosion” of housing prices since the demobilization of paramilitaries—with an 

increase of 300-600%. As this key informant from the Reintegration Program for 

Magdalena joked about the paramilitaries’ need to buy property quickly: 

“Imagine, you are going to demobilize. But what are you going to do with all your 

money?…. Walk around with bags of money over your shoulder?”  

Ciénaga’s role in the narco-trafficking trade is primarily one of a drug 

transport corridor. It’s proximity to the Magdalena River, which flows from the 

interior of the country, and its lakeside position close to a major port makes it a 

desirable location to control. The municipality also has a sizeable rural area in the 

Sierra Nevada Mountain range. Drugs can also pass from the interior of the 

country over the mountains into the municipality with little interference from law 

enforcement. Although Ciénaga is much smaller than Santa Marta in terms of 

population, it also has an urban market that is of interest to newly armed groups 

[see Urban Market Section].  

 
 
 
                                                
425 The last year for which there is complete data, 2008, shows that Santa Marta has 368 hectares of coca 
fields. The only other municipality in the department with coca is the Zona Bananera—reported to have 23 
hectares. Source: SIMCI and DNE compiled for this dissertation’s database. In terms of scale, this 
Department grows .5% of all coca in the country. 



 243 

3.1.4. NECESSARILY A VIOLENT BUSINESS 
 
A. COMBAT RELATED DEATHS: Violence related to narco-trafficking is generated 

through three primary means in the post-demobilization period. First, when 

armed groups compete for control over a territory, fatalities accumulate. By 

territory, I mean geographic space that is necessary or potentially valuable to each 

component of the cocaine business. As demonstrated above, both departments 

and all four municipalities contain something beneficial to the drug trade—coca 

fields, laboratories, transport routes and/or export points. Before demobilization, 

these component territories were monopolized under a coalition of paramilitaries 

and cartels. After demobilization, the introduction of a myriad of disparate newly 

armed groups --an ‘atomization’ of violent actors-- has meant that a variety of 

competing agents are fighting over these territories.  The subsequent 

decentralization and diversification of the business as described above has meant 

that newly armed groups are scoping out and establishing new territories from 

which to operate the trade. This generates violence in new areas. In sum, one of 

the main pathways to violence relates to competition between armed groups over 

territory deemed valuable in one way or another to narco-trafficking. While the 

majority of deaths are created in combat, there are targeted assassinations 

between the groups as well.  

The mayor of Tierralta described the link between narco-trafficking and 

violence, pointing out how lucrative the rents are from the business within his 

municipality. “Here violence is reduced to a single point—narco-trafficking. 

Three criminal bands dispute the territory to control illicit drugs in our zone. Not 

only in Tierralta, but in all of the Parque Paramillo and in the south of Córdoba 
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Department. This is a corridor that in 2007, numbers according to competent 

authorities suggest 6000 kilos of cocaine are trafficked monthly. We are talking about 

6 tons. And the head of the band in control gets one million for each kilo [$500]. 

You can do the math yourself-- how much they earn. That explains why there is 

so much blood, why it generates so much violence.” 

 
B. CIVILIANS KILLED: The second means through which the narco-trafficking 

business creates violence is through the direct killing of civilians. In terms of 

absolute figures, civilian casualties appear to be the minority of homicides in this 

post-demobilization period. It is, however, still a very powerful expression of 

violence. Most often, such killings are committed by hit men, paid for [or carried 

out] by one armed group, and target individuals who threaten the viability or ease 

through which the group engages in narco-trafficking activities. Similar to 

paramilitary behavior, civilians who organize to defend their rights [particularly in 

relationship to land tenure—to be discussed in the following section] are seen as a 

menace. Civilians who are believed to have ties with police or army, and who try 

to stop armed group operations are killed. Anyone who “might” inform for the 

police or a competing group is eliminated. The most common type of civilian 

fatality is thus through selective assassinations. While massacres of civilians were a 

common tool used by paramilitaries to frighten communities into submission, they 

had not, until recently, been a regular tactic of newly armed groups. For example, 
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in 2009 there were no massacres in Córdoba Department. In 2010, there were 

seven massacres with a total of 35 victims.426  

The Head of Investigations for the Attorney General of Córdoba 

Department provided some explanation, “The problem of narco-trafficking has 

deep roots here, and the bands have a voracious appetite to win territorial power. 

Violence is increasing because drug trafficking is getting stronger here. In addition 

to the old criminals who have been involved, all of those who haven’t been able to 

get a job want to get involved in criminal activities. Massacres are on the increase 

because certain groups see or feel the impossibility of taking over an important 

territory—one that has a direct route to the sea for example—a place to transport 

drugs and export to the US. They destroy whatever they see as an impediment-- 

3, 4, or 5 people--they simply annihilate them. This generates a type of terror, and 

they succeed in isolating the zone. The unite/bring them together and then 

destroy them. The massacres are for the contest to remain with territorial 

control.”  

Some key informants reported how teachers and professors are more 

frequently targeted. Others spoke about increasing threats to mayors and attempts 

to control populations, particularly in remote communities. Both behaviors were 

common practice under the reign of paramilitaries. It keeps open the question of 

whether or not newly armed groups have a political agenda, or whether they 

simply want to keep the path clear to freely engage in their economic interests. 

                                                
426 There were two massacres in Montelíbano, and one in Buenavista, Ciénaga de Oro, Lorica, Montería and 
Puerto Liberatdor. República de Colombia and DIH, "Informe Anual De Derechos Humanos Y Derecho 
Internacional Humanitario 2010." The Colombian government catalogues a “massacre” as more than five 
homicides pertaining to a single crime. 
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While paramilitaries sought [and obtained] complete sovereignty over the areas 

they dominated, it is unclear if this is the goal of armed groups.  

C. DISPLACEMENT: The third method by which narco-trafficking produces 

violence is through the forced displacement of individuals, families and 

communities. While the majority of displacement in Colombia took place under 

the reign of paramilitaries, the practice continues and levels remain high. 

According to CODHES the nation-wide human rights organization for internal 

displacement, the total number of IDPs in Colombia has increased from 

2,208,497 in 2007 to 3,630,987 in 2010. This denotes a 61% increase in the 

number of internally displaced people in the country since the demobilization of 

paramilitaries. From 2009 to 2010 alone, there were 759,438 new displacements 

in Colombia.427  

The rate of displacement in Magdalena and Córdoba Departments also 

remain high. The trends are captured in Figure 8.2. Since 1999, there have been 

113,492 people displaced in Córdoba Department, of which approximately 

40,000 or 35% have taken place since paramilitary demobilization. In Magdalena 

Department, there have been 179,529 people displaced since 1999. Just over 

50,000 new displacements have taken place in the post-demobilization period, 

accounting for 28% of the total displacements in the department since 1999. In 

2010 alone, there were over 12,000 new displacements in Córdoba and 3700 in 

Magdalena Departments.428  

                                                
427 CODHES, "¿Salto Estraégio O Salto Al Vacío?" 
428 ———, "Número De Desplazados Por Año.". It should be noted that there are two sources for statistics 
on Internal Displacement. CODHES as referenced here, and a government entity, Acción Sociale. I relied on 
the Acción Sociale statistics to build the database for this dissertation because they had more complete data 
by municipality and year from 1997-2010. I have serious doubts, however, regarding their figures for 2009 
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FIGURE 8.2: NUMBER OF NEW DISPLACEMENTS ANNUALLY IN CÓRDOBA AND MAGDALENA.  
SOURCE: CODHES 
 

 
 

According to key informants, nearly half of the inhabitants of Tierralta 

have been displaced.429 The IDP leader for Córdoba Department explained that 

there are between 3 and 4 families displaced in Córdoba every day. Before 

demobilization, the biggest generators of displacement were the municipalities 

that border the Parque Paramillo [Tierralta, Valencia, Puerto Liberatador and 

Montelíbano]. Now, however, there is displacement occurring across the entire 

department.  

Displacement is both a consequence of violence generated from narco-

trafficking activities and is a violent tactic used by armed groups to achieve their 

goals. Related to the former, people flee their homes under the conditions 

described above—when they are caught in the crossfire between various armed 

                                                                                                                                
and 2010 as they are almost at zero for the country. When I contacted the department about these discrepancies, 
they agreed that in fact they were erroneous figures, but reported that those were the only figures they had. 
As such, I have used CODHES to describe recent department trends in the chapter. 
429 Interview with communitarian police officer in Tierralta.  
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groups, directly threatened, or after the assassination of neighbors, friends or 

family.  

The majority of key informants described that the displacement generated 

in the post-demobilization period is a consequence of armed group confrontations 

over narco-trafficking territories. An IDP leader for Córdoba estimates that this 

type of displacement represents 80% of all new displacement in the department. 

Specialists in displacement from the Norwegian Refugee Council also reported a 

similar pattern  in the department of Magdalena. 

As mentioned above, displacement also occurs when armed groups have a 

direct interest in possessing the land that peasants occupy. Land may be fertile 

ground for coca seeding and production, or may lie along a [potential] drug 

corridor. Armed groups have an interest in clearing families off the land that is in 

close proximity to their operations, as they fear being denounced. Land may also 

be stolen to support the more general functions of armed groups such as for 

training grounds or headquarters. 

Land is an obvious source of contestation for newly armed groups who are 

involved in narco-trafficking. Narco-trafficking, however, is not the only activity 

that links land to violence. The following section will describe the importance of 

land in the case study areas, and how it continues to be implicated in rent seeking 

behavior and violent expressions of armed actors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 249 

3.2. LAND  
 
“THOSE WHO SPEAK ABOUT LAND ARE KILLED.”  
-MANAGER SOCIAL COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT NGO, TIERRALTA  
 
3.2.1. OVERVIEW 
 
 The topic of land and agrarian reform is one of the main ingredients for 

understanding Colombia’s complex post-colonial history, including its cycles of 

civil conflict and patterns of violence. A complete historical summary on this topic 

is beyond the scope of this dissertation, however, a brief review of the positions 

held by the peasantry and land holding elites classes, as well as their relationship 

to conflict will be provided. Bagley identifies high levels of violence and the 

strength of guerrilla in the mid-1980s as a consequence of the “failure of 

Colombia’s political elites to develop institutions capable of adequately channeling 

and controlling the new demands for political participation unleashed by the rapid 

capitalist transformation of the country’s rural areas.”430 Capitalist development 

took place through the strengthening of a hacienda system rather than agrarian 

form, leading to a massive urban migration of peasants and the creation of a 

landless rural peasantry. Bagley relates guerrilla movements and violent protest to 

the unwillingness of policy to address these disenfranchised people.  

This lack of responsiveness by the central government to the peasant 

population has its roots in the political pacts made in the wake of La Violencia, a 

bloody civil war that took place between 1946 and 1958 between Liberal and 

Conservative parties. The end of this conflict brought about the dissolution of the 

two parties and the creation of a coalition government, named the National Front. 

                                                
430 Bruce Michael Bagley, "The State and the Peasantrly in Contemporary Colombia," Latin American Issues 
(Electronic) 6 (1989). 
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The National Front has been described as a type of “bipartisan monopoly”431—

which “blocked the populist alternative in Colombia.”432  Under the National 

Front, popular political participation was extinguished, and ruling elites 

represented by large landholders institutionalized their preferences. As Zamosc 

describes “Liberal and Conservative parties were both controlled by landowners. 

Land was not political; legislation and most allocation of titles to public lands were 

clearly aimed at promoting land monopolization.”433 In other words, “the 

creation of the National Front agreement froze any expression of social conflict, 

excluded the subordinate classes from politics, and gave all institutional power to 

the two political parties of the dominant classes.”434A multitude of agrarian 

movements and popular protests has been unsuccessful in changing this system.  

Landholdings became further concentrated as a result of narco-trafficking 

activities and the practice of drug lords to launder their money by investing in 

rural properties, creating a new land-owning elite.435 By 2009, the inequality in 

landholdings was reflected in a Gini coefficient of .87 making Colombia one of the 

countries with the most unequal distribution of rural land in the world.436 As 

mentioned throughout this dissertation, one of the main functions of 

paramilitaries was to provide “protection” to landowners and/or political elites 

who were threatened by potential land reform and a ‘leftist agenda’—in other 

                                                
431 Ibid. 
432 Zamosc, The Agrarian Question and the Peasant Movement in Colombia: 1967-1981:  17. 
433 Ibid. 11. 
434 Ibid. 17. 
435 Chernick, "Economic Resources and Internal Armed Conflicts: Lessons from the Colombian 
Case.";Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
436 UNDP, "Colombia Rural: Razones Para La Esperanza," in Informe Nacional de Desarrollo Humano 2011 
(Bogotá: UNDP, 2011). 
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words, their purpose was to violently defend the “status quo.”437 This astute 

description by UNDP summarizes the meaning of land in contemporary 

Colombia: “Land is a means of accumulation [economic power], of prestige 

[legitimized by a social hierarchical order], of influence [political power] and 

territorial control [to guarantee corridors for military logics or trafficking routes 

for criminal logics].”438 A coveted resource of armed groups, politicians and 

economic conglomerates, land is integral to patterns of historical and 

contemporary violence in Colombia.  

Paramilitaries, aside from their ‘private army’ functions, had their own 

interest in both amassing and controlling land for narco-trafficking endeavors, as 

well as investment and returns in legal businesses such mining, plantations and 

other resources worthy of international markets. In addition to the uncovering of 

the “parapolitics scandal,” paramilitaries were very much intertwined with 

Colombian businesses, and multi-nationals, particularly from the United States, 

and development projects supported by Colombian and USAID [see Multi-

Nationals Section]—which has led to the term “Para Economía”. Moreover, 

royalties generated from land are an important source of enrichment for armed 

groups and corrupt politicians [See Chapter 8]. 

Colombia’s rank as the second country with the most IDPs in the world, 

with current estimates between 3.3 and 4.9 million439, indicates that land grabbing 

is an important goal of displacement.440 Approximately 50% of these IDPs had 

                                                
437 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
438 UNDP, "Colombia Rural: Razones Para La Esperanza," 56.  
439 Official government Registry figure (Acción Sociale) versus CODHES figures. 
440 IDMC, "Building Momentum for Land Restitution: Towards Property Restitution for Idps in Colombia,"  
(Geneva: 2010).  
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either owned or occupied land at the time of displacement.441 A variety of 

estimations on the number of hectares lost through displacements have been 

made, with a range of methods and timeframes. The government’s own 

estimation, through the Land Protection Program of Acción Sociale, estimates 

that 6% of the country’s territory is property of displaced people [6.8 million 

hectares]. The National Victims’ Movement estimates that 10 million hectares, or 

8.8% of the country is land from the displaced.442 Paramilitaries were the primary 

authors of displacement during their active years. As mentioned in the previous 

section, however, displacement continues in Colombia at relatively high rates in 

the post-demobilization period.  

Several key informants explained that Córdoba Department in particular, 

is one of the most affected in terms of land grabs and dispossession.443 The topic of 

land becomes more complex as the majority of peasants do not hold titles for their 

property, making it difficult to pursue land reclamation and restitution. It has also 

become increasingly clear that many tracts of land rest in the hands of front men 

[‘testaferros’]. Front men frequently hold the legal title to lands illegally acquired 

and/or land that rests in the hands of illegal armed groups---particularly 

paramilitary leaders. The weakness of the state at the local level is expressed 

through its inability to guarantee the rights of land- holders—both the “need” of 

large landholders to pay illegal groups for protection and the ability of armed 

groups to dispossess peasants of their land. Moreover, the business of “front men” 

                                                
441 Cited in IDMC report, page 7. Report by the Civil Society Monitoring Center in 2009 
http://www.codhes.org/index.php?option=com_con tent&task=view&id=.  
442 IDMC, "Building Momentum for Land Restitution: Towards Property Restitution for Idps in Colombia." 
443 In the previous section, I explain that the majority of recent displacement is related to combat between 
newly armed groups. However, historically, displacement has been much more related the stealing of land by 
paramilitaries and their allies. 
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is made possible in part because of corrupt notaries who are in charge of land 

titles and transactions [see Front men section of this chapter]. This clearly 

exemplifies how the weakness of the state at the local is easily tied to the extraction 

of illegal rents from land.  

The “land issue” has long been a taboo subject amongst Colombian 

leaders. However, the 2010 President elect Santos has made the issue of land 

restitution ‘central’ to his administration. In December 2011, the Victim’s and 

Land Restitution Law [Ley de Víctimas y Restitución de Tierras: Ley 1448] was 

passed. This law proposes to restitute land to those who have been displaced 

because of conflict and human rights abuses. The government will delimit areas of 

restitution to IDPs [2.2 million hectares of land], focusing on regions where 

paramilitary presence and violence were strongest, including the Sierra Nevada de 

Santa Marta and Córdoba Department.  Many key informants are pleased with 

the attention paid to what they consider a central theme to establishing peace in 

the country. They equally expressed concern however, that such a law might in 

the short term, generate more violence and displacement.  

 
3.2.2. THE YEARS PRIOR TO DEMOBILIZATION IN CASE STUDY AREAS 
 
“LAND IS THE PRINCIPAL FACTOR IN THE CONFLICT HERE. IN CÓRDOBA, PRESTIGE 
RADIATES FROM OWNING LAND. HERE, TO HAVE CONTROL OF LAND IS TO HAVE 
POLITICAL CONTROL. THERE IS NO OTHER WAY.”  
--EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, NGO MONTERÍA 
 
CÓRDOBA: In Córdoba Department, dense jungle covered most of the region 

until the 1950s when the region experienced rapid colonization from neighboring 

Antioquia and other coastal regions. Extensive cattle ranching became the main 

industry and wealthy families amassed huge swaths of land, which they continue 
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to control today. Extensive cattle farming requires very few farm hands and 

almost no mechanization. The average cattle per hectare ratio is 1.3 heads per 

hectare [1 hectare=2.5 acres]. The consequence of this style of development has 

resulted in extreme inequality in land holdings and negative repercussions for the 

environment.444 In terms of scale, the head of a human rights organization in 

Córdoba explained that when speaking of large land owners in the Department, 

she referred to 1000 or 2000 hectare parcels [between 2500 and 5000 acres]. 

Small farmers over time, have been increasingly absorbed into larger land 

holdings—either through forced displacement or ‘coerced’ selling of lands for 

ludicrously low sums. As described above, processes of capitalization and 

modernization based on a hacienda system has blocked the possibility for agrarian 

reform, created a large class of landless peasants, and has been a trigger for 

violence and the rise of guerrilla activity in the 1980s.445 In Córdoba, it is not just 

the political elite and narco-traffickers who control this land,, but some of the 

most powerful paramilitary bosses in the country, such as the Castaño family and 

Salvatore Mancuso. The parapolitical scandal has demonstrated that politicians 

and paramilitaries have helped each other with land consolidation.  

Since demobilization, many paramilitaries have avoided the requirement 

to turn over their possessions [as part of the Justice and Peace Law], by hiding 

their properties in the names of family members or front men. Córdoba’s fertile 

climate, low population density, and strategic location have meant that land holds 

                                                
444 Described in detail in Chapter 5. Negrete Barrera and Garcés Pretelt, Liderazgo, Participación Y Compromiso 
Ciudadano  
445 Bagley, "The State and the Peasantrly in Contemporary Colombia." 
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an increased importance due to its value in coca crop growth and cocaine-

trafficking as described above. 

This land specialist in Córdoba explained the connections between land, 

paramilitaries and violence: “What the Castaño did with their massacres was to 

sow terror—not for coca, but for land. They needed to dispossess the farmers 

because they continued with the very lucrative practice of extensive cattle farming, 

they don’t have to pay taxes, and it is the best way of laundering money that 

exists. Money moves every day. The could increase their cattle farming, 

mechanize it, because it is how they could launder their activity, from producing 

cocaine. But the strongest violence came from their wish to occupy the land, 

through blood and fire.” 

 
MAGDALENA: In Magdalena Department, land takes on a slightly different 

meaning. Like in Córdoba, the large landholders in the center of Magdalena 

generally engage in extensive cattle farming. Influential families and powerful 

landowners have gained more property over time. On the other hand, coastal 

Magdalena including the Sierra Nevada Mountains, has been much more affected 

by successive waves of economic booms or ‘bonanzas’. First was the banana boom 

lasting until the mid 1960s, followed by marijuana and later cocaine. Most 

recently, however, is the widespread planting of sugar cane and African Palm 

trees for bio-fuel. There are currently 10,000 hectares of palm oil and sugar cane 

fields in the country controlled by multi-national companies.446 In addition, the 

                                                
446 Key informant interview with professor of law and political science at University of Magdalena. 
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ports have always remained of strategic importance for all legal and illegal 

exports.  

The Early Alert Specialist for Magdalena explained and native of Ciénaga 

explained a bit about the meaning of land in the department: “In the center of the 

department, there are large land-holders [terratenientes]-- those who seek to 

increase their fiefdom447. All of the territory was Chimíla [indigenous group] who 

were displaced during the colonial period, to the point where they were put in 

reserves [in Sabanas and Gaira]. In the center, there are large cattle farms and 

grand extensions of land. Here you see the lots of expulsions of small farmers to 

increment the feudal lands—and you also see a concentration of political power of 

the land-owners. Here, the concentration of land continues and there is not an 

open discussion of land. The owners keep their property and have armed groups, 

who are now invisible, to protect them.” 

A recent report co-authored one of the key informants quantitatively 

displays the existence of extreme land concentration. From 1970 onwards, he 

estimates a Gini coefficient of .7 to .75 for land concentration. Given the practice 

of using front men has become so widespread, it is likely that this figure is actually 

an underestimation of land inequality.448 In a separate report, this same author 

explains that Santa Marta is the number one city in Colombia in per capita terms 

for receiving the highest number of IDPs. Most of the IDPs come from the 

surrounding municipalities in Magdalena and were displaced because of the 

                                                
447 It was very common for key informants in both departments to speak of land in terms of a feudal system. 
448 Perfect equality would yield a Gini co-efficient of 0, perfect inequality would yield a 1. Barbosa, Suárez, 
and Renán-Rodríguez, "La Propriedad Rural En El Magdalena 1970-2004 Y Algunas Relaciones Con El 
Desplazamiento Forzado." 
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behavior of armed group confrontations and/or their wish to monopolize the 

territory, or due to economic interests of legal or illegal actors449 

This IDP leader representing Ciénaga and the surrounding areas describes 

the behavior of armed groups [paramilitary and newly armed groups] in relation 

to land: “They almost always use the same strategy. They first threaten people 

and then they steal the land. Then they cultivate it, usually for African palms, for 

the oil. They always leave someone [armed] who watches over the land. We can’t 

identify who they are, that is the job for the authorities’---but they don’t actually 

do their job.”  

 
3.2.3. LAND? WHAT LAND! POST-DEMOBILIZATION LAND TENANCY & THE 

UTILIZATION OF FRONTMEN 
 
“LAND IS AN INSTRUMENT OF POWER. OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS ARE WORTH NOTHING. 
ONLY ARMS. THIS ISSUE IS STILL NOT RESOLVED” 
-PROFESSOR OF SOCIOLOGY, UNIVERSITY OF MAGDALENA [FORMER SECRETARY 
FOR THE MAYOR’S OFFICE] 
 

What has happened to the land acquired by the paramilitaries under their 

reign? In theory, such land should be handed over to the government to be 

included in a Reparations Fund to be distributed amongst victims.450 Instead, 

much of the land is hidden behind front men. As will be demonstrated here, front 

men and the land they hold are a new source of contestation between newly 

armed groups. 

This recent report by IDMC provides some details on how land is illegally 

obtained: “In the cases of forced sales, victims have been threatened and forced to 

                                                
449 Renán-Rodríguez, "Contextualizacion Del Desplazamiento En El Departamento Del Magdalena Y Santa 
Marta (1997-2007)." 
450 See for exact legislation: http://www.fiscalia.gov.co/justiciapaz/Esquema975.htm República de 
Colombia, "Ley 975 De 2005 ". 
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sign contracts and subsequently to register a deed. In many documented cases, 

family members have been killed when the owner has refused to sell. Often no 

payment is made for these “sales”….In other cases, parties looking to appear as 

the legitimate owners of land after displacing owners or occupants have obtained 

sales contracts if the property was not previously registered with a deed, forged the 

signatures of the contracted parties or forced them to sign, and used the document 

to complete and register title deeds. The transfer of property in this way requires 

appearance before a public notary, whose negligence [at best] or complicity in 

formalizing forced sales has been widespread. This practice has frequently 

enabled the dispossession of peasants or settlers who were assigned land within 

land reform initiatives.”451 

In order for this process to succeed, there must be someone with an 

interest to occupy land, a force with military strength to remove the legitimate 

owners [sometimes these are the same entity], a person who can present himself 

legally as the owner of the land [a front man], and a willing member of the local 

government to create this false documentation. The fact that this process continues 

in the post-demobilization period implies first, that the Justice and Peace Law has 

not been effective in requiring paramilitary bosses surrender their illegal goods, 

including land. Second, that the state at the local level is necessarily weak in areas 

where front men exist: both because the true land owners do not have access to 

sufficient security, and those who oversee land transactions are corrupt.  

                                                
451 IDMC, "Building Momentum for Land Restitution: Towards Property Restitution for Idps in Colombia," 
8. 
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Key informants from both departments spoke about the presence of front 

men in the regions in the post-paramilitary period. The purpose of a front man is 

ostensibly to hide the identity of those who have illegally appropriated land, thus 

protecting the identity of criminals. Front men have long been used by 

paramilitaries, but appear to be used by the newly armed groups as well. The 

director of a human rights NGO explained: “We don’t know the number of 

hectares of land behind Mancuso’s front men. The AUC of Córdoba under the 

direction of Mancuso and Don Berna were primarily interested in the 

expropriation of land. They appropriated the most fertile land to grow coca. The 

possession of land remains in the hands of front men, and who protects these 

farms? The newly armed groups---today’s ‘autodefensas.’” Key informants, like 

this journalist from Córdoba, identify front men as business owners, cattle 

ranchers and politicians: “Power has its tentacles in all spheres.” Moreover, it is a 

practice for which there are little to no arrests, and few denunciations.452 

This research has uncovered that individual front men have become also 

become a source of contestation by newly armed group—a coveted source for 

illegal rents. A researcher on the newly armed groups explained: “The old bosses 

left their inheritors with the money, and now the new groups want that money. If 

people were front men for the old bosses or belonged to the front men’s networks-

- they are now being threatened. They are being killed. And that is one of the 

reasons for the high cycles of violence.” 

Similarly, the director of an NGO in Montería described: “The 

demobilization generated a complication in the conflict over land. A conflict 

                                                
452 Interview with Professor of History, Universidad del Sinú 
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between the hit men and the lawyers [who set up the hit men], and the new 

groups who are buying up land to control territory. There are new pressures, new 

threats. There is a total lack of information of the rural actors, no one knows in 

whose hands the lands are today. Right now the fighting is between those new 

actors and front men, because the land rests in the hands of front men. This is 

how the new situation is configured. The conflict is much more acute and is all 

around land. There is no other way in Córdoba where there are no industries. 

Here, to have control of land is to have political control. There is no other way. 

Land is the principal factor in the conflict here. In Córdoba, prestige radiates 

from owning land.”  

 
3.2.4. CHARGING PROTECTION, THE PRACTICE CONTINUES 
 
“NOW IT WORKS LIKE THIS—‘I PAY YOU XX ARMED GROUP, SO YOU DON’T HURT 
ME’.”  
-PROFESSOR OF LAW AND POLITICAL SCIENCE, U MAGDALENA 
 

One of the founding functions of the original paramilitaries was to provide 

physical protection to potential targets of leftist guerillas, and to eradicate those 

who supported political openings such as: agrarian reform, local democratization, 

and the corresponding negotiations with leftist guerrilla.453 This practice 

particularly flourished in areas where there was an absence or inefficiency of the 

state at the local level [see Chapter 8]. A very simple contract this was-- “you pay 

me, I watch your back”. According to key informants, today there are few guerilla 

in Magdalena Department and the FARC has only recently returned to the most 

remote areas of the Parque Paramillo in Córdoba. The threat they pose is not 

                                                
453 Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra , Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
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particularly severe. However, it appears that some of the new groups provide 

protective functions to political elites, business owners and landowners. They may 

be providing protection against rival armed groups, or are merely taking 

advantage of the situation to extort those with resources. As mentioned above, the 

line between providing protection and extortion can be quite fuzzy. The following 

paragraphs will describe the ways in which protection rackets function in the post-

demobilization period.  

Several key informants in Córdoba Department described that newly 

armed groups are providing security to the medium and large land holders today. 

The “protection” provided is ostensibly against other armed groups in the area, 

but is more of an extortive method containing a thinly veiled death threat. There 

is a sense that this is how “it has always been” in the department: First the 

guerilla, then the paramilitaries, and now the newly armed groups. The incapacity 

[or unwillingness] of the state to provide protection has remained consistent over 

time. 

In Magdalena, some key informants reported seeing uniformed armed 

men in trucks circulating the roads at night near large land holdings. Armed 

groups are also “forcibly selling protection” to business owners in the urban seat of 

Ciénaga, and to the agro-industrial owners as well. 

 
3.2.5. A BRIEF WORD ON MULTI-NATIONALS 
 

Multi-national companies have been implicated in both the direct and 

indirect support of paramilitaries in various areas in the country. Some companies 

have been charged with paying paramilitaries to act as private security groups. 
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Others have been accused of more serious crimes---ordering and financing the 

displacement of peasants from valuable land—tasks carried out by paramilitaries. 

And still others have been implicated in paying paramilitaries to assassinate labor 

unionists and strikers.  

Unfortunately, abhorrent behavior by international corporations has a 

history in the country, dating back to the massacre of banana workers in Ciénaga 

in 1928. Strikers from the plantations were killed by Colombian authorities after 

requesting better working conditions. Telegraphic records indicate that the 

United States Government demanded the Colombian government “protect the 

interests of the United Fruit Company.” If they did not break the strike, the US 

threatened invasion by the Marine Corps. Historians have not been able to 

accurately estimate the number of casualties—but accounts range from 47 to 2000 

deaths.454 In 2007, Chiquita also admitted to, and was later fined 25 million 

dollars for paying members of the paramilitaries to assassinate, torture, massacre 

and kidnap in the region of Urabá . Dole Food Company has been linked to the 

direct financing of paramilitaries in Magdalena [Zona Bananera, formerly a part 

of Ciénaga] and La Guajira Departments for the assassination of labor 

representatives, and peasants who opposed their lands being subsumed by the 

company.  Several African Palm Oil companies in the Chocó and Urabá regions 

of Colombia have also been linked to paramilitaries and dispossessing Afro-

Colombian descendents of their land.455 Another study found that African Palm 

Oil Companies have applied “pressure” to displaced people who are in the 
                                                
454 Posada-Carbo, "Fiction as History: The Bananeras and Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of 
Solitude." Also portrayed in the fictitious work of Gabriel García Márquez 
455 Fundación Ideas para la Paz, "Sector Privado Y Desplazamiento Forzado Interno En Colombia," in 
Working Paper Series # 8 (Bogotá 2011). 
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process of recuperating their lands. Many of these companies received direct 

political and financial support from the Colombian government and by USAID as 

a “sustainable development” project.456 

More recently, Drummond Company, Inc., who runs carbon mines in 

Cesar Department, a deep water port for exportation near Ciénaga , and a rail 

system between the two points, has been charged with paying paramilitaries for 

‘protection’, as well with the assassinations of various labor unionists.457 To give a 

sense of the scale of commerce, Drummond mined and exported 24 million tons 

of coal from Colombia in 2010.458    

One research institute in Bogotá is focused on the links between 

paramilitaries, newly armed groups and multi-national companies. When asked 

about the relationship between newly armed groups and multinationals, the 

executive director of this research institute explained, “Often times the thing 

behind the arrival of an armed group to a new territory is a multinational. But 

right now, it is hard to say if these companies contribute to the financing or have a 

direct link to these groups. But what you can see is that multinationals often come 

to an area that is on stolen land, where people have been displaced. It is much 

easier to come to a place where there is no opposition, where there is no one 

fighting over the land.” 

While the direct link between multi-nationals and violence is less clear now 

than it was historically, several predict that it will be another source of rents for 

                                                
456 IDMC, "Resisting Displacement by Combatants and Developers: Humanitarian Zones in North-West 
Colombia,"  (Geneva: IDMC & NRC, 2007).Interview, investigator for IDMC report “ “ in 2007.   
457 Interview with Dean of the Community College in Ciénaga 2010.  
458 Accessed from Drummond Company website on August 19,2011. 
http://www.drummondco.com/operations/coal/Colombia.aspx 
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newly armed groups. “We have done the exercise of putting on a map where 

armed groups are operating and where multinationals are located-- and there is a 

concordance. But we can do the same with coca fields and displacement. There is 

total agreement—but for many reasons. The theories aren’t born from the map.”  

 
3.2.6. LAND RESTITUTION AND RETURNS—A NEW WAVE OF VIOLENCE 
 
“I BELIEVE THAT IF THERE IS TRUE LAND REDISTRIBUTION IN COLOMBIA WE CAN 

SPEAK ONE DAY OF PEACE.”  
–JOURNALIST AND RESEARCHER ON HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES IN CÓRDOBA 
 

 The above section has attempted to show some of the complexities of land 

tenure in Colombia, and to demonstrate how it is that land can be a source of 

illegal rents for armed groups---historically and currently. While violence in such a 

context arises from the behavior of armed groups toward landowners and front 

men, the most widely cited target of violence in the post-demobilization period is 

against those who are involved in the land restitution agenda. Violence thus 

radiates from armed actors [and those behind them] who wish to secure their hold 

over land that they have illegally acquired. These interests are threatened by 

displaced individuals and families that organize for restitution, those who uncover 

the networks of front men, and even the current government who has put the 

issue of land on the table. Almost every key informant expressed his or her wish to 

see land restitution come to light-- it is seen as a necessary path to peace by many 

in the country. These same informants, however, gave multiple descriptions of 

violent incidents against proponents of land restitution—particularly at the 

municipal and departmental level. The following Table 7.2 indicates the number 

of assassinations against such people across the country—providing support for 



 265 

the thesis that land reform is a dangerous business, and particularly deadly in 

Córdoba department. Threats, which are not easily catalogued, appear to be an 

enormous problem, and one that terrorizes those fighting for restitution and 

return. The second column in the table includes the total number of assassinations 

across the country, while the third and fourth columns refer specifically to 

Córdoba Department. 

 
TABLE 7.2: ASSASSINATIONS RELATED TO LAND PROCESSES IN THE POST-DEMOBILIZATION 
PERIOD  

Year Total # of 
Assassinations 

Córdoba 
[#, 
Location] 

Position Held by Victim in Córdoba 

2007 9 2 
Camorra 
Montería 

 
President: Committee for Displaced People Cotorra 
Leader of Organization for Public Housing Córdoba 
Dept 

2008 11 1 
Tierralta 

 
Leader of 27 displaced families 

2009 7 2 
Los 
Córdobas 
Tierralta 

 
IDP leader/Secretary of Round Table for Dept 
Leader of 80 families in process of reclaiming land 

2010 8 0  
2011  
[Jan-
June] 

8 1 
La 
Apartada 

 
Vocal Representative for 100 families and leader of 
relocation process for 17 families in municipality  

Total 43 6  
There have been no reported assassinations related to land recuperation processes in Magdalena 
Department for this time period.  
Source CODHES. Available from www.verdadabierta.com 
 
 
3.2.6.A. THREATS TO DATE 
 

Many key informants described concrete threats faced by the people they 

work with and their communities. The threats are generally towards displaced 

people who have [or intend] to return to their land as well as representatives or 

organizations working on behalf of victims. IDPs who have been restituted [new] 

land from the government are frequently threatened or re-displaced because the 

land is under the control of a newly armed group. In Córdoba Department, one 
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key informant explained that risk extends to legal representatives as well. Three 

lawyers had been recently assassinated, and many more receive regular death 

threats.  

The head of the IDP organization for Córdoba, which includes 22 

municipalities, described his experience: “We are starting to work with energy and 

encouragement to find peace. To find calm, so that the government gives us 

housing, parcels of land, to give us back the land that they forced us off of-- a lot 

of work in human rights. But then there are threats against leaders and they are 

killing us. The illegal groups are doing the threatening. First it was the AUC, but 

now they have changed their name. They threaten us because they don’t want the 

land to be returned to us, the land they stole. They’ve marked the people as 

guerillas, they threaten us so they can remain with the land.” During the 

interview, this brave leader showed me a death threat that he recently received 

under his door the week before I interviewed him.  

 
3.2.6.B THE NEW “LEY DE VÍCTIMAS Y RESTITUCIÓN DE TIERRAS”: 
ANTICIPATED RESPONSE 
 
“PRESIDENT SANTOS SAID THAT LAND RESTITUTION IS “THE” PROJECT FOR HIS 
ADMINISTRATION. HE SAID, ‘IF I AM ABLE TO PUT THIS THROUGH, I WILL REALLY 
FEEL LIKE I’VE DONE SOMETHING IMPORTANT.’ I THINK THIS SENDS A HUGE 
MESSAGE. TOTALLY DIFFERENT FROM URIBE. THE BIG LAND OWNERS, THEY KNOW 
THERE IS A MESSAGE FOR THEM ALSO. I DON’T KNOW WHAT WILL HAPPEN.”  
–POLITICAL SCIENTIST, LOS ANDES UNIVERSITY BOGOTÁ 
 

The Victims and Land Restitution Law, passed in 2011, is meant to 

delimit 2.2 million hectares of land for redistribution for those who have been 

displaced because of the conflict and human rights abuses. The majority of the 

hectares marked for redistribution are located in former areas of paramilitary 
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domination and cover the case study areas: Córdoba Department and the Sierra 

Nevada of Santa Marta in Magdalena. The Law was designed to benefit over 4 

million IDPs, providing an opportunity for land restitution or compensation if 

restitution is not possible or undesired.459  

Two of the main anticipated problems in implementing this law involve 

the general lack of land titles held by IDPs, and the judicial burden that courts will 

face if thousands or even millions of IDPs attempt to reclaim land.460 In addition, 

however, there are concerns amongst scholars and activists that there will be a risk 

of violence against claimants.461 

Key informants expressed their hopes, doubts and fears regarding the land 

initiative. In addition to the concrete threats mentioned above, an IDP leader in 

Córdoba Department predicts violence arising from land restitution, but 

suggested in the long term it will provide young displaced peasants with an 

alternative to joining armed groups as a means of survival—a practice that he 

often witnesses [IDP recruitment to be discussed more in section on Urban 

Markets]. A journalist expressed her doubt in the ability for the law to be 

implemented because of the historical fusion of political and economic interests. 

“It is such a sensitive topic and many of the most powerful landholders are the 

politicians themselves, and they are the ones who make the laws. How can we cut 

this tie that binds? One feels a bit frustrated when you see that the solution comes 

from those actors who are a part of the problem.”  

                                                
459 El País, "Santos Firmó Reglamentación De Ley De Víctimas Y Restitución De Tierras," El País 2011. 
460 IDMC, "Building Momentum for Land Restitution: Towards Property Restitution for IDPs in Colombia." 
461 Ibid. 
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Marco Romero462, author of various publications on paramilitarism 

explained in an interview: “Land restitution would threaten a lot of people in the 

regions, especially on the Caribbean coast. Are these people who have the land 

now, are they going to give up the land peacefully? No. That creates another 

incentive for the armed groups to be around. People have their hands now on the 

land of people who were displaced—especially in Córdoba, Urabá , Magdalena 

and Cesar-- The land that the government has announced that it will restitute, it 

would be an explosive situation. So there is an incentive for the guys who used to 

have connections with the AUC, with the newly armed groups to organize local 

militias to block land restitution.”  

Few would disagree that this is the first time in many years that the central 

administration is acknowledging land tenancy as a major obstacle for the 

attainment of peace in Colombia. The state has historically guarded the interests 

of political elites in the country, and have hardly recognized that nearly 5 million 

people have been displaced from their homes. This proposition is at once 

encouraging and frightening. Encouraging because it represents a shift in the 

perspective of the government toward the victims of conflict. It is, indeed a large-

scale reconciliation process. But it is a frightening prospect as well. Given the 

increased assassinations and threats to those involved in land processes since the 

demobilization of paramilitaries, I agree with some of the experts who anticipate 

an increase in bloodshed. As both legal and illegal actors fight to maintain the 

land that was stolen over the past 30 years, the incentive for illegal actors to 

                                                
462 Mauricio Romero, "Reform and Reaction: Paramilitary Groups in Contemporary Colombia," in Irregular 
Armed Forces and Their Role in Politics and State Formation, ed. Diane E. Davis and Anthony W.  Pereira 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
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“provide security” expands, and also becomes a lucrative business for newly 

armed groups. Such groups will also fight to defend those territories that they 

already control—coca fields, transport routes, and even palm oil plantations. As 

described in Chapter 8, the risk for increased violence becomes greater in areas 

where the local state is weakest. Where there is no state, an inefficient state, or a 

corrupt one, those seeking to implement land restitution will easily become targets 

for violence. Who will protect those fighting for land, those who attempt to 

return?  

 
3.3 URBAN MARKETS 
 
3.3.1. OVERVIEW 
 

As outlined at the start of this chapter, the fixed effects and probit model 

reveal that urban areas where demobilization has taken place are more likely to 

have a higher homicide rate in the post-demobilization period than rural areas. 

This matches the perceptions of practitioners, scholars and residents who 

experience a decrease in levels of security in urban Colombia.  

As a quick point of review, the quantitative results from this dissertation 

have demonstrated that urban areas [as defined as more than 30,000 inhabitants] 

are more likely to have increasing homicide rates, if demobilization took place there.463 

Moreover, population density was found to be a strong and significant factor in 

explaining why particular municipalities have experienced a relative increase in 

the homicide rate. In other words, the more populous the municipality,464 the 

                                                
463First, a dummy variable was created that gave a value of one to all municipalities with a population over 
30,000. This was interacted with the demobilization variable for the AUC and run in the fixed effects model. 
A positive and significant coefficient was found .04 with p<.05.  
464 Based on the mean size municipality. 
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more likely the homicide rate will be higher after 2007 if demobilization took 

place there. This lends credibility to the claims of multiple observers that there has 

been, in fact, a “reversal” of violence from rural to urban areas. The question 

becomes why?—what does urbanity have to do with homicide and 

demobilization, and why would this change take place specifically since DDR of 

paramilitaries? As described in Chapter Four, two urban and two urban 

municipalities were chosen as case studies to investigate this relationship further. 

Researchers have long suggested that urban areas hold the interest of 

criminals and rebels because such environments provide benefits and resources to 

these actors.465 While interesting, these theories are not particularly helpful in 

explaining why urban areas have become increasingly important to armed groups in 

the post-demobilization period.  

Popular discourse reflects a general believe that ex-combatants are solely 

responsible for the increase in violence in urban areas. Simply put, ex-combatants 

who have either remained in urban areas, or who have migrated there after 

demobilization466 have not ‘reintegrated’ into the legal economy. Instead, they 

continue to use the ‘violent skills’ they acquired as soldiers to perpetrate crime. 

This could be in the form of unorganized delinquency or as members of newly 

armed groups. As mentioned elsewhere in this dissertation, the official estimate of 

re-incidence of ex-combatants into criminality is 17%.467 This provides significant 

evidence against the discourse that blames ex-combatants for rising urban violence. 

                                                
465 Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically Disaggregated 
Analysis."; Glaeser and Sacerdote, "Why Is There More Crime in Cities?." 
466 Nussio, "Understanding Ex-Combatants: Central Themes in the Lives of Former Paramilitaries in 
Colombia".The 2011 dissertation by Enzo Nussio finds that many ex-combatants have sought out an urban 
environment after demobilization in order to seek employment opportunities or anonymity.  
467 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
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However, as explained in Chapter 6, ex-middle ranked officers from the AUC are 

very involved in the organization and leadership of newly armed groups—creating 

a link between demobilization and new waves of violence.  

Qualitative case research revealed instead that urban areas have become a 

“new” contested area by illegal armed actors. The word new is placed within 

quotations because urban centers have always held the interest of illegal actors. 

Paramilitary bosses were often physically located in cities, invested their money in 

urban infrastructure, businesses, and real estate, and sought and maintained 

relationships with powerful urban political elites. This contrasts with leftist 

guerrillas who have almost exclusively been located in rural areas. In the latest 

years, urban areas have not generally been contested areas. Rather, they were 

paramilitary strongholds [including Santa Marta and Montería], existing in 

harmony with the political, economic and social structures of cities [see Chapter 

8]. This is not to suggest that paramilitaries were non-violent actors in their 

exercise of power over dominions-- quite the contrary. Anyone who was seen as a 

potential threat to their power— [e.g. labor unionists, reporters, teachers, 

denouncers]—and those at odds with their conservative views [e.g. homosexuals, 

prostitutes, drug addicts] were exterminated.  

Since demobilization, however, a myriad of armed groups have appeared 

around the country with varying relationships to the original paramilitaries [see 

Chapter 6]. These groups are fighting to control the illegal rents previously 

controlled by single paramilitary blocks. As outlined earlier, conflict over control 

of coca fields, corridors, and land has produced many casualties. One unitary 

drug market, almost exclusively controlled by paramilitary networks, has now 
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been broken up into many smaller markets. These new groups are now struggling 

for power and consolidation in the face of financial uncertainty, and urban 

markets have become a new coveted resource. One can imagine that the returns 

from urban markets are smaller in scale to those of the narco-trafficking business. 

However, diversification provides a type of stability, and urban markets, a 

continual source of income.  

Closely related, is the urgent need for newly armed groups to fill their 

ranks. Demobilization has meant the move of many ex-combatants towards a 

legal life and a corresponding diminution of manpower. Cities provide an 

excellent source of recruitment. Three urban-based groups are heavily targeted 

for recruitment. First are marginalized and impoverished youth who face little to 

no opportunities for sufficient income generation. Second are internally displaced 

people, many of whom who have migrated to urban centers, and who also face a 

set of extremely limited possibilities for securing their livelihoods. The third group 

is ex-combatants who are seen to have valuable criminal skills and knowledge, 

who often are unable to obtain legal work, and through the demobilization 

process, have experienced a loss in income and status.  

In this stage of reconfiguration of armed actors, the urban market has 

become a valuable, desired site of contestation. Violence and homicides in 

particular are generated through small and large-scale combat between groups. 

Selective violence in the form of assassinations is amply utilized in urban areas. 

Employing this type of violence is beneficial for armed groups because it frightens 

communities into submission, and allows for the easy extraction of rents from 

urban markets.  
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Urban areas also become a logical resource for newly armed groups because 

it is the area where the paramilitary powers were located. Paramilitaries held a 

hegemonic presence in such spaces and provided not only state functions, but 

controlled social, economic and political spheres. While the DDR process 

demobilized the military structures of this group, these “networks” or economic, 

social and political arms of the organization—primarily located in urban areas-- 

were not targeted by the process. Their on-going existence are thus a potential 

resource to be controlled by newly armed groups—whether it be political elites 

who may still need the assistance of private armies [a service provided by 

paramilitaries]; the wish to control or usurp wealth and property which lay in the 

hands of front men, or other resources tied to such political, economic or social 

networks.  

In addition, in order for this paramilitary phenomenon to develop, the 

state was necessarily weak in these regions [see Chapter 8]. The removal of 

paramilitaries, who provided local state functions, creates a type of power 

vacuum, where the legitimate state has yet to fill the space. Newly armed groups 

thus operate easily, with little interference by law enforcement. Given their 

methods of coercion, it is not surprising that violence will increase in urban areas 

during the post-demobilization period. 

In sum, the migration of violence from rural to urban locations is not 

necessarily caused by the demobilization of paramilitaries, but rather is a response 

to the conditions under which paramilitarism rose, the space they left behind, and 

successor groups looking to fill this void. The interests of armed actors have shifted 

towards urban areas—as a result of the atomization of one monopolistic actor into 
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many, and the decentralization of the overarching narco-trafficking trade. Urban 

markets provide a stable income and a reliable source of recruits for armed groups 

seeking to consolidate their power.  

 
3.3.2.URBAN ACTIVITIES THAT GENERATE RENTS [AND VIOLENCE] 
 

Key informants described in detail, several illegal rents that are pursued by 

illegal actors in urban areas. They include typical “shadow economy” activities 

such as “paga diario” or what one could call “loan sharking” whereby people loan 

small amounts of money on a daily basis for very high rates of interest. 

Prostitution is another lucrative shadow activity. The most discussed illegal 

business is that which the Colombian government calls “micro-trafficking”, or the 

sale of drugs for local consumption. Extortion of local businesses is a reported 

widespread practice. Finally, urban centers have become the apparent site of 

money laundering—particularly with the purchasing [and building] of homes, 

investment in businesses and infrastructure [discussed in the Cocaine Trade 

section of this chapter].  

Other informal activities include motorcycle taxi services [mototaxi] and 

the sale of minutes for mobile phones. Many key informants link these activities to 

newly armed actors. Case study research revealed, however, that it is ex-

combatants and not necessarily members of armed groups who pursue these 

economic activities—particularly those with few skills and little chance of 

obtaining a formal jobs. These “professions” –particularly motorcycle taxi-ism-- 

have thus become stigmatized by residents in urban areas. It is not immediately 

clear that these activities are a source of illegal rents for armed actors. However, 
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people who occupy these positions are sometimes recruited by armed groups to 

serve as informants. These activities are easily leant to the gathering of 

intelligence. Moreover, assassinations [and other crimes] are often committed by 

motorcycle passengers. Motorcycles provide a quick and easy method for escape, 

and a certain degree of anonymity as drivers and passengers wear helmets. The 

sudden appearance of literally thousands of “mototaxis” in the post-

demobilization period in Santa Marta and Montería, and the accompanying fear 

of residents, has prompted local legislation to try and reduce their presence. In 

Santa Marta, motorcycles are forbidden on Fridays, and in Montería, passengers 

are not allowed on motorcycles. In sum, rather than a source of illegal rents, I 

suggest that newly armed groups use motorcycle taxis and those who sell minutes 

for cell phones as a resource to help them achieve their goals. 

Santa Marta and Montería have very similar characteristics in terms of the 

urban market and how it is exploited by newly armed groups. Ciénaga , while 

much smaller and less developed than the departmental capitals, exhibits many of 

the same dynamics. Given the similarities between these three case study areas, I 

will emphasize the characteristics of urban markets rather than specific differences 

between cases.  

Many key informants spoke about the involvement of newly armed groups 

in local drug markets as well as in extortion. These two activities are likely to 

generate the most rents for illegal armed groups in urban settings. In fact, the 

Commander of the Police for Córdoba Department identified micro-trafficking 

and extortion as the two main problems currently affecting the city of Montería. 
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A. MICRO-TRAFFICKING: Several key informants reported that one of the primary 

goals of newly armed groups is to control the drug market in urban settings.  

The Early Alert Specialist for Córdoba Department described how 

violence is generated when newly armed groups attempt to control illegal 

economies. These urban businesses were less central to paramilitary operations. 

“In the urban seat of Montería, there is micro trafficking, the retailing of drugs. 

This has increased the homicide index because they use hit men. We are not sure 

who is assassinating whom. That is something we are trying to identify. Near 

Montería, there is no guerilla. There are Paisas and Águilas. They are here to 

penetrate the narco-retail business. This has been identified as a modality for new 

groups to generate income and it is being used in various cities in different 

departments of Colombia. In those marginal areas where there are belts of misery, 

they offer drugs to the locals, a lot of the time for free. Here there is a barrio called 

Colina Real [in Montería], and we know that the newly armed groups are giving 

small doses of drugs to the population to generate consumption and to start to co-

opt the micro-market in different urban locations. This year included, there was a 

massacre that was attributed to an armed group trying to monopolize the micro-

trafficking business in Montería. This is something completely new. 

“One of our hypotheses is that drug dealers are being threatened because 

they don’t want to micro-traffic with the newly armed groups. There are still 

independent little drug rings but the groups want to have total control. So the 

independent dealers receive offers to buy drugs from the groups and do business 

with them, and if they refuse they are killed. We are also seeing this with 

prostitution. The new groups want to co-opt this business as an economic source. 
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Since demobilization, there is a continuity in the development of these illicit 

economies—It isn’t just narco-trafficking.” 

Descriptions of violence over control of the local drug markets were just as 

plentiful in Santa Marta and Ciénaga. Nearly all key informants who described 

micro-trafficking also linked it to the practice of assassinations in urban areas.  

 
B. EXTORTION is an activity pursued by newly armed groups that was discussed 

by key informants in Montería, Santa Marta and Ciénaga. Violence is generated 

when armed groups combat over  whom can extort a particular business. 

Individuals are also selectively assassinated when they refuse to be extorted by 

armed groups.  

 Business owners receive direct threats to pay extortion fees. In Ciénaga, I 

was told that it is children who often serve as messengers. A child enters the 

premises and hand a mobile phone to the owner. When the owner answers, he or 

she is threatened to pay a certain amount to person XX by a certain time. Often, 

pamphlets circulate around a neighborhood, listing the businesses that are 

required to pay extortions.  

A taxi driver in Santa Marta explained that his boss is regularly extorted 

by more than one armed group. A passenger hails a taxi and hands a card to the 

driver with the message: “pay XX amount or your taxi cabs will be destroyed”. 

The driver explained that some of the cabs in the fleet had been vandalized, and 

that his boss has since been obliged to pay the fees.  

A District Attorney for Magdalena Department described the extent of 

extortion in the region:  “All kinds of businesses in and around the urban zone are 
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being extorted. Owners of cattle ranches, banana farmers, coffee farmers, owners 

of industries that raise chickens, hens, pork. Everyone that is an owner of a 

commercial farm and who lives in the urban zone is being extorted. I have many 

cases in my practice of this. There have been more than 70 arrests of Águilas 

Negras for extortion---that is more than we had for the AUC.” 

In Ciénaga, the experience of extortion for business-owners was so severe 

that the community attempted to organize a collective ‘strike’ against paying the 

fees. This professor of sociology at the University of Magdalena and former 

Secretary for the Mayor of Ciénaga explained: “A few months ago this happened. 

Members of the new groups warned that owners would be killed if they tried to 

organize a strike. They [‘strikers’] were suffocated by the power of guns. In the 

end, they didn’t do it but instead, every shop hung a sign on their door that said 

“this business is for sale”. I have photographs of this. It was a way of saying ‘we 

are tired of you doing this to us.’ Every business did this, even the bicycle taxis—it 

showed that everyone, everyone is paying extortions. If a new business starts in 

Ciénaga, the very next day it is extorted.”    

 
3.3.3. SUPPORTIVE MARKETS: MANPOWER 
 
“IT IS EASY TO RECRUIT YOUTH. THEY LACK EVERYTHING. I’M NOT TRYING TO SAY 
THAT IT IS POVERTY THAT CAUSES PARAMILITARIES, GUERILLA, OR NEWLY ARMED 
GROUPS TO APPEAR. BUT THE LACK OF OPPORTUNITY CREATES A SITUATION WHERE 
THEY FEEL IT IS THEIR ONLY OPTION.” 
 –EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR THINK TANK ON CONFLICT IN BOGOTÁ 
 

Urban markets do not only provide illegal rents that aid the financial well-

being of armed groups, they also provide non-material resources that help with 

the functioning of the group, such as manpower. Urban centers provide a source 
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of recruitment for newly armed groups—particularly in neighborhoods where 

there is high poverty, high unemployment, and little hope for the future. It is not 

only the long-term residents of urban areas that are targeted by newly armed 

groups, but also in particular, internally displaced people. An estimated ninety-

three percent of IDPs have moved to urban centers.468 They are often among the 

poorest segments of society. At the national level, 98.6% of IDPs live in poverty as 

compared to 29.1% of the regular population, and 82.6% live in extreme poverty 

as compared to 8.7% of the regular population.469 Young IDPs, or young men of 

IDP parents, are particularly targeted by armed groups. Many key informants 

used the term “desperate youth” to describe the targets of recruitment, and “belts 

of misery” to describe the neighborhoods where recruitment takes place. In the 

face of poverty and limited opportunities, they are relatively easy to persuade. 

According to key informants, the government’s relative lack of response to the 

basic physical and protection needs of IDPs ‘encourages’ IDP youth to join newly 

armed groups. An IDP leader of Córdoba named four commanders of newly 

armed groups who were from displaced families. All currently threaten his 

organization!  

While recruitment was discussed in all areas, it seems to be particularly 

strong in the three case studies with urban markets. In Córdoba Department, the 

Early Alert Specialist described how recruitment is a very harmful activity that has 

remained invisible because there are few denunciations. Many groups come 

specifically to Montería to recruit young people, and then take them to the south 

                                                
468 Sebastián  Albuja and Marcela  Ceballos, "Urban Displacement and Migration in Colombia," Forced 
Migration Review 34, no. February (2010). 
469 Ibid. 
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of the department to fight. “The recruited are the same as always, but now it is 

done with more force. Young guys with little education or job training. Guys who 

live in marginal neighborhoods, who don’t have regular employment, nor a 

regular income, who, at the moment when they are offered something by the 

recruiters, accept. These offers aren’t really direct either. They don’t say that they 

are needed for services of an armed group, but they are given false promises to 

work in farms or to have a regular salary, and then they are brought to a training 

center. This recruitment isn’t always by force, it is not necessarily done with arms, 

or under detention, or a threat, but with a variant-- gifts, promises, deceit---that is 

how they enter the ranks of these new groups.” 

Several key informants described the terms of the “recruitment package”. 

Usually, those recruited are offered 1,000.000 or 1,200,000, [500 or 600 USD] 

per month, an automatic weapon and access to prostitutes. For young people who 

feel powerless, marginalized, and have little expectation for the future, this is an 

appealing proposition. 

Key informants and researchers also described that ex-combatants are 

often the targets of recruitment.470 They are viewed by newly armed groups as a 

valuable resource, as they have already been trained in technologies of violence.  

As well, they often relocate to cities after demobilization.471 Ex-combatants are an 

obvious resource to newly armed groups. These are individuals with specific skills 

in violence—they have been trained to fight, and know the region well. As the 

head of the Reintegration Center in Santa Marta explained, “The demobilized 
                                                
470 Massé et al., "Presencia De Desmovilizados E Inseguridad En Las Ciudades. Casos De Estudio: 
Villavicencio, Montería Y Bogotá." 
471 Nussio, "Understanding Ex-Combatants: Central Themes in the Lives of Former Paramilitaries in 
Colombia". 
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population is one that is vulnerable to recruitment because everyone knows that 

they know how to move in illegal spaces, they know the routes, they know how to 

collect debts, how to extort. They know the trade. From my calculations, there are 

850 or 900 demobilized people in Santa Marta. Imagine that I’m looking for a 

carpenter for my house, do you think that I would go 7 hours on horseback to find 

a carpenter, if there are tens of carpenters in Santa Marta? The newly armed 

groups come here to recruit, it is not hard to understand.” All six key informants 

who work for the High Commission for Reintegration described that their clients 

face continuous threats and pressure to join the newly armed groups.  

In addition to know-how, ex-combatants frequently face unemployment, 

either because they possess few marketable skills, are discriminated against by 

employers, or because there are simply too few market opportunities. Having 

made a sizeable income when in the AUC, they face a particular risk in being 

recruited my newly armed groups.   

 
3.3.4. VIOLENT EXPRESSIONS IN URBAN AREAS 
 
“BEFORE DEMOBILIZATION, YOU COULD LEAVE YOUR WALLET, YOUR PHONE AND A 
PILE OF CASH ON A TABLE AT A SIDE WALK CAFÉ IN DOWNTOWN SANTA MARTA. YOU 
COULD LEAVE FOR THREE HOURS AND COME BACK AND IT WOULD ALL STILL BE 
THERE.” 
—PROFESSOR OF LAW AND POLITICAL SCIENCE, U. OF MAGDALENA 
 

The quote above was echoed within many key informant interviews and 

casual conversations with taxi drivers and urban residents. One of the things that 

became clear during interviews is that homicide statistics do not necessarily match 

local’s perceptions of security. Without exception, all key informants in Ciénaga , 

Santa Marta and Montería experience a worsening security situation. They report 
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that theft is higher, threats are more frequent, extortion more regular, and 

assassinations habitual. It is true that Montería’s homicide rate has been 

increasing since 2005, save for a dip in the 2010 figures. Santa Marta has had a 

more erratic path-- a decrease since the early 2000s when the rate was at a high 

72 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants. It has been bumping between 30 and 45 since 

demobilization. Ciénaga as well, has gone from a mind-blowing 200 per 100,000 

homicide rate to a ‘mere’ 30 over the past 10 years.472 As discussed in Chapter 4, 

many of these figures are capturing deaths that arose from clashes between armed 

forces and guerilla, paramilitary and guerilla and armed forces against both. 

These deaths are of course, extremely important to consider as they are lives lost. 

On the other hand, these deaths did not necessarily lead to a sense of insecurity 

for residents. Many, many individuals talked about the ‘relative’ security they felt 

under paramilitary dominance. It was the absolute authoritarian power of the 

paramilitaries that kept anyone from stealing money from the table in a public 

space. If homicide rates are generally lower in 2010 than years previous, why do 

people continue to feel so insecure?  

As I have argued throughout this section, armed groups are now 

concentrating on urban centers. It is the “new” contested site of illegal armed 

actors. The average person, taxi driver, shopkeeper, are now subject to more 

violent threats than under the paramilitaries who had a monopoly of force, and 

supplied protective services during their reign. The unpredictability of new armed 

group behavior has also added to a general sense of insecurity.  

                                                
472 While lower than in years past, Ciénaga, Santa Marta and Tierralta maintain higher than the national 
average for homicide rates in the post-demobilization period.    



 283 

In brief, homicides and other forms of violence are generated in urban 

areas as armed groups attempt to control urban markets. Violence occurs when 

newly armed groups battle for control of a territory, and casualties are 

predominantly members of these groups. The second group of victims is those 

who interfere with the operations of these groups. Displacement is generated in 

both instances. While it is not clear how much intra-urban displacement is taking 

place in the case study areas, key informants did speak about its occurrence, 

particularly in Santa Marta. 

Regarding civilians, newly armed groups also use selective killings to send 

a message to urban residents to comply with the terms of the armed actor—if as a 

business owner, you refuse to pay an extortion, if you are a police officer who 

testifies against a member of an illegal group, if you are a front man hiding 

paramilitary wealth, or if you are an IDP organizing for land restitution. The 

process of recruiting young people, IDPs, and ex-combatants may also involve 

coercion that could lead to violence. 

Population density is one factor that may aid newly armed groups in their 

urban operations. It may decrease the likelihood of capture because there is 

greater anonymity in urban space than rural areas.473 As well, more bodies mean 

more potential workers474--one could participate as a ‘soldier’, informant, or 

provide transportation services. More manpower also means something more 

macabre as well. It means that the price to hire is lower—with greater supply 

comes a falling price. Assassinations appear to be the new modus operandi for 

                                                
473 Glaeser and Sacerdote, "Why Is There More Crime in Cities?" 
474 Raleigh and Hegre, "Population Size, Concentration and Civil War. A Geographically Disaggregated 
Analysis." 
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newly armed groups. As the head of this women’s rights NGO in Montería 

astutely explains, “In Montería there has been an increase in insecurity above all, 

after demobilization. More attacks, deaths, and assassinations. Demobilization has 

meant that there are more workers available to do criminal things, such as 

assassinations. This signifies that the cost to kill, to assassinate someone becomes 

less.” 

  

4. CONCLUSIONS  
 

Quantitative results indicate that one of the primary determinants of 

homicide in Colombia is the cocaine trade as measured by hectares of coca and 

income from trafficking. The case studies have shown that narco-trafficking is but 

one source of illegal rents for armed actors. Land continues to be a resource of 

newly armed groups in the post-demobilization period. New groups have a wish 

to control land to support the drug business, but also to “provide protection” to 

the landed elite, and to be involved with lucrative multi-national companies. They 

are fighting over land related resources [including front men and their networks] 

that were accumulated under the paramilitaries. Increases in urban violence 

results from an interest and need of armed groups to extract rents from the urban 

market. This primarily includes control of the local drug business [micro-

traffikcing], as well as extortion of business owners. Urban markets are also 

valuable in terms of manpower—ex-combatants, IDPs, and poor urban youth are 

all potential recruits.  
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The connection found between illegal rent seeking and protracted violence 

thus supports the findings of many other researchers.475 This project adds to the 

discussion by trying to explain why violence continues in the DDR period. One 

explanation from this research is that DDR does not change the opportunity 

structures for accessing illegal rents. Violence is generated when an armed actor 

seeks hegemonic control over a territory—a territory where an illegal rent can be 

extracted. Violence is thus generated when armed groups compete with each 

other over this physical space. Civilians die when they get “caught in the cross-

fire”, but also newly armed groups use selective assassinations to increase and 

solidify their dominance over a territory. Thus, Kalyvas’ theory on the logic of 

violence in civil war is quite useful to the study of post-DDR Colombia.476 Areas 

previously under the control of paramilitaries are contested spaces for newly 

armed groups. Thus, the former system of “segmented sovereignty” has turned 

into “fragmented sovereignty”. Violence results from this type of territorial 

configuration. 

The original research question seeks to explain variation in rates and 

trends of violence within Colombia during the post-demobilization period. 

Quantitative and qualitative research has found that violence will remain high 

where there are opportunities to extract illegal rents. As it has been defined in this 

chapter, illegal rents are present in all four case studies. The development of this 

theory is based exclusively on cases that score positively on this condition, leading 

                                                
475 Sambanis, "What Is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational Definition."; 
Ross, "What Do We Know About Natural Resources and Civil War?."; Fearon, "Why Do Some Civil Wars 
Last So Much Longer Than Others?."; Chernick, "Economic Resources and Internal Armed Conflicts: 
Lessons from the Colombian Case."; Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War."; Collier, 
Hoeffler, and Rohner, "Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil War." 
476 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War. 



 286 

one to wonder about its explanatory power. Are there counterfactuals to 

strengthen the claim? Are there municipalities where violence remains high even 

without the presence of illegal rents or municipalities with illegal rents and low 

violence?  

Without conducting a new series of qualitative case studies, there are three 

ways of answering this inquiry. First one could argue that because all four 

qualitative cases were selected as “typical,” “on-the-line” or “representative” cases 

from the statistical model, the theory developed through the case study accurately 

describes the phenomena. The absolute necessity to vary on the independent 

variable becomes less important when using mixed methods or nested analysis. 

Second, one could argue that there was in fact variation on the main 

quantitative indicators for illegal rents—coca crops and narco-trafficking income-- 

between the case studies in the two departments. Córdoba Department [Montería 

and Tierralta] scored low on narco-trafficking income, whereas Magdalena scored 

high [Ciénaga and Santa Marta]. At the municipal level, Ciénaga and Montería 

have no or low coca crops, while Tierralta and Santa Marta have a high number 

of coca crops. Only Montería has low income from narco-trafficking and no crops.  

Despite what would be seen as adequate variation on the independent variable 

[low and high narco-trafficking], qualitative research revealed that these 

quantitative indicators were insufficient for describing the multiple dimensions of 

illegal rents and its relationship to violence. Cases were well-selected at the start of 

the project, but as knowledge deepened, the initial theory needed revision.  

The third approach is to try to identify counterfactuals [municipalities 

where there are no illegal rents and high homicide or the reverse]. This process 
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was followed, and three “typical” “on-the-line” cases were selected: Bogotá, 

Bucaramanga and Leiticia. All three have low rates of violence in the post-

demobilization period. None have coca crops and only Bucaramanga has a 

“medium” level of narco-trafficking income. Thus, the theory that the opportunity 

for extraction of illegal rents leads to elevated levels of violence has not been 

contradicted, at least at this stage.  

There is a second condition, however, that completes this theory. The 

opportunity to extract rents is made possible by a weak state at the local level—

when local governance structures are absent, inefficient or corrupt. Thus, 

demobilization will not lead to a decrease in violence because new armed actors will 

[re]appear in their wake when there is a weak state and a possibility for illegal enrichment. The 

following chapter will discuss the concept of weak state at the sub-national level. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 
WEAK STATE AT THE LOCAL LEVEL 

 
“YOU HAVE TWO OPTIONS, YOU TAKE IT OR YOU TAKE IT. YOU ACCEPT IT, OR YOU 
ARE KILLED. THE FEAR OF THE PEOPLE AND CORRUPTION TOGETHER PRODUCE A 
SITUATION OF PASSIVITY AND TOTAL DOMINATION.” 
-RETIRED SOCIOLOGIST CIÉNAGA 
 
1. INTRODUCTION: 
 

This chapter describes the second condition responsible for high levels of 

violence in the post-demobilization period--here termed “weak state at the local 

level” or to borrow from the words of a key informant, “grey zones.” I expand the 

existing definition of state strength, generally understood as a nation-level concept, 

to focus in on the municipality and departmental level. The crux of the theory 

states that where there is a weak state and where there are opportunities to access 

illegal rents at the local level, DDR cannot, in itself lead to a better security 

outcome. When there is a local weak state, armed groups will form or reform, and 

utilize violence against competitors and civilians to achieve their interests. This 

finding, as mentioned in the chapter on Illegal Rents, provides overwhelming 

evidence the hypothesis that local-structural conditions drive violence in the post-

demobilization period [H3]. As with illegal rents, each of the four case study 

municipalities displays a local weak state, although there is variation in how this is 

expressed.  

This chapter is organized in the following way: A brief review of relevant 

quantitative findings from this project will be provided as well as a summary of the 

broader literature on the topic of state strength. Case based evidence is then used 

to define and create indicators for the concept of a weak state at the local level. 
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Next, the mechanisms through which this condition creates an environment for 

violence in each of the four case study sites is described. Lastly, I explain how the 

paramilitary demobilization and reintegration process can lead to on-going 

violence when there is a weak state apparatus at the local level.  

 
1.1 BUILDING A CONCEPT- FROM NUMBERS TO INTERVIEWS 
 

The quantitative models explored at the start of this project [outlined in 

Chapter 3] lay the groundwork for understanding the importance of local 

variations in the strength of the state. Both the fixed effects and probit models 

have shown that one of the strongest contributors to lowering the homicide rate is 

an area’s law enforcement capacity, as measured by the number of arrests per 

homicides committed. At the same time, these same models also reveal that one of 

the largest contributors to homicide is the presence of armed groups. I argue that 

both are a measure of state strength at the local level. Where armed groups 

operate-- whether with the consent of authorities [as was often the case in 

paramilitary dominated areas] or against the will of the state—the central 

government clearly does not have a full monopoly of force over its territory in the 

strict Weberian sense.477 Similarly, in areas where homicides are committed and 

there is no response, or an insufficient response by those who enforce the law— 

either due to absence, passivity, or outright corruption—the local state is clearly 

not functioning as it should, and can thus be deemed as weak.  

Realizing that these two indicators—law enforcement capacity and the 

operation of armed groups-- are just scratching the surface of a more complex 

                                                
477 Max Weber, Politics as a Vocation (Philapdelphia: Fortress Press, 1965). 



 290 

reality on the ground [a reality that can only be measured through quantitative 

indicators] the subject of local state strength became one of the main foci for the 

qualitative case studies. In all four municipalities, key informants described major 

problems with the quality of formal institutions and the behavior of those 

politicians, police, army and judiciary who are charged with protecting the 

interests of regular citizens. These problems take the shape of state absence, 

disinterest, inefficiency, corruption, and/or collusion with armed groups and 

narco-traffickers. The recent uncovering of the parapolitics scandal has provided 

an understanding of a very specific type of state weakness—one that has been 

alternately described as local state capture by the paramilitaries and a coercive 

relationship of political elites over paramilitaries. However, key informant 

interviews clarified that such problems pre-dated the rise of paramilitarism and in 

some respects, postdate it as well. The subject of state weakness arose in one form 

or another in every single interview. Moreover, each and every key informant 

linked state weakness to patterns of violence in Colombia.   

 
1.2 STATE STRENGTH: NATIONAL AND SUB-NATIONAL THEORIES 
 

The concept of state strength is far-reaching and at times seems to 

encompass an unwieldy number of attributes. Helpful however, has been Soifer 

and vom Hau’s theoretical review, which explains that state strength has largely 

been conceptualized in relation to state capacity, where “high capacity states are 

seen as generally better equipped to establish a monopoly of violence, enforce 

contracts, control their populace, regulate institutions, extract resources, and 
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provide public goods.”478 They further review a myriad of research which links 

state strength and capacity to a range of outcomes including the development of 

democracy, economic growth, and the prevalence of violence.479 With regard to 

the provision of public goods, Fearon and Laitin predict the outbreak of civil war 

in poor countries because a low GDP is a “proxy for state administrative, military 

and police capabilities--” indicating their ‘capacity’-focused understanding of state 

strength.480  

As mentioned above, most characterizations of weak, failing or strong 

states, as well as those deemed capable or incapable, tend to exist at the nation-

state level.481 As one of the main tasks of this research project is to examine at 

Colombia from a sub-national perspective and to consider the functioning of the 

state at the municipal level, it is not immediately clear how helpful these 

established theories can be for such an analysis.  

Fortunately, there is a burgeoning literature that examines state strength at 

the sub-national level. Soifer and vom Hau, who argue for the “revival” of 

Michael Mann’s concept of infrastructural power, explain that Mann’s concept is 

analytically powerful in part because it allows for attention to spatial variation 

within the state [even though Mann did not capitalize on this possibility at the 

                                                
478 Hillel Soifer and Matthias vom Hau, "Unpacking the Strength of the State: The Utility of State 
Infrastructural Power," Studies in Comparative International Development 43 (2008), 220. 
479 See pg. 220 for full review of research. 
480 Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War," 76. 
481 Holsti, The State, War and the State of War; Weber, Politics as a Vocation; Harvey F. Kline, "Colombia: 
Lawlessness, Drug Trafficking, and Carving up the State," in Sate Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror, 
ed. Robert I. Rotberg (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2003); Rotberg, "The Failure and Collapse of 
Nation-States."; Soifer and vom Hau, "Unpacking the Strength of the State: The Utility of State 
Infrastructural Power."; Robert Rotberg, "Failed States, Collapsed States, Weak States: Causes and 
Indicators," in Sate Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror, ed. Robert I. Rotberg (Washington: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2003); Michael Mann, "The Autonomous Power of the State: Its Origins, Mechanisms and 
Results," Arch Eur Sociol 25 (1984); Joel S Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State 
Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988). See also Chapter 2. 
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time he wrote].482 Other theorists describe how different mutations of democracy 

can exist within a single nation. Gibson & Suarez-Cao describe how competitive 

and non-competitive party politics co-exist within Argentina.483 Similarly, 

O’Donnell describes how particularism and clientelism often exists alongside 

inclusive, fair and competitive elections within single nations in Latin America.484 

Chavez studies how two seemingly similar provinces within Argentina can 

develop divergent levels of judicial autonomy, which she interprets as an indicator 

for the quality of rule of law.485 She defines true political competition as the 

operative variable that leads to a positive outcome. Similarly, Gibson describes the 

existence of “sub-national authoritarianism” within nationally democratic 

countries. He states that “the unevenness of the territorial distribution of the 

practices and institutions of democracy within the nation state” can be ‘slight’ or 

‘dramatic’, and something that is common for democratic countries around the 

world.”486 He describes that authoritarian elites at the provincial level use a 

variety of strategies for ‘boundary control’, which limits the interference of 

opposition and national polities in “their” provincial politics.  

Particularly helpful as well is the study by Acemoglu et al., who explain 

how central states are able to modernize even without a monopolization of force 

over the territory, as described by Weber. In particular, they find a “symbiotic 

relationship between parties controlling the central state and non-state actors 

                                                
482 Soifer and vom Hau, "Unpacking the Strength of the State: The Utility of State Infrastructural Power." 
483 Edward L. Gibson and Julieta Suarez-Cao, "Federalized Party Systems and Subnational Party 
Competition: Theory and an Empirical Application to Argentina " Comparative Politics, no. October (2010). 
484 Guillermo O'Donnell, "Another Institutionalization: Latin America and Elsewhere," in Working Paper #222 
(University of Notre Dame, 1996). 
485 Rebecca Bill Chavez, "The Construction of the Rule of Law in Argentina: A Tale of Two Provinces," 
Comparative Politics 35, no. 4 (2003). 
486 Edward L. Gibson, "Boundary Control: Subnational Authoritarianism in Democratic Countries," World 
Politics 58, no. October (2005), 104. 
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exercising power in the peripheries of the country.”487 They use the case of 

Colombia and the operation of paramilitaries to develop this theory. In particular, 

they discover that paramilitaries have an enormous impact on local and national 

elections. They argue that since paramilitaries “naturally have political 

preferences, they can [credibly] deliver votes for the national politicians in line 

with their ideological and policy biases. Politicians elected with the implicit 

support of these non-state actors will then have less incentive to eliminate them, 

leading to an equilibrium without a full monopoly of violence of the central 

state.”488    

Rather than rely exclusively on conceptions of state strength from a 

national perspective, the former set of theorists, particularly Gibson, Chavez and 

Acemoglu et al., are the most helpful in understanding the complexity of the 

Colombian situation. Gibson and Chavez focus primarily on party competition 

and the management of center and periphery relations to understand sub-national 

variation in state strength. Acemoglu et al. discuss how an equilibrium can exist 

between a strong center and a weak periphery dominated by an armed group due 

to their electoral influence. I add a few dimensions to these sub-national 

understandings of state strength. These include the basic notions of state 

absence/presence and in/efficiency at the local level. I also unpack how strong 

alliances between illegal armed groups and political actors [including the military] 

create a legacy of local state weakness that perpetuates into the post-

                                                
487 Daron Acemoglu, James A. Robinson, and Rafael J.  Santos-Villagran, "The Monopoly of Violence: 
Evidence from Colombia,"  (2009), 39. 
488 39. 
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demobilization era. This theory also complements the others referenced above in 

that it explains how local state weakness supports on-going violence.  

 
2. DEFINING WEAK STATE AT THE LOCAL: EVIDENCE FROM FIELDWORK 
 

The following section will define the different dimensions of a weak state 

from a sub-national perspective in Colombia. The mechanisms through which 

local weak governance structures support or allow for high levels of violence will 

also be described. I define weak state at the local level through the following 

characteristics: state absence, inefficiency and incapacity, corruption, and 

collusion with armed actors. See Table 8.1 below for a list of indicators of weak 

states at the local level, and the processes through which such an environment is 

linked to violence. There is sufficient evidence to classify each of the four case 

studies as having a local weak state apparatus, although each municipality 

illustrates a different combination of characteristics. The case information will be 

woven into the indicators below. 

  
TABLE 8.1: 
 
INDICATORS OF STATE WEAKNESS 

AT THE LOCAL 
MECHANISMS STATE WEAKNESS TO 

VIOLENCE 
2.1. State Absence Lack of Protection 

Development of Parallel forms of  Authority 
2.2 Institutional Incapacity-
Inefficiency 

Lack of Protection 
Development of Parallel forms of Authority 

2.3 Corruption as Evidenced by: 
         -Electoral Fraud 
           -Embezzlement 
           -Collusion with Armed Groups 
           -Parapolitics Scandal 

Permissive Culture 
Judicial Bias & Weakening Rule of Law 
Inability to Denunciate: Info, Breakdown 
In/Direct Support of Violent Actors 
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2.1. STATE ABSENCE  
 
“WE HAVE BEEN BANISHED BY THE STATE” 
-MAYOR, TIERRALTA 
 

The absence of the central government at the local and regional level has 

varied over space and time in Colombia. The quality and degree to which 

governance structures existed have shifted with settlement patterns and changes in 

the political and economic interests of elites. The causes that underlie these 

historical patterns of state absence and presence are a complex inquiry that merits 

a separate study. As such, this section will focus on modern forms and implications 

of “state absence” in the case study areas—in particular from point in time when 

paramilitaries formed to the post-demobilization period [early 1980s to 2010].  

As mentioned throughout this dissertation, the rise of paramilitarism can 

be partially attributed to the lack of state presence. Local landed elites, 

particularly in Córdoba Department, sought to organize self-defense militias to 

protect their interests against “guerilla threat”. Leftist guerillas certainly 

represented a physical threat to some landholders. However, the threat was also 

existential, as guerrillas were seen to represent “leftist thinking” namely in terms of 

agrarian land reform and local democratization.  As the central government 

engaged in successive waves of peace talks with several guerilla groups [including 

the FARC, ELN and EPL] the perception of danger rose and the apparent need 

for self-defense grew.489  

It is in the case study site of Tierralta that the first organized paramilitary 

group was born—the Peasant Self-Defense Group of Córdoba and Urabá 

                                                
489 For a detailed history of this process, see: Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
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[ACCU] in the mid-1980s. Later in 1997, this was the site where individual 

paramilitary blocks federated into a national organization [see Chapter 5]. My 

aim in repeating this history is to argue that the absence of the central government 

and its corresponding inability to provide protection and security to local political 

and economic elites led to the development of a parallel form of authority. The 

power accumulated under the paramilitary project and their corresponding 

acceptance as a de facto government, further reinforced the weakness of the 

central government and their reach into the periphery.490 This process was 

deepened as paramilitaries gained electoral power. As more “para-friendly” 

politicians were elected and supported, the incentive for those in power to 

eradicate the group lessened. Despite the fact that the central government did not 

have a full monopoly of force over its territory, a type of equilibrium outcome was 

reached.491 

While the rise of paramilitarism can be linked to the absence of the central 

government in several peripheral areas of Colombia, its on-going absence in the 

post-demobilization period can also be linked to the operation of armed groups. 

Newly armed groups, while they may not explicitly seek to become a parallel 

authority [as paramilitaries did], can easily operate in areas with little or no state 

presence. Without protection or security from the central government [or the 

local government], newly armed groups can utilize coercion and other forms of 

violence to fulfill their goals. There are two predominant explanations for the fact 

that newly armed groups have appeared with most force in areas formally 

                                                
490 Ibid. 
491 For a detailed history of the process, see: Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos-Villagran, "The Monopoly of 
Violence: Evidence from Colombia." 
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controlled by paramilitaries. The most popular explanation, and one that has 

been presented throughout this dissertation, is that newly armed groups are simply 

paramilitaries with a new name. While there is evidence that some ex mid level 

leaders of paramilitary blocks command newly armed groups, the rate of re-

incidence of ex-combatants [the majority of which are rank and file] is only about 

17%.492 This indicates that the relationship between former paramilitary 

structures and newly armed groups is not a simple direct correlation.  

The second explanation, and one that I rely on more heavily, is that the 

space where paramilitaries operated were historically areas with little to no 

presence of the central government. While paramilitaries had become the 

legitimate de facto state actor, at times providing security, public goods and other 

state functions to civilians, their demobilization has meant that there remains a 

type of governance void. The state has yet to sufficiently fill this “power vacuum”, 

and these areas are a coveted resource of newly armed groups both because they 

can operate without hindrance and because illegal rents can be accessed [see 

previous chapter].  

Of all case study areas, Tierralta may be a “model municipality” in terms 

of illustrating the phenomenon of state absence. Perhaps nowhere is the sense of 

state absence as palpable as in this municipality. Not only is the size of Tierralta 

enormous [5,000 square kilometers], there is only one road in [and thus, one road 

out!]. The “urban seat” [casco urbano] is surrounded by dense jungle and high 

mountains, the majority of which is inaccessible to the average person. The 

Parque Paramillo, a ‘nature reserve’, is completely isolated and unreachable by 

                                                
492 CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No Resueltas ". 
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tourists, and is inhabited by a few indigenous people, a hydroelectric plant, and 

some members of armed groups.  It is 4,600 kilometers square and comprises 80% 

of Tierralta’s surface area.493 Tierralta is a dead-end-- and feels like one not only 

because of its location, but in terms of investment, infrastructure, opportunity, and 

even hope. As described above and in Chapter 5, the first organized paramilitary 

block was born in Tierralta and successive waves of leftist guerillas have also 

inhabited the area. Key informants, including local civil servants described how 

Tierralta since the 1950s, has continuously been occupied by illegal armed 

groups. Even the local political leaders-- nominal representatives of the central 

state—relied on paramilitaries to ensure their election and successive re-election 

until the mid-2000s. Currently, there are 3 newly armed groups and the FARC 

operating in the municipality. 

The above paragraphs have described how the absence of the state has 

allowed for the development and operation of armed groups—not only because 

the state left civilians without adequate security and parallel systems were 

developed to fulfill this need, but also because armed groups benefit from 

operating in spaces where their risk of elimination is low. Regarding the 

commission of violence since the demobilization of paramilitaries, there are two 

predominant explanations that link the absence of the state at the local level to 

violence. First, hamlets become the direct targets of armed groups without the 

presence of police or army. They use violence to frighten the populace into 

submission or to displace people to occupy or steal their land. According to those 

                                                
493 Parque Paramillo also spills over into Montelíbano and Puerto Liberatdor in Córdoba Department, and 
several municipalities in neighboring Antioquia Department. The figure 80% came from a key informant 
interview with the Communitarian Police Officer of Tierralta. 
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familiar with the history of Tierralta, this has been a tactic used by the ELN, 

FARC, the paramilitaries and more recently, the newly armed groups. These 

rural areas are of strategic importance to armed groups for one or more reasons:  

they are coca growing areas [or have the potential to be]; they lie along a ‘drug 

corridor’ [a transport route]; they are under the control of a competing group and 

new groups covet the area; or representatives of the hamlet pose a challenge to the 

group’s operations—either through community organizing activities, denouncing 

the group, or soliciting an increased security presence from the urban seat.  

Several key informants described how hamlets are targeted by armed 

groups in the absence of a visible or permanent security apparatus. For example, 

the head of the Early Alert System [SAT] of Tierralta explained: “The criminal 

bands install themselves in rural areas where there are no public forces. There is a 

mobile army but they are not situated in one place. The army enters an area and 

usually stays for 8 days-- the armed groups just take off for another area until the 

army move on, then the group returns. There is no stable security force like in the 

urban seat. The armed groups take advantage of the mobile army. The groups 

have a high level of power over rural communities. They are the ones that give 

directives, ‘Look, this pathway is dirty and you must clean it’. They give the 

orders.”   

The second connection between state absence and violence is related to 

the recruitment methods of armed groups. There are several conditions that 

facilitate the armed group’s ability to persuade, coerce, or force young people to 

join their ranks. These conditions include the absence of education or 

employment opportunities, as well as poor infrastructure, which limits transport 
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and potential opportunities for income generation—such as a farmer’s ability to 

bring his or her products to market. Until now, I have described state absence in 

terms of protection and security. However, state absence can also be 

conceptualized as a deficiency in the provision of other public goods such as 

education and infrastructure.  

As the mayor of Tierralta described, 60% of the municipality does not 

have roads, making it impossible for peasants to sell the goods they produce. 

Another key informant explained that “when one has 4 or 5 children and is 

offered 400USD a month to join a group, who wouldn’t?” Similarly, a psycho-

social tutor from the Reintegration Program asked about the multitude of 17-year 

old boys without access to high school because of the long distance and cost—

“what else are they going to do in a zone that is influenced by conflict?” 

This dynamic has been described by Collier and Hoeffler, who have found 

that an abundance of uneducated and impoverished young men increase the 

likelihood for the outbreak of civil war. They describe that recruitment of this 

population by armed actors is easy as the opportunity cost for joining is low.494 In 

contrast, however, Rubio finds evidence that in Colombia, the connection 

between deficiency in social capital and the engagement in juvenile crime is not so 

simple. He points out that the development of strong criminal networks most often 

has occurred in the most industrialized and economically productive parts of the 

country. He links this dual existence of perverse and productive social capital to 

the decreasing economic returns to formal education since the 1970s and an 

enormous increase in the average remuneration for criminal activities. As well, the 

                                                
494 Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War." 
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gap between de jure and de facto norms has led to a de-legitimization of the legal 

system and a corresponding rise in criminal activity.495   

Regardless of differences in this debate, the fact remains that newly armed 

groups are recruiting young people in areas where the state absent. Young people 

may join for a variety of reasons: because they have few opportunities for 

education or because they know that they can earn more in the informal sector; 

because they are obliged to do so out of deprivation; or because they are forcibly 

recruited. Regardless, armed groups are able to recruit because the local state is 

unable to provide protection against their operations. 

While this section focused primarily on Tierralta, state absence is felt in 

many parts of rural Córdoba and Magdalena Departments as well. While the lack 

of structure and the absence of visible representatives of the state is perhaps more 

tangible in rural areas, there are major gaps of state presence in urban areas as 

well. However, in urban areas, it is not necessarily a complete absence of the state, 

but more of a local state inefficiency—institutions exist, but they are unable, 

disinterested or outright corrupt. The next section will focus on the link between 

‘inefficiency’ and violence. 

 
2.2 STATE INEFFICIENCY, INCAPACITY AND MISALIGNMENT 
 
“NO PREVENTION, NO REACTION”  
--DEAN, COMMUNITY COLLEGE CIÉNAGA 
 

Similar to state absence, state inefficiency or incapacity creates the 

conditions for on-going violence through two of the processes outlined above--- 

                                                
495 Mauricio Rubio, "Perverse Social Capital: Some Evidence from Colombia," Journal of Economic Issues 31, 
no. 3 (1997). 
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the inability for the local or national government to provide security, and the 

development of parallel systems of authority. First, when the state is unable to 

provide adequate protection, residents are easily targeted by armed groups who 

use violence to reach their goals. Second, when citizens do not have trust in the 

state to provide them with security or legal forms of justice because of inefficiency 

or incapacity, they will be more likely to create parallel forms of authority to 

provide these goods. This process is evidenced by the formation of private armies 

such as was seen during the rise of paramilitarism, but also in the development of 

vigilante groups, and the corresponding high numbers of revenge killings in case 

study areas.496 Restrepo in her analysis on the Colombian criminal justice system 

traces the failures and weaknesses in the judicial system to the development of 

private justice systems, which promotes a further corruption of the state’s system. 

She describes that “… ‘private justice’ is now available as any other market 

commodity—in particular, it can be bought by the most ordinary people not just 

those involved in armed conflict and drug trafficking.497 This is reflected in key 

informant interviews, where it was described that there is an over supply of “hit 

men” available at a very low cost.  

From key informant interviews and news reports, it is difficult to establish 

which of the case study areas is more affected by inefficiency or incapacity. The 

largest problem for both departments, however, may be a misalignment of the 

official security policy with the reality on the ground. In some respects, this could 

                                                
496 Revenge as a motivation for killings was a common theme found in key informant interviews. Also see: 
Martha K. Huggins, "Vigilantism and the State--a Look South and North," in Vigilantism and the State in Modern 
Latin America: Essays on Extrlegal Violence, ed. Martha K. Huggins (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1991). 
497 Elvira María   Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003). 
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be interpreted as a national level problem. However, the discordance between 

national policy and local realities translates into the inability of violence to be 

contained in certain locales.  

Misalignment and misallocation of resources in the case study areas may 

stem first and foremost from the unwillingness of officials [politicians, police and 

army] to recognize the gravity of newly armed groups in the post-demobilization 

period. President Uribe was particularly against voicing any connection between 

the AUC and these groups, stating that violent actors around the country are 

simply common delinquents, without organization or common goals. This formal 

policy stance [which has since been significantly challenged under president 

Santos starting in 2010] has meant that resources in case study areas have most 

often been channeled to coca eradication programs and counterinsurgency 

operations against the FARC. The FARC has a small presence in Córdoba 

Department--mostly in the Parque Paramillo, and are not thought to be stronger 

than 30 combatants in Magdalena Department.498 Magdalena is estimated to 

have less than 400 hectares of coca fields, accounting for approximately .5% of all 

coca production in Colombia.499  

Key informants who work directly with victimized communities explain 

that the army and police often describe the threats of newly armed groups as 

simple “rumors”, believing that individual criminals “mimick” the behavior of 

armed groups from former times. Organized violence, which is interpreted by the 

police as common delinquency, translates into an inefficient and uncoordinated 

                                                
498 Based on Early Alert System Reports, fully listed in Chapter 5. 
499 Source: SIMC compiled for this dissertation’s database 
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security response, which in turn leaves civilians at an elevated risk for 

victimization. Out of on-going concern for the security of residents, key 

informants described that some mayors have allocated funds to support local 

police, but that their efforts have been undermined by national systems.  

There are countless examples of violence occurring in close proximity to 

security installments, leaving key informants to wonder if there is a problem of 

capacity, inefficiency, misalignment or outright corruption. Interviewees described 

that segments of their municipality are controlled by armed groups. Inhabitants 

are subject to curfews, and are unable to leave the hamlet without permission. 

This occurs in municipalities with an active police presence. In November 2010, 

for example, six people were assassinated by the group named “Las Águilas 

Negras [The Black Eagles] in Montelíbano, a municipality neighboring Tierralta 

in Córdoba. The army reported hearing multiple gunshots at the time of the 

massacre. They were physically located five minutes from the site, but arrived 

only one hour later.500  

One of the most tangible examples of state inefficiency and incapacity to 

provide protection to Colombians is evidenced by the ability of newly armed 

group, the Urabeños, to successfully stop all economic activity in multiple 

locations in January of 2012. Called an “armed strike” [paro armado], the group 

forbade any employee, employer or business owner to work or engage in 

commercial business during a period of 48 hours under the threat of death. 

Communicated by a massive distribution of pamphlets, this “strike” was in 
                                                
500 Incident reported Salvarez, ""Aguilas Negras" Serían Autores De Masacre En Montelíbano: Seis 
Muertos," El Universal, November 15, 2010 2010. at http://www.eluniversal.com.co. Location of army 
described in key informant interviews with SAT officer of Cordoba and Sucre on Thursday November 25, 
2010.   
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response to the National Police killing one of the leaders. The case study 

municipalities of Tierralta and Santa Marta were under this threat, as well as 

municipalities in Antioquia, Chocó, Sucre and Bolívar Departments. These 

affected areas were described as “ghost towns” as people feared to leave their 

homes.501  

The misalignment between national policy and local realities renders the 

local state inefficient and incapable of protecting citizens against violent armed 

actors. Over time, this situation could support the formation of parallel systems of 

authority---those who can provide security and protection to local residents—one 

of the three main functions of the original paramilitary groups.502 Inefficiency, 

incapacity and misalignment [as well as state absence] in case study areas indicate 

that state at the local level is weak, and provides a partial explanation for the 

continued high levels of violence experienced in the post-demobilization period.  

 
2.3. CORRUPTION:  
 
“WHEN CORRUPTION IS THE RULE, YOU WILL FIND POLITICIANS AND GOVERNORS 
WITH A PROPENSITY TO EXPAND THEIR CORRUPT DOMAINS BY BUILDING ALLIANCES 
WITH CRIME.” 
—JOURNALIST AND RESEARCHER CÓRDOBA DEPARTMENT 
 

While corruption is manifested in many ways, interviews with key 

informants uncovered three primary types of corruption operating in the case 

study areas: electoral fraud, illegal financial gain through embezzlement and/or 

narco-trafficking activities, and collusive relationships between representatives of 

the state and armed groups. One particular type of collusion termed 

                                                
501 verdadabierta, "Urabeños Demuestran Su Poder Regional." 
502 Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra  
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“parapolitics,” will be discussed in section 2.4 of this chapter. Like state absence, 

capacity problems and inefficiency, corruption is another defining characteristic of 

a weak state at the local level. After describing how corruption operates in case 

study areas, its causal link to violence will be explored. 

 

2.3.1 TYPES OF CORRUPTION: 
 
“IF YOU WANT TO BE POPULARLY ELECTED, YOU NEED TO BUY YOUR VOTES.”  
-RETIRED SOCIOLOGIST, CIÉNAGA 
 
2.3.1.A. DEMOCRATIC WEAKNESSES, ELECTORAL IRREGULARITIES AND FRAUD:  
 

Despite the Colombia’s decent record on national elections and an 

adequate degree of contestation, democracy is lacking at the local level in some 

areas of the country.503 Qualitative case study research revealed that poor 

electoral competition, voting irregularities and electoral fraud are the norm rather 

than the exception at the municipal and departmental levels. While the presence 

of democratic weakness is not necessarily synonymous with corruption, it does 

create the conditions under which corruption is more likely to be utilized—for 

example, when justice is not applied equitably or impartially, and the state is 

beholden to the private interests of armed groups and economic corporations.504 

 In Colombia, Restrepo describes that political parties “exist and compete 

but do not harbor the popular demands and anxieties of some sectors of society 

and, in some cases, are over-represented in others. There are formal checks and 

balances, but many are inefficient.” She links these deficiencies to a long history of 

clientelism—where the traditional two parties were “hierarchically structured 

                                                
503 Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust :4.  
504 Ibid.  



 307 

patronage parties in which the subordinate classes were organized by politicians.” 

And “the state acted as a clientelist agency run by the two parties.”505 Major 

reforms brought about by the 1991 Constitution decreased these networks and 

increased the legitimization of the political system, at least at the center. However 

she asserts that “clientelism is still the prevalent mode of participation among rural 

voters and in the small cities.”506 

Evidence was found for the on-going utilization of patronage or clientelist 

systems in the case study areas, mostly along family lines. A dynasty like system of 

politics was described. In Córdoba Department, people often spoke of the never-

ending dominance of the Lopez family, while in Magdalena it was the Dávilas, the 

Piendos, or the Vives. If not a direct member of one of these families, a political 

front man steps in.  

In order to understand this process, Gibson’s concept of “sub-national 

authoritarianism” is helpful. He describes: “In authoritarian provinces, 

incumbents will be engaged constantly in strategies of boundary control, 

maximizing incumbent influence over local politics and depriving oppositions of 

access to national alliances and resources.” 507 One strategy that provincial 

authoritarian elites utilize to strengthen such boundaries is through the 

‘parochialization of power’. Through a variety of means, they will seek to 

“maximize gubernatorial hegemony over the sub-national territorial system. This 

includes provincial institutions, such as the local executive, legislative, and judicial 

branches, as well as provincial party organizations. It also includes lower levels of 

                                                
505 7. 
506 12. 
507 Gibson, "Boundary Control: Subnational Authoritarianism in Democratic Countries," 108. 
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government….”508 This parochialization of power is achieved through a variety of 

means. In the case of Magdalena and Córdoba Departments, we see this 

boundary control strategy achieved through electoral corruption, and as well be 

explained later, through outright violence against the opposition. 

It was in the case study municipality of Ciénaga that I received a tutorial 

on how electoral fraud at the local level takes place. Together the sociologist and 

the head of the Early Alert System for Magdalena, both natives of Ciénaga, 

explained how the candidate, a ‘god-father’, the mayor’s office, contractors and 

community leaders interact to create a corrupt electoral system. It was also 

explained that community leaders who are involved in the process are not able to 

speak out against such political fraud. They are bribed to stay silent under the 

threat of death. In addition, many key informants described how easy it is for 

candidates to solicit or coerce votes from impoverished residents of urban and 

rural municipalities. Poor families are given food and those more ‘politically 

skilled’ are promised posts in return for a vote. Candidates seek out those 

neighborhoods that are known to perpetually flood. Residents are given supplies 

against the storms in exchange for votes. As one key informant described of this 

process, “It is easy.”   

The previous five mayors of Ciénaga have been jailed for corruption.509 

Moreover, the lead up to the October 2011 local elections were described as a 

campaign “mediated by fear.”510 Several candidates were threatened and dropped 

their candidature. The only two to remain in the race had not been threatened by 

                                                
508 109 
509 Based on key informant interviews with the Head of Early Alert System Magdalena. 
510 Uribe, "En Ciénaga, Las Elecciones Están Mediadas Por Las Sombra De Las BACRIM". 
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armed groups, and were representatives of parties that had ties to former 

paramilitaries.511  

2.3.1.B. EMBEZZLEMENT & COLLUSION WITH ARMED GROUPS 

The incidence of enrichment through illegal means is one form of 

corruption that seems to run hand in hand with the collusion of state 

representatives with illegal groups.  Nearly all key informants gave concrete 

examples of politicians embezzling royalties destined for municipalities or 

departments [from mining, ports, water], army and police involvement in narco-

trafficking, and direct links between the local state representatives and armed 

groups. These processes are often interlinked and difficult to separate. As such, 

both embezzlement and collusion will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

Key informants within the Attorney General’s Office explained that 

segments of all braches of public security-- the army, the police and the 

Colombian equivalent of the FBI [DAS]—have links to the newly armed groups. 

The AG’s office reported on-going investigations within all three organizations. 

Similarly, the head of the Early Alert Response System explained that civil 

servants have been found to lead extortion rings in Córdoba Department. While 

the link between state institutions and armed groups were more visible and 

pronounced under the paramilitaries [See Parapolitics Section 2.4 of this chapter], 

several key informants described that there are few changes in the post-

paramilitary period.  

Aside from the relationships between newly armed groups and the police 

and army, many key informants explained that royalties are the main source of 

                                                
511 Ibid. 
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embezzlement for local politicians. Both departments are resource rich and 

heavily exploited by multi-national and national companies, and significant 

revenue is received at the municipality and department level from such activities. 

How royalty income is utilized and invested at the local level receives little 

oversight from the central government.   

A historian from the Universidad del Sinú in Córdoba explained that 

royalties in Cordoba are the main source of corruption, and that this tendency has 

not been affected by the demobilization of paramilitaries. He explained that the 

department receives approximately 150 billion COP per year [$75 million USD], 

and that the department “is one of the departments with the most irregularities in 

the management of royalties.” Other key informants described how newly armed 

groups—those who are “direct descendents” of paramilitaries-- are being awarded 

contracts by governments and large firms. 

According to key informants, royalties are not just a source of corruption, 

but also have become the “primary incentive” to run for political office at the 

municipal and departmental levels. A senior staff person of the community college 

in Ciénaga explained: “I consider royalties a factor that has increased political 

corruption…. We have not seen any political will to make the way in which public 

recourses are spent more transparent. Even with the investigations that have been 

done and the denunciations that have taken place, no one can explain what has 

happened with billions of pesos [millions of dollars]-- we see no infrastructural 

work, nor any social or educational projects. Nothing is given, nothing is 

provided. Drummond runs a port that has jurisdiction in Ciénaga….but what is 

produced by taxes and royalties is badly spent, it is not intended for society.”  
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Another key informant explained: “There are 8 countries fishing in these 

waters and Ciénaga doesn’t have one single fishing boat. We have one the biggest 

carbon ports in the world, but every day Ciénaga is getting worse. Imagine, the 

budget of Ciénaga is around 98 billion pesos  [$49 million USD] per year. The 

coming year, it will be 135 billion [$67.5 million USD] when we start with the 

production of carbon. It is a budget extremely high with respect to other 

municipalities in Colombia. The race to be mayor or councilor consists of robbing 

these resources.” 

It is interesting to note, that one of the main policy priorities for President 

Santos since his election in 2010 is to reform the way in which royalties are 

distributed. A bill approved by lawmakers in June 2011 reduced the amount of 

revenues entering oil and mining rich regions from 75 to 25% starting in 2012. In 

addition, a monitoring system is proposed to decrease misuse of funds.512 This 

represents an interesting step by the central government to increase fiscal control 

of peripheral areas of the country, and may in fact, reduce corruption in such 

areas and thus strengthen local governance structures.   

 
2.3.2 LINKING CORRUPTION AT THE LOCAL LEVEL TO VIOLENCE 
 

How is it that corruption is translated into violence? While the connection 

between ‘weak democratic institutions’ and civil conflict has been established,513 

the mechanisms through which corruption or political weakness support violence 

                                                
512 Darcy Crowe, "Colombian House Approves Reform in Royalties Distribution," Colombia Reports, June 9, 
2011 2011; Stephen Manker, "Royalties Reform Will Pump $20m into Colombia's Poorest Regions: Minister 
" Colombia Reports, June 10, 2011 2011. 
513 Hegre and Sambanis, "Sensitivity Analysis of Empirical Results on Civil War Onset.", Fearon and Laitin, 
"Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War." 
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are not well theorized. This project identifies four primary ways in which electoral 

fraud, embezzlement, and/or collusion with illegal actors is connected to violence.  

“WE HAVE COME TO SEE BAD AS GOOD- THAT WHICH IS ILLEGAL IS CORRECT. THAT 
INJUSTICE HAS REASON. NEXT TO ALL THE LIVES LOST, THE WORST DAMAGE IS 
CULTURAL” 
--FORMER OMBUDSMEN, DEPARTMENT OF CÓRDOBA 

 

2.3.2.A. PSYCHOSOCIAL LINKAGES: First is a psychosocial explanation. In areas 

where representatives of the state are known to be corrupt, an example is set for 

the greater society whereby engaging in criminal behavior for personal gain is 

tolerated. This permissiveness may lower the threshold for otherwise non-criminal 

people to engage in delinquent behavior.  

A few authors have described this “permissive culture” explanation for 

violence.514 For example, Winton has theorized that a state’s use of political 

violence in urban areas has lead to the normalization of violence at the societal 

level.515 Steenkamp describes how violence at multiple societal levels can become 

“embedded in the broader shared values and norms of community…..it becomes 

a socially acceptable mechanisms to achieve power and status in society.”516 

Gaviria has also found in Colombia that there is diffusion of criminal behavior 

between divergent groups of people.517  

Many key informants spoke about how the normalization of corruption 

and violence rooted in state authority has penetrated lower levels of society, 

changing norms and values related to the use of violence and peaceful forms of 

                                                
514 See also Peter Uvin, Aiding Violence: The Development Enterprise in Rwanda (West Hartford, CN: Kumarian 
Press, 1998). 
515 Winton, "Urban Violence: A Guide to the Literature." 
516 Steenkamp, "The Legacy of War: Conceptualizing a 'Culture of Violence' to Explain Violence after Peace 
Accords," 254. 
517 Gaviria, "Increasing Returns and Evolution of Violent Crime: The Case of Colombia ".  



 313 

conflict resolution. The following researcher on violence and gender told me what 

she thought about increasing levels of violence in demobilization areas: “I will 

answer you from the perspective of what happens in a society that chooses 

weapons to resolve conflict, instead of using tools offered by democracy to realize 

the interests of society. The people in this country don’t have the patience needed 

for democracy and justice. We are violent by culture. We don’t have models of 

peaceful conflict resolution. In a community it is much easier to arm oneself, it is 

easier to become part of a group-- than to generate other alternatives. We need to 

generate a culture of peace, one of conflict resolution.  

For this, we must change culture.” 

 
“THERE IS NO SYSTEM OF CHECKS AND BALANCES. HERE WE HAVE MONEY AND 
SHOOTOUTS.” 
--PROFESSOR OF LAW AND POLITICAL SCIENCE, UNIVERSITY OF MAGDALENA 
 
2.3.2.B. JUDICIAL BIAS & WEAK RULE OF LAW: The second mechanism through 

which corruption influences violence is through judicial bias and a weakening rule 

of law. As Chavez points out in her discussion of variation of judicial autonomy 

within Argentina, rule of law is a “broad concept that encompasses many areas, 

including human rights, property rights, and access to justice….The rule of law 

requires that any individual or sector that exercises significant power submit to the 

law. Otherwise, these actors can use their power to violate the formal rules. 

Threats to the rule of law can come from a diverse group that includes executive 

functionaries, legislators, military officials, wealthy business people, and union 

representatives. The threat to rule of law varies across regions.”518  She asserts 

                                                
518 Chavez, "The Construction of the Rule of Law in Argentina: A Tale of Two Provinces," 419. 
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that judicial independence is an essential feature of the rule of law, and that it is 

very much determined by the absence or presence of true political competition. 

With party competitiveness, “the judiciary can emerge as an arbiter among actors, 

rather than a tool held exclusively by a single dominant actor….courts must be 

independent of actors that tend to monopolize power.”519 Thus, party 

competitiveness facilitates the creation of horizontal accountability structures, 

which leads to the development of an independent and autonomous judiciary and 

a stronger rule of law. True political competition generally develops where 

political and economic elites are NOT one in the same, which is not the case 

historically or currently in the case study areas.  

Restrepo has also documented that the lack of autonomy of the 

Colombian state from “the private interests of politicians or other powerful forces 

such as major economic conglomerates, drug cartels, guerillas, the paramilitary or 

other international forces,”520 and the political system’s lack of legitimacy has 

created the conditions under which security can not be provided and justice can 

not be administered. She describes that such conditions lead to further corruption 

of the system, high levels of fear in the populace, the development of “private 

justice” mechanisms, and high levels of violence.521 The legal realm has become 

de-legitimized because of the gaps between de jure and de facto norms, leading to 

an increase in criminal activity.522 The schism has developed through multiple 

processes according to Rubio, but is strongest in those areas that were furthest 

                                                
519 420 & 423. 
520 3. 
521 Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust. 
522 Rubio, "Perverse Social Capital: Some Evidence from Colombia." 
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from those areas that were under Colonial rule523 [such as the in the case study 

regions].  

This discussion is helpful in understanding both how corruption weakens 

rule of law and how it leads to violence. Case information indicates that local 

elections are not truly competitive, and that political and economic power rests in 

the hands of a few families. It also appears that truly independent judiciaries do 

not exist in these areas. As such, legal and illegal actors can circumvent the justice 

system, and those adjudicated can buy their freedom. This of course, lessens the 

possibility for violent actors to be arrested and prosecuted, thus providing 

incentives to continue illegal behavior.  

Corrupt legal structures communicate to citizens that the state cannot be 

accountable to provide legitimate protection. As citizens do not have trust in a 

system that they view as corrupt, they are more likely to rely on alternative extra-

legal forms of conflict settlement. Evidence for this causal process, which links 

corruption to violence, surfaces not only through key informant interviews, but 

also through statistical evidence. Quantitative results from this dissertation 

indicate that one of the strongest and largest variables that lead to a downward 

homicide rate is law enforcement capacity measured by the arrest rate. The more 

arrests made—a proxy for an efficient, non- corrupt system-- the lower the 

homicide rate at both the national and sub-national levels in Colombia [see 

Chapter 3].  

In Magdalena, the former governor of the department was often referred 

to—a man who confessed having directly supported the paramilitary block who 

                                                
523 Ibid. 
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killed the Dean and Vice President of Magdalena University. Echoed throughout 

interviews was the question of: “who is protecting the communities?” or “what 

guarantees does civil society have?”  Even the police captain of Magdalena 

Department described how people do not trust the justice system because “the 

police don’t follow the laws strictly enough.”  

A researcher who often works with peasants described a similar 

environment: “I’ve talked with peasants who told me that the people who forced 

them off their land-- those that threatened them and held guns to their head walk 

freely around the village. They see [the perpetrators] every day.”  

 
 
“THOSE WHO DENOUNCE ARE THOSE WHO ARE KILLED. IT IS A LEARNED FEAR.” 
—MANAGER OF LOCAL NGO TIERRALTA 
 
2.3.2.C. INFORMATION BREAKDOWN--NO DENUNCIATIONS: The third linkage 

between corruption and violence is the unwillingness of citizens to denounce the 

criminal activity of legal and illegal actors. As mentioned above, lack of state 

autonomy from private interests, a de-legitimized political system, and the 

corresponding breakdown in the administration of justice and provision of 

security, results in high levels of distrust among the populace. One result, as 

described in the previous sections, is the development of extra-legal forms of 

security provision. A second consequence is the, however, is that distrust and fear 

inhibit people from making accusations or denouncing those involved in 

corruption.524 

                                                
524 Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust. 
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Violence is thus generated or continues unabated through two processes. 

First, if citizens do not denounce the criminal behavior of authorities, those non-

corrupt members of the system do not receive the information they need to 

perform their jobs—to provide protection to victims and to fight illegality. The 

second process, related to the first, is that a lack of denunciations allows the system 

to continue, further deepening corrupt and non-democratic practices that often 

rely on violence as a form of operation.  

 When using the terms ‘to denounce’ or ‘denunciation’, I refer to the 

following meaning: “to condemn or censure openly or publicly”525 as opposed to 

the meaning that focuses on the action of informing against someone. Kalyvas has 

written about the central importance of denunciations in gathering information 

deemed necessary by political actors during civil wars. He links the willingness of 

individuals to denunciate others to his or her own “private and local concerns,” 

and describes this is more likely when those seeking information “has a level of 

credible control.”526 My analysis of denunciations in Colombia diverges from 

Kalvyas, as I suggest that citizens’ lack of trust in the state and fear of reprisal 

leads to a silencing rather than a willingness to publicly denounce. This 

dissimilarity may be definitional: Kalyvas appears to utilize the term denunciation 

with the “informant” definition rather than “public condemnation.” A second 

possibility is that the “not-peace-not-war” reality of the case study areas has meant 

that neither illegal nor legal actors have “credible control”—a condition that 

Kalyvas describes as necessary for individuals to denounce. 

                                                
525 http://dictionary.reference.com 
526 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War.: 336-337. 
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Many key informants described how individuals, families, and 

communities do not denounce corrupt politicians, corrupt law enforcement 

agents, or armed groups both because they lack trust in authorities and because 

they fear violent retaliation. This reporter told a particularly gruesome story that 

recently took place in Córdoba Department: “In Ayapel, a community in the 

south of Córdoba, the new groups killed two prestigious cattle ranchers. The 

armed groups had gone to the farm to extort a father and a son—a behavior 

increasingly common to the newly armed groups. They said to the son, ‘go to the 

town center, get us 6 milliones de pesos [$3000USD], and return and give us the 

money. We’ll keep your father in the meantime and free him when you come 

back with the money.’ The son went to Ayapel, and because he didn’t have 6 

milliones de pesos [$3000USD], he told the police what happened, and that he 

only had two million [$1000]. He asked the police for help. The son thought the 

best thing to do would be to go back to the farm and give the group the two 

million and see what could be done. When he arrived at the farm, the guys from 

the group knew that he had denounced them. They killed father and son. What 

guarantees does a community have with a situation like this?”  

The collusion between armed forces and newly armed groups keeps people 

silent. Key informants liken the process of denunciation to “asking for a death 

sentence.” Others described that people prefer to pay extortions then to organize 

or denounce the armed groups--“silence is the only strategy.” Armed groups leave 

physical symbols to terrorize the population into submission. For example in 

Tierralta, mutilated bodies have been left in public places to threaten potential 

denouncers.  



 319 

Even those that begin to make a formal complaint end up abandoning the 

process. A District Attorney for Magdalena Department explained: “The type of 

people who denounce extortions often retract: for fear, because of terror. They are 

victims. Sometimes we actually arrest the people from the armed group, and get a 

confession, and then the victim denies that he/she was extorted. If we have 25 or 

30 who have been extorted, 6 retract the accusations and the others disappear. 

They don’t come back. The moment that I have to take a photocopy of their 

identity card, and they know that the accused can see it, they retract completely.” 

 
 
“THE MOST DANGEROUS ACTOR THAT EXISTS IN THIS COUNTRY IS THE POLICE, NOT 
THE FARC.”  
– REPORTED CONVERSATION BETWEEN EX-MAYOR OF MEDELLÍN AND PROFESSOR AT 
U. OF MAGDALENA 
 
2.3.2.D. DIRECT SUPPORT OF ARMED GROUPS: The fourth causal process that 

links corruption to violence, and one which may in fact be an intermediate 

variable above all, is that corruption in Colombia is very tied to the operation of 

illegal armed groups. As already established in this document, armed groups use 

violence in nearly all of their transactions: to control populations and territory, to 

ensure their survival by eliminating competition and perceived threats, and as 

means to regulate their businesses. Armed groups historically [and currently] have 

provided the capital for political campaigns, have been paid to intimidate or kill 

the opposition, and have made business alliances with politicians, civil servants, 

police and army for their personal enrichment—either by grabbing land, tapping 

in to narco-trafficking networks, or by awarding contracts to illegal bosses. Thus, 

corruption directly supports the operation of violent actors.  
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A journalist for a regional newspaper in Córdoba, a young women 

currently conducting research for a book on the link between paramilitaries and 

the Córdoba public university explained: “There is so much corruption in the 

political classes here. And when corruption is the rule, you will find politicians and 

governors with a propensity to expand their corrupt domains, by building 

alliances with crime. I think that corruption has always been at a very high level. I 

don’t think that things have changed. In these last days, we’ve seen another blow 

against the authorities. They arrested 17 people on narco-trafficking charges-- 6 of 

them are police. Here corruption is revealed… What causes this level of 

corruption? I don’t think that the state has ever asked this question.”  

As with inefficiency and incapacity, it is difficult to decipher which of the 

four case studies has the “worst” levels of corruption. Without objective measures 

and scales, it is impossible to rank them with any certainty. In Ciénaga, I received 

the most detailed information on electoral corruption. The fact that the five 

previous mayors have been charged with embezzlement and fraud is certainly 

something significant. Key informants from all case studies, however, talked about 

how royalties were a source of embezzlement, and that electoral irregularities are 

the norm. Denunciations are impossible in all settings, although whistleblowers 

may be more at risk in the rural settings, as there are fewer places to hide. Out of 

the two departments, key informants in Cordoba, including the Attorney 

General’s office gave more concrete examples of the public force’s involvement in 

narco-trafficking. The recent dissolution of the national central intelligence unit 

[DAS] by President Santos [Jan 2012], after years of continuous scandal and links 



 321 

to organized crime and paramilitaries527, is one step toward eradicating 

corruption within, and strengthening the central government. Despite this move 

in the center, case research reveals there is sufficient evidence that corruption 

remains rampant at the municipal and department levels, and that each qualifies 

as having a weak state at the local level.  

 
2.4. A CASE IN POINT: PARAPOLITICS 
 
“EVERYTHING WAS INFILTRATED. THE PEOLE RESPECTED AND FEARED THEM.” 
--HISTORIAN AND PROFESSOR OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY DEL 
SINÚ 
 

The “parapolitics” scandal is one very concrete example of corruption that 

was at once a national phenomena and one expressed at the local level. 

Parapolitics refers to the collusion of politicians and paramilitaries, and is a crime 

that is currently being investigated and tried through the justice system in 

Colombia. To date, there have been 256 prosecutions of politicians with ties to 

the paramilitaries in 28 of 34 [82%] departments nation-wide, and investigations 

continue. The department of Sucre has the highest number of convictions, with 

50 politicians implicated. Magdalena and Córdoba departments follow in 2nd and 

3rd place with 23 and 22 convictions respectively. Antioquia department holds 4th 

place with 21.528 These politicians held municipal and departmental level 

positions including those of governor, senator, congressmen, mayor, deputy, and 

councilor. Figure 8.1 is a map of Colombia displaying the density of parapolitics 

prosecutions by Department.  

                                                
527 Semana, "El Das Deja De Exister Para Dar Paso a La Agencia Nacional De Inteligencia," Semana, 
October 31, 2011 2011. 
528 A database was constructed for this dissertation on parapolitics prosecutions. See Annex C for a list of 
sources. 
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In Córdoba Department, there have been 12 senators convicted for ties to 

paramilitaries, as well as six congressmen, two mayors, one governor and one 

deputy. In Magdalena, 8 congressmen, five mayors, three senators, three deputies, 

two governors and two councilors have been convicted. New cases continue to 

surface. 
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FIGURE 8.1 
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2.4.1. THE INTERESTS OF ELITES AND PARAMILITARIES  

The exact relationship between paramilitaries and politicians is one that 

continues to be investigated by a number of researchers. It is a complicated 

discovery process, however, as there appears to be a fair degree of geographic 

variation in how the relationship came to be, how it functioned, and whether it 

was more of a coercive or collusive nature. Until recently, it was largely believed 

that the paramilitaries, with their enormous amount of military strength, co-opted 

the local state and coerced local politicians to be in their service. At the same time, 

however, there has been a general belief that there existed a mutually beneficial 

relationship between politicians and paramilitaries, where each side was allowed 

access to the other’s political, military and economic resources.  

Burgeoning research has uncovered that rather than a coercive 

relationship with paramilitaries in control of politicians, the reverse may have 

been true. One of the researchers for the recent book “Y Refundaron la Patria”529 

and a key informant for this study explained that he found political elites to be 

much more the driving force between the paramilitaries and political structures 

than previously believed. “When doing the research for our book, we realized that 

it was backwards. We realized that the democratic agents had been the ones who 

had looked for the armed groups to include them in their democracy. It was not 

Jorge 40 [paramilitary leader for Bloque Norte who operated in Magdalena, 

Atlántico, and Cesar Departments] who looked for Araujo [political elite from 

                                                
529 Claudia  López Hernández, Y Refudnaron La Patria: De Cómo Mafiosos Y Políticos Reconfiguraron El Estado 
Colombiano (Bogotá Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris, 2010). 
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Valledupar—Cesar Department]. The Arajuos’ were the ones who looked for 

Jorge 40. 

“What happens is that these armed groups obey political and economic 

elites. The owner of the land in Córdoba is not Mancuso [paramilitary boss for 

Bloque Córdoba], but it is Arleth Casado, the congresswoman [from the Lopéz 

clan, wife of former governor of Córdoba] . It is not like in Afghanistan where the 

commanders are owners of everything. The objectives of the political and 

economic elites are to maintain their influence over the distribution of power530. To 

influence everything.” 

When speaking about the political elite’s wish to control the ‘distribution of 

power’, the researcher for the recent book “Y Refundaron la Patria”531 explained 

that there are three principal sources of power. The first is political. Local political 

elites have a central wish to “maintain the impossibility of democratization at the 

local level.” The second source is economic and relates to the decentralization of 

the state. Economically, this has meant that there is a higher cash flow [usually 

through the provision of royalties] directly to the departments, and few controls 

on how these resources are utilized. “This has served as booty for robbing the 

resources of the state.” The third is territorial, but connects to politics, economics, 

and general status. As explained in Chapter 7, land means power. Large land-

holders, often political elites themselves, have a significant interest in maintaining 

[and even increasing] their large tracts of land in the face of possible land reform 

                                                
530 My emphasis added. 
531 López Hernández, Y Refudnaron La Patria: De Cómo Mafiosos Y Políticos Reconfiguraron El Estado Colombiano. 
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and restitution processes [See Chapter 7 for discussion Ley de Víctimas y 

Restitución de Tierras]. 

These sentiments were echoed in an interview with Mauricio Romero, 

author of several publications on paramilitarism.532  He explained: “What I 

believe is that paramilitaries were an instrument of revenge used by regional elites 

against popular and farmer movements. Depending on the region, the elites felt 

like their power was being eroded because of some of the mechanisms that came 

about in the 1991 Constitution and decentralization. It is important to look 

beyond the conflict and the presence of armed groups---it is important to look at 

the politicians, regional histories and more than anything, the role that elites 

played in managing the local and regional state.” 

Romero’s research links the rise of paramilitarism, which he refers to as 

the business of coercion [empresario de la coercion] to the “context of peace 

agreements, political openings, and decentralization…They became violent 

defenders of the status quo.”533 Regional elites, the Armed Forces, and narco-

traffickers [who had become property owners] opposed governmental 

negotiations with leftist guerillas and leant their direct support to paramilitaries. 

They were hired to intimidate or assassinate the opposition, to exterminate 

anyone believed to be a guerilla sympathizer534 and forced communities to vote 

for certain candidates under the threat of death.535  

                                                
532 See for example: Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas.; Romero, "Reform and Reaction: Paramilitary 
Groups in Contemporary Colombia." 
533 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas.: 18. 
534 In the post-paramilitary period, there continues to be assassination of community organizers, particularly 
IDP leaders or those who are fighting for land restitution. (See Chapter 7) 
535 For an excellent comprehensive review of paramilitary behavior, see: Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas.; 
Duncan, Los Señores De La Guerra  
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One extreme example of paramilitary behavior against local 

democratization is related to the Unión Patriótica [UP] political party established 

through peace talks between the FARC and the Betancur government in 1984. 

The creation of this party was effectively the FARC’s attempt to exit the conflict 

through a political negotiation. At its height, the UP counted 16 mayors, 256 

Councilors and 16 Congressmen elected to the Colombian government. Within 

two decades, the UP had been snuffed out. More than 3000 supporters had been 

assassinated including two presidential candidates and 13 members of 

Parliament.536 The Castaño brothers, who first founded the Peasant Self-Defense 

Forces of Córdoba and Urabá [the first paramilitary block] and later organized 

the national AUC, had made it their personal goal to exterminate the UP. The 

last trace of the UP disappeared in 2002, after thousands of deaths, exiles and 

threats.  

Acemoglu et al. provide an additional explanation for the long-term 

relationship between political elites and paramilitaries, a relationship they refer to 

as ‘symbiotic’. They explain that the voting power of paramilitaries ensured that 

those politicians who were elected aligned with paramilitary interests. As these 

politicians relied on this group for re-election, their incentive to eliminate this 

group lessened, thereby creating an equilibrium point outside the reach of the 

central government.537  

As paramilitaries became increasingly involved in wealth accumulation 

through narco-trafficking, the provision of security to multi-nationals, and income 

                                                
536 verdadabierta, "El Saldo Rojo De La Unión Patriótica,"  (2011). 
537 Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos-Villagran, "The Monopoly of Violence: Evidence from Colombia." 
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from public contracts, they benefited from their connections to the political 

system. Not only did some elites benefit from the generation of these illegal rents, 

they largely turned a blind eye to these operations—allowing the paramilitaries to 

operate relatively freely and without hindrance within their own jurisdictions. The 

multitude of weaknesses related to the provision of justice, created and 

exacerbated by these collusive relationships, ensured the paramilitaries could 

operate with impunity, especially at the local and regional level.   

This uncovering of the parapolitics scandal and the embedded relationship 

between paramilitaries and political elites also revealed the degree to which 

paramilitaries had direct control over public institutions and resources. Several 

key informants explained that the paramilitaries effectively administered the 

health system for the entire department of Magdalena. In Córdoba, the 

paramilitaries ran the public university and the local newspaper El Meridiano. 

They had “penetrated” the justice system in both departments as well as the 

predominant means of communication. 

One key informant explained that in the 1990s, twelve new municipalities 

[including the Zona Bananera, previously a part of the case study municipality of 

Ciénaga] were created in Magdalena Department. “If you visit these 

municipalities, the only thing that exists is the law from the departmental assembly 

that makes it a municipality. The creation of these municipalities was pushed 

through by the paramilitaries, because it gave them control of 12 new mayors and 

their budgets.” What this ultimately means, of course, is that these municipalities 

exist with little to no legitimate state presence, a prime area for the continued 

operation of armed groups and corrupt politicians.  
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This retired sociologist from Ciénaga explained how public contracts were 

a part of the currency passed between political elites and paramilitaries. He 

explained how the system functioned in Ciénaga. “All of the local politicians were 

elected with the help of the AUC. The AUC received 10% of all public contracts-- 

the money that came from the Sistema General de Participationes in Bogotá. This 

is funding that is supposed to cover education, environment, and basic sanitation. 

In exchange for this money, the AUC also did the dirty work against the guerrilla. 

Local elites where the owners of the land and they needed to defend it against the 

guerrillas.”  

 
3. CONCLUSIONS: VIOLENCE IN THE POST-DEMOBILIZATION PERIOD 
 
3.1 SHIFTING PATTERNS OF GOVERNANCE AFTER THE FALL OF PARAMILITARIES    
 

The unfolding of the parapolitics scandal unveiled the degree to which the 

local, regional and central government were “weak” as evidenced by political 

corruption, collusion of state representatives (including security forces) with armed 

groups, and the poor administration of justice. The strong relationship between 

certain political elites and the paramilitaries indicates that the central government 

did not have a full monopoly of force over its territory in a strict Weberian sense. 

As argued throughout this chapter, paramilitary groups appeared in areas marked 

by “state absence” where political elites faced real or perceived threats to security. 

Groups garnered strengthened during periods of “political opening,” such as: 

when the government entered negotiations with leftist guerilla; there were 

opportunities for local democratization; and when the 1991 Constitution was 
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adopted.538 I argue that the “symbiotic” relationship539 between political elites and 

armed groups, and the resulting weaknesses in the provision of security and 

application of justice, is not only an indicator for a weak central government, but 

also an indicator for weak local governance structures. While this distinction in 

and of itself is not particularly enlightening, it does partially explain some the 

violence occurring in areas under former paramilitary domination.   

As described in Chapter 2, the Colombian government expressly entered 

into negotiations with the paramilitaries based on the desire to return the 

monopoly of violence to the hands of the state.540 Since this time and despite 

continued inefficiencies and incapacities, the central government has attempted to 

reduce corruption, improve security, increase judicial capacity, and redress war-

affected populations. These reforms and processes include: the institution of the 

Democratic Security Policy (to invest in armed forces) with the aim to improve 

overall levels of security in 2002; the passage of a land restitution program for 

IDPs in 2011; the dissolution of the national central intelligence agency in 2012 

[DAS]; the reform of how royalties are distributed to departments and 

municipalities in 2012; and on-going prosecutions for politicians with relationships 

to paramilitaries.  

These changes are certainly positive from a peacebuilding and “good 

governance” standpoint, and can also be interpreted as a move to strengthen the 

central government of the Colombian state. However, what has happened to 

areas formerly under the dominance of paramilitary blocks? This dissertation has 
                                                
538 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
539 Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos-Villagran, "The Monopoly of Violence: Evidence from Colombia." 
540 Acuerdo de Santa Fe de Ralito, "Acuerdo De Santa Fe De Ralito Para Contribuir a La Paz De 
Colombia." 
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provided evidence that violence has not decreased in case study areas since the 

demobilization of paramilitaries. A range of newly armed groups with various ties 

to the former paramilitaries have appeared, contested each other and consolidated 

into more powerful structures. They are heavily involved in narco-trafficking, 

extortion and other shadow economies, and forcibly recruit young people and ex-

combatants in marginal neighborhoods. Aside from economic enrichment, key 

informants and official reports also gave concrete examples of how newly armed 

groups are involved is social and political control, as had the paramilitaries. For 

example, there are several convicted politicians [for parapolitics] who have kept 

their posts “within the family”—wives who have inherited the position of senator, 

brothers who have taken on the post of congressmen. Political competition is also 

stilted by multiple threats from armed groups to certain candidates, particularly 

those parties who were not “pro-paramilitary” in the pre-demobilization 

period.541 The recent ability of the Urabeños to impose a “forced strike” in six 

departments [including Magdalena and Córdoba] is indicative of a high level of 

social control. The pamphlet that ordered the strike was entitled “Peace, Justice 

and Freedom,” and resembled earlier texts written by the AUC-ideologist Carlos 

Castaño: “We are going to continue in our tireless fight to achieve a just 

Colombia for everybody, honoring our fallen comrades and responding to the 

Colombians who see in our fight the only hope for living in a better 

fatherland.”542  Moreover, ‘social cleansing’ against undesirables including 

prostitutes, drug users and petty thieves and the targeting of those who support 

                                                
541 See detailed description of Ciénaga’s local elections in 2011. Uribe, "En Ciénaga, Las Elecciones Están 
Mediadas Por Las Sombra De Las Bacrim ". 
542 verdadabierta, "Urabeños Demuestran Su Poder Regional." 



 332 

land restitution measures indicate a further similarity in behavior between newly 

armed groups and paramilitaries.   

This is not to suggest that pre and post demobilization periods are 

identical. Instead, demobilization and related shifts in power at the regional and 

central levels have brought about a dynamic whereby local state weakness 

becomes a condition for increased violence. These three trends will be described 

below. First, the strengthening of the central government through various reforms, 

the increased crackdown on corruption and investment in public forces, has not 

yet trickled down to the regional level, and particularly not in former paramilitary 

strongholds. Former paramilitary strongholds in some respects, still remain 

outside the grasp of the central government.   

Second, the DDR process, which is targeted toward individual ex-

combatants through reintegration programming, does not [is not intended to, and 

perhaps cannot] change the power or continued interests of political and 

economic elites [See Chapter 6]. In other words, the synergistic relationship that 

existed between paramilitaries and elites has been broken, but elite interests 

remain the same. Electoral irregularities, fraud, and corruption continue at the 

local level, as does the misuse of public funds. This weakens the rule of law at the 

local level. A lack of legitimacy and poor administration of justice have 

consistently been linked to violence.543 Whether or not newly armed groups are 

operating in the service of elites is a topic that needs further research. However, 

IDPs and those who organize for land restitution have been targeted by newly 

                                                
543 Restrepo and Spagat, "Civilian Casualties in the Colombian Conflict: A New Approach to Human 
Security."; Rubio, "Perverse Social Capital: Some Evidence from Colombia." 
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armed groups, suggesting that they may, in part, maintain a connection to 

powerful land-holders, as well as local, political and economic elites.  

Third, in addition to economic, political and social control, the AUC also 

maintained an effective system of protection. Aside from those who represented 

“leftist thinking”, citizens who lived under AUC dominance felt relatively safe 

from crime and violence. Key informant interviews and some objective security 

measures indicate that life for the average citizen, formerly under paramilitary 

rule, has become less secure since demobilization. What I argue is that the former 

system of protection provided under the AUC has been dismantled and that local 

governance structures—as they have been historically weak and corrupt-- have 

not been strong, fast, or legitimate enough to become the new effective providers 

of security. Newly armed groups who seek to access the social, political and 

economic power thus combat each other for this space, target civilians who 

attempt to interfere with their operations, and function with little impunity. 

Moreover, the economic opportunity structure and ability to access illegal rents 

[as described in Chapter 7] remains strong, providing multiple incentives for 

continued operations. Violence thus continues.  

 

3.2 A BRIEF REVIEW OF FINDINGS  

This chapter has redefined state strength from a sub-national perspective, 

and has moved beyond traditional notions of center and periphery, which is 

usually characterized as an authority-subordinate hierarchical relationship.544 

                                                
544 See review of Rokkan and Urwin’s 1983 work in: Gibson, "Boundary Control: Subnational 
Authoritarianism in Democratic Countries." 



 334 

Quantitatively, it was established that improved law enforcement lowers the 

homicide rate over time in Colombia. In fact, the arrest rate per homicides 

committed [lagged by 1 year] is the strongest predictor of the homicide rate across 

the country.  Qualitative research, however, uncovered that this was not an 

adequate measure of state strength. Through in depth case analysis, local state 

strength was expanded to include the indicators of state absence, inefficiency 

and/or corruption including the parapolitics scandal. 

Two researchers have shown that contrasting forms of governance can 

exist simultaneously at the sub-national and national level. Gibson’s concept of 

“sub-national authoritarianism”545 is helpful in understanding how Magdalena 

and Córdoba Departments remain under the control of political and economic 

elites, while the central government adheres to traditional democratic principals. 

In Gibson’s terminology, these authoritarian elites control the boundaries between 

central government and department through their “parochialization of power”—

whereby they use a variety of means to maintain influence within provincial 

institutions and lower levels of government. This may be one way to understand 

on-going electoral corruption, intimidation of the opposition, and threats against 

land restitution in Córdoba and Magdalena Departments. 

Chavez by looking at two different provinces in Argentina, describes the 

development of variation in judicial autonomy and rule of law within a single 

country.546 She has found that party competitiveness is the operative variable that 

leads to differing outcomes. This research has shown that true political 

                                                
545 Ibid. 
546 Chavez, "The Construction of the Rule of Law in Argentina: A Tale of Two Provinces." 
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competition doesn’t exist in the four case studies selected, and that judicial 

autonomy and strength in rule of law remains questionable. Thus, Chavez is 

particularly helpful in describing the process through which a lack of party 

competition leads to a weak rule of law---a process that can be traced in Tierralta, 

Ciénaga, Santa Marta and Montería. 

Restrepo’s work on the Colombian justice system, while not specifically a 

sub-regional analysis, finds evidence that the state is not autonomous from private 

interests and other strong forces, and that the political system is not “sufficiently 

legitimate”—both of which she sees as necessary preconditions for an effective 

provision of security and administration of justice.547 Despite reforms and 

increased efficiency and legitimization, the local level, in certain areas, is still 

marked by clientelist practices, poor electoral competition, and inequitable and 

impartial justice systems.548 Qualitative casework supports this characterization.  

While Chavez’ lack of judicial autonomy and Gibson’s “sub-national 

authoritarianism” exists in harmony with the concept of weak state at the local 

level, neither trace how such conditions lead to violence. Restrepo, however, 

describes that poor administration of justice and provision of security leads to high 

levels of fear and distrust, and one result is that civilians to take “justice” into their 

own hands. In more general terms, Restrepo and Rubio (separately) describe that 

weak judicial systems support criminal activities and “feed the violence that 

prevails.”549 Acemoglu et al. explain how an equilibrium point can be reached 

                                                
547 Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust. 
548 Ibid. 
549 Rubio, "Perverse Social Capital: Some Evidence from Colombia." 
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between political elites and violent armed actors.550 However, aside from 

generalities, these authors do not specifically identify the causal mechanisms that 

link weak local governance structures to violence.  

This chapter, however, has sketched such paths to violence. Historically, 

both state absence and state inefficiency has lead to the development of parallel 

authorities and vigilantism, including the birth of private armies, which coalesced 

into paramilitaries and has since transformed into successor groups. Such groups 

have, in part, operated to uphold the interests of political and economic elites, 

utilizing violence and violating democratic ideals to realize their goals. Armed 

groups also have their own interests, drug trafficking being among the most 

extensive in the case study areas—an industry that relies on violence to secure 

land, transport corridors, and to manage competitors. State absence, inefficiency 

and misalignment ultimately leads to the poor provision of security for citizens 

against violent actors.  

Corruption, operationalized here as electoral fraud, embezzlement, and 

collusion with armed groups [including the parapolitics scandal], supports 

violence through a variety of paths. One is through the ‘permissive culture’ 

phenomena where visible leaders set an example for the populace, lowering the 

threshold for ‘normal citizens’ to engage in violence and other forms of 

criminality. Another, discussed at length in the previous paragraphs, is through 

the weakening of rule of law. Without a neutral and independent judiciary, 

criminals and violent actors can buy their freedom and continue to operate 

without hindrance. True political competition is hampered by threats against the 

                                                
550 Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos-Villagran, "The Monopoly of Violence: Evidence from Colombia." 
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opposition, and often end in violence. Fear and mistrust in this system means that 

citizens are reluctant to denounce corrupt politicians, police, or army, as well as 

the behavior of armed groups. Information does not reach credible law 

enforcement agents, which further weakens governance structures and widens the 

gap between the provision of protection and citizen security. Lastly, collusion of 

officials with armed groups around political and economic goals [embezzlement, 

contracts, drug trafficking] lends both indirect and direct support to actors outside 

the justice system, those that use violence to achieve their goals. 

The path from weak state at the local to violence, in some respects, exists 

independently of a DDR peace process. As mentioned above, reintegration 

activities are designed to target (mainly) rank and file ex-combatants. DDR 

activities, furthermore, are not meant to eradicate clientelist practice, strengthen 

the judicial system, or improve political systems at the local level. Paramilitaries 

existed in areas where the local state was historically weak and where they could 

access rents—and could thrive because these conditions. Their dissolution does not 

automatically translate into the sudden appearance of improved governance 

structures. In the void left by paramilitaries, new armed actors, who also profit 

from absent, inefficient or corrupt conditions and access to illegal rents, can easily 

operate. It is thus predicted that in areas where “parapolitics” systems were most 

embedded, violence will remain high or increase in the post-demobilization 

period.  
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3.3 COUNTERFACTUALS: 

All four case study areas exhibit both conditions for on-going violence in 

the post-demobilization period. Does the theory hold for municipalities without 

one or both conditions? For example, does the homicide rate always decline in 

areas with a strong local state? Without conducting a new series of qualitative case 

studies, there are three ways of answering this inquiry. First, as described in the 

illegal rents chapter, one could argue that because all four qualitative cases were 

selected as “typical,” “on-the-line” or “representative” cases from the statistical 

model, the theory accurately describes the phenomena. Case selection based on 

quantitative models, one could argue, precludes the necessity to select cases based 

on variation in the independent variable.551  

Second, one could argue that there was in fact variation on the main 

quantitative indicator of state strength---law enforcement—between the case 

studies in the two departments. Cordoba showed a higher arrest rate per 

homicides committed over time than Magdalena Department. As such, we would 

expect violence to be lower in the former than the latter [which it is]. However, 

the qualitative research revealed that this quantitative indicator was insufficient in 

describing the multiple dimensions of state strength and its strong relationship to 

violence. Thus, while cases were selected appropriately at the outset, further 

research refined the initial theory.   

The third approach is to identify municipalities where homicide is low [or 

has decreased since demobilization] and test to see if the local state is strong or 

                                                
551 Seawright and Gerring suggest that “one or more” cases can be selected for the qualitative phase of the 
research, as long as they are “typical” cases. See: Seawright and Gerring, "Case Selection Techniques in Case 
Study Research: A Menu of Qualitative and Quantitative Options." 
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weak given the qualitative definitions developed in this project552 [without 

conducting full case studies]. As described in the preceding chapter, three typical 

“on-the-line” municipalities were selected as a test-- all with a homicide rate that 

is either low or not increasing in the post-demobilization period: Bogotá, 

Bucaramanga and Leiticia. All three have medium or high levels of arrests per 

homicides committed. So far, this relationship does not contradict the “weak 

state” and “high violence” relationship. Also, these three cases either have a low 

or medium score on the number ex-combatants demobilized per civilians, and 

only Bucaramanga was a former AUC dominated area [although not as heavily as 

other municipalities in the country]. These conditions support the thesis that AUC 

domination is by definition, linked to a local weak state. The AUC could and did 

thrive in such areas of the country, and in the post-demobilization period, the 

local state remains weak [at least in the short term]. This third method of finding 

counterfactuals to manage the qualitative case selection “problem”—both in 

relation to weak states and illegal rents-- supports the overall theory, and will be 

discussed further in the closing chapter.  

                                                
552 This relationship between homicide and law enforcement has already been demonstrated econometrically. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
 This dissertation has at once been a theory testing and a theory building 

project. Using nested analysis, econometric models and qualitative case studies 

were combined to analyze the sub-national variations in, and causes of violence 

and conflict in Colombia since the demobilization of paramilitaries, thus adding to 

a body of literature that has until now been relatively thin. This study has heeded 

the call of established researchers who call for more within-country analyses. 

Blattman & Miguel in their 56 page journal article that sifts through the existing 

scholarship on civil war explain: “We believe the most promising avenue for new 

empirical research is on the sub-national scale, analyzing conflict causes, conduct, 

and consequences at the level of armed groups, communities and individuals.”553 

This assertion rings true with Buhaug and Rod who “argue that the empirical 

study of civil war often suffers from a disturbing mismatch between theory and 

analysis. While standard statistical investigations are conducted exclusively at the 

country level, most hypotheses actually pertain to sub-national conditions. 

Consequently, quite a few commonly held notions about the correlates of civil war 

are still to be tested in an appropriate manner.”554  

 The project began with a simple puzzle. DDR processes are expected to 

decrease violence and contribute to improved security in conflict-affected 

environments.555 As well, the Colombian DDR process was designed as a 

                                                
553 Blattman and Miguel, "Civil War," 8.  
554 Buhaug and Rod, "Local Determinants of African Civil Wars." 
555 CCDDR, "The Cartagena Contribution to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration."; The 
Stockholm Initiative, "Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration: Final 
Report.";The United Nations, "Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards 
(IDDRs)." 
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“fundamental process of peace consolidation”---one with an explicit goal of 

decreasing the number of victims of armed violence in the country.556 However, a 

look at homicide statistics, a review of newspaper articles and casual conversations 

with residents indicated that since 2006, insecurity has been at a constant [high] 

level or is increasing in certain locales Colombia—this despite national rates of 

homicide which show a downward trend. Given this contradiction between the 

goals of DDR and the actual outcome, the study first measured the impact of 

DDR on rates of homicide in the country [RQ1]; and second, identified the 

causes of on-going violence at the sub-national level [RQ2]. To explain the latter, 

three hypotheses were presented, each addressing a different level of analysis. 

Violence in the post-demobilization period may be a function of DDR process 

level failures [H1]; group level characteristics specific to paramilitarism [H2]; or 

local-structural level causes [H3]. 

 A panel database was created, which mapped a series of variables believed 

to explain violence, for each municipality of Colombia [n=1097] yearly, over a 

period of 13 years. A fixed effects econometric model was specified in order to 

first, measure the impact of the demobilization process on the homicide rate while 

holding other established causes of homicide constant. While relatively small in 

magnitude, demobilization has a statistically significant and positive relationship 

with the homicide rate---meaning that in areas where ex-combatants demobilize, 

the homicide rate will be higher. This provides evidence that the DDR process 

itself, disappointed the goals of increasing security and reducing violence.  

                                                
556 CONPES, "Política Nacional De Reintegración Social Y Económica Para Personas Y Grupos Armados 
Ilegales," 6, 26. 
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 The model was also used to test a range of theories on the causes and 

correlates of violence within Colombia in order to answer RQ2. Fixed effects 

models are particularly good at estimating the relationship between variables over 

time because it controls for non-observable dynamics that exist at the municipal 

level, and manages the problem of reverse causality better than other models.557  

Homicide rates were found to be higher where armed groups operate, 

where coca fields are present, where income from narco-trafficking is higher, and 

where there are higher levels of poverty. Homicide is also higher in urban areas 

where demobilized people live, and where particular paramilitary blocks formerly 

operated. The only variable found to significantly decrease the homicide rate is 

the rate of arrests per homicides committed. Each of the variables listed above 

explain a proportion of the variance in homicide over time. Depending on one’s 

theoretical proclivity, these results could be interpreted through a “feasibility” or 

“greed” lens.  For example, one could rely on Collier et al. and explain violence in 

Colombia as a function of opportunities for enrichment as evidenced by coca and 

narco-trafficking. Poverty might relate to violence because young people with little 

opportunity for the future join rebellions to access wealth and because there is 

little opportunity cost.558 Someone who is closer to Gurr might look at this list of 

variables and see violence as a result of grievance stemming from unequal 

conditions such as poverty.559 Those who follow Fearon and Laitin or Rotberg 

might rely more heavily on a governance explanation, linking drugs and violence 

                                                
557 Wooldridge, Introductory Econometrics: A Modern Approach. 
558 Collier, Hoeffler, and Rohner, "Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil War."; Collier and 
Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War.", Collier, "Economic Causes of Civil Conflict and Their 
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559 Ted R Gurr, "Minorities and Nationalists: Managing Ethnopolitical Conflict in the New Century," in 
Turbulent Peace, ed. C Croker, F Hampson, and P Aal (Washington, DC: USIP Press, 2001). 
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to a weak central government. The inverse relationship between arrests and 

homicides might provide further evidence for their governance argument.560 It is 

true that this model found support for a variety of theories that are often 

presented in contradictory terms. However, given that the motivations for 

committing homicide are extremely complex, and my personal observation that 

researchers often interpret diverse variables to support their theoretical camp, I do 

not believe my econometric findings are problematic. Instead, I added a second 

methodology to understand more deeply the relationship between homicide, 

DDR and this myriad of variables. Four qualitative case studies were conducted in 

the municipalities of Santa Marta, Ciénaga, Montería and Tierralta. 

Case study research unveiled that three flaws in the DDR process are 

partially responsible for on-going or increasing violence in the case study areas 

[H1]. One factor that has been linked to success of DDR is the identification of 

and provisions made for potential spoilers to the peace process.561 The Colombian 

process largely ignored middle ranking commanders, a group with a high 

likelihood to act in this role. Due to their unique position, mid-level commanders 

are most likely to continue their involvement in illegal economies.562 In case study 

areas and around the country, mid-level commanders have been found in several 

leadership positions of newly armed groups.563 Second, the government’s act to 

extradite top leaders to the US on drug charges broke trust between the parties. 

                                                
560 Fearon and Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War."; Rotberg, "The Failure and Collapse of Nation-
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Wars of Predation." 
563 Fundación Seguridad & Democrocia, "El Rearme Paramilitar."; Human Rights Watch, "Paramilitaries' 
Heirs: The New Face of Violence in Colombia."; CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes 
Y Dificultades No Resueltas "; verdadabierta, "La Puja Por Los Negocios Que Dejó ‘40’." 
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Trust or “buy-in” in the DDR process is a second condition essential for 

success.564 The extraditions likely prompted top leaders to reactivate lower level 

paramilitary structures. Third, overwhelming evidence for “fake demobilization” 

or “ghost recruiting” has meant that non-combatants “demobilized”, and many 

real combatants remained outside of the process. This reality indicates a major 

lack of oversight on the part of the Colombian government, a process that may 

have been fed through spoilers and lack of trust in the government. This 

constellation of conditions has supported the restructuring and reactivation of 

violent armed groups with ties to original paramilitary structures.  

Group level dynamics [H2] have also been found to partially support on-

going violence in the post-demobilization period. There are two characteristics of 

paramilitarism that make the group less likely to fully demobilize, and less likely to 

bring about improvements in security during the post-demobilization period. The 

first is related to their “business model” style of operation. The AUC has operated 

as an economic machine focused on wealth accumulation through narco-

trafficking, government contracts and alliances with multi-national companies.565 

This interest, particularly in the latest years of the conflict, has surpassed former 

claims of existing as a counter-insurgency force. Economic structures that operate 

with mafia style networks will not be dismantled by traditional DDR processes, 

which are primarily designed to meet the interests of insurgents or government 
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forces.566 The opportunity structures for illegal wealth accumulation will thus 

continue to be available for paramilitaries [particularly mid and top level leaders], 

or other armed structures with similar interests.   

 A second condition is related to the complete social, political and juridical 

control that paramilitaries exercised in areas under their dominion. They 

provided government functions such as security and infrastructural improvement, 

and administrated educational and health systems.567 These relationships with 

legal spheres indicate a high amount of corruption, collusion and/or coercion 

with existing governance structures. These complex networks, like those economic 

structures described above, will not disappear as a result of DDR processes. 

Paramilitary leaders may have an interest in maintaining these networks, despite 

having been  “de-militarized” through DDR, and/or newly armed groups may 

wish to recuperate these spaces. The unique interests of the AUC will not be 

addressed by traditional DDR processes, which decrease the likelihood that they 

fully demobilize. Existing corrupt economic-political networks and opportunity 

structures will not automatically “right” themselves as a result of DDR, creating 

further incentives for violent armed groups to operate.  

 The combination of econometrics and qualitative case studies provided 

most evidence for the hypothesis that local structural conditions support violence 

in the post-demobilization period [H3]. There are two local level conditions 

identified in the course of this project that encourage the operation of violent of 

new or successor armed groups—the availability of illegal rents and the presence 
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of weak governance structures. As a result of casework, it was found that the four 

case studies scored positively on both conditions. Illegal rents currently available 

in case areas include: coca fields, laboratories, transport routes, micro-trafficking, 

protection rackets, natural resources, stealing of land and income from urban 

markets. In the pre-demobilization period, the hegemonic power of paramilitaries 

created a system of monopolistic territorial domination referred to as “segmented 

sovereignty”.568 Since demobilization, extradition, and increased intervention by 

the central government, territorial control has shifted to a pattern of “fragmented 

sovereignty” whereby a variety of armed actors overlap within the same territory. 

Under this type of territorial configuration, violence is generated when armed 

actors combat each other for control of rent-rich terrain. Selective violence against 

civilians is also a tactic utilized by armed actors who operate in fragmented 

space.569 As was observed in case study areas, the majority of violence is 

committed between armed groups who contest the source of and access to illegal 

rents. As well, civilians who threaten business operations by organizing for land 

rights and denouncing armed group activity are exterminated. 

  Weak governance structures include areas of state absence, state 

inefficiency, or where there are high levels of corruption. The political history of 

Colombia aided in the development of clientelist systems particularly in the 

periphery, precluding true political competition, and dismissing popular interests, 

including those of peasants.570 This strengthened the guerilla cause, and gave 

economic-political elites a rationale for developing private armies or self-defense 
                                                
568 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War. 
569 Ibid. 
570 Bagley, "The State and the Peasantrly in Contemporary Colombia."; Restrepo, Colombian Criminal Justice in 
Crisis: Fear and Distrust, Zamosc, The Agrarian Question and the Peasant Movement in Colombia: 1967-1981. 
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groups, which later became paramilitaries.571 A confluence of events threatened 

several powerful groups and lead to paramilitary expansion: Narco-traffickers 

entered the class of the landed elite; the central government began negotiations 

with the guerrilla; and moves were made for local level democratization.572 

Striving to become a power in their own right, paramilitaries sought and gradually 

succeeded in complete social, economic, military and political control in the areas 

they operated—acting as a defacto government.573 The flourishing of 

paramilitarism can be linked to underlying weak governance structures 

[absence/inefficiency/corruption]. These weaknesses have only worsened under 

the monopolistic presence and 20-year reign of paramilitaries. As described 

above, the demilitarization of paramilitaries, in itself, has done little to improve 

these weak structures, especially in the short to medium term. Violence continues 

or increases in the post-demobilization period because a type of vacuum has been 

created, whereby no legitimate body is providing protection or has a monopoly of 

force. The local state does not have the capacity to provide the populace with 

security, nor the judicial strength to prevent armed actors from operating. On-

going political corruption, such threats to the opposition and electoral fraud, de-

legitimizes the local state and renders the populace mistrustful. This situation is 

worsened by the multitude of public forces with links to narco-trafficking. Under 

such conditions, civilians are more likely to take justice into their own hands or 

develop parallel security systems. Without trust, they are less likely to denounce 

the operations of armed groups and corrupt practices within the state, creating a 
                                                
571 Bagley, "The State and the Peasantrly in Contemporary Colombia." 
572 Romero, Paramilitares Y Autodefensas. 
573 Duncan, "Violencia Y Conflicto En Colombia Como Una Disputa Por El Control Del Estado En Lo 
Local ". 
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breakdown of information between society and legitimate parts of the state.574 

Armed groups seek out such spaces because they can operate with little threat for 

dissolution. All of these conditions support on-going violence.   

 Rather than see these two conditions as separate—the presence of illegal 

rents and weak governance structures have a symbiotic relationship. Illegal rents 

and illegal rent seeking behavior initially developed in areas where the local state 

was weak. However, the local state has weakened over time in areas where illegal 

rents exist as violent armed groups compete or collude with, or overwhelm local 

structures. While the central government, particularly under Santos, has passed a 

variety of reforms to decrease corruption [at the central and peripheral levels] and 

to protect the rights of war affected populations575, it is still incapable of 

controlling vast areas of the country. This was recently evidenced by the ability of 

a newly armed group—the Urabeños—to institute a 48 hour ‘strike’ in six 

departments of Colombia [including the departmental capitals and case study 

cities of Montería and Santa Marta], whereby all commerce was stopped and 

people could not leave their homes. Research revealed that electoral corruption, 

threats to the opposition, and assassinations against IDPs organizing for land 

restitution are also commonplace.  

 The relationships between causal mechanisms are displayed in Figure 9.1. 

In short, armed actors will [re]appear, reconfigure or form where there are 

opportunities to extract illegal rents and where the local government is weak. The 

DDR process, while flawed, cannot be entirely blamed for increasing violence in 
                                                
574 Aside from my own findings presented here—these observations match those of: Restrepo, Colombian 
Criminal Justice in Crisis: Fear and Distrust. 
575 E.g. Land Restitution; Closing of the domestic central intelligence unit (DAS); Restructuring of royalty 
distribution 
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some locales. Reintegration is focused on rank and file combatants, the majority of 

whom, despite common discourse, have not returned to criminality.576 The DDR 

process has broken down with mid and top level commanders, some of whom 

maintain their links to illegality and have reorganized new armed structures. 

Furthermore, the unique economic and social-political-military hegemony of 

paramilitarism cannot be addressed by DDR. New groups commit violence to 

inhabit these opportunity structures that were hardened throughout the reign of 

paramilitaries—areas where the local government continues to be weak and 

where there are on-going opportunities to extract illegal rents. 

                                                
576 Latest estimates are 17%. CNRR, "La Reintegración: Logros En Medio De Rearmes Y Dificultades No 
Resueltas ". 
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FIGURE 9.1: 

THE SEARCH FOR COUNTERFACTUAL CASES 
 

The theory generated from the quantitative and qualitative research 

methods has led to a situation whereby all four case studies score positively on the 

two main independent variables that I found ultimately responsible for explaining 

sub-national rates and trends in violence since the DDR of paramilitaries. My 

cases were initially chosen through a process of nested analysis, whereby cases 

were selected from the fixed effects econometric model because they have a zero 

or small residual score ensuring that they are “typical”, “on the line” and 

“representative.” The cases were additionally selected with variation in urbanity 

[two rural and two urban] and in former operation of paramilitary [block]. These 
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variables were chosen in order to test the group level [H2] and environmental 

level hypotheses [H3] that explain on-going violence.  

Qualitative research revealed that these were not the decisive variables in 

explaining violence, but rather illegal rents and weak local governance rose to 

prominence. I was left with a situation whereby there was no variation in 

explanatory variables between case studies. I attribute these unexpected outcomes 

to the limitation of quantitative indicators to fully measure the concepts of local 

state strength and illegal rents.577 As established throughout the chapters, results 

from qualitative case studies has allowed for the considerable expansion of these 

concepts to better reflect on-the -ground realities. For example, Montería’s 

increasing homicide rate is a reflection of its’ violent urban market and central 

position in the drug trade as a transport corridor [this despite the fact that there 

are no coca crops within the municipality]. The level of compliance or capture 

between AUC and politicians, the justice system, and the delivery of public goods 

signals an extremely weak institutional structure, and one that will not 

automatically disappear with DDR. Montería is a ripe environment for the 

continuation or appearance of newly armed splinter groups with [not so] subtle 

connections to the former AUC. In essence, redefining local state strength and 

illegal rent capture has meant that all four case studies suddenly scored positively 

for these two conditions.  

In relation to theory development, the best way to manage this situation 

would be to conduct one or more additional “counterfactual” case studies. As 

                                                
577 The quantitative variables that measure illegal rents: hectares of coca crops and income from narco-
trafficking—as well the variable that measures state strength: arrest rate, all showed variation between cases.  



 352 

before, municipalities would be selected because they are “on-the-line”. The 

difference however, would be to select cases that score negatively on both 

explanatory conditions, utilizing the expanded definition of these concepts. While 

it is not feasible to conduct a new round of field research for this dissertation, I 

have researched several municipalities with low or decreasing rates of homicide in 

order to assess their scores on the two independent variables of interest.  

Three municipalities were chosen that have a low or a decreasing rate of 

homicide in the post-demobilization period: Leticia, Bucaramanga and Bogotá. 

All three cases have very low residuals based on the fixed effects econometric 

model, signaling that they are “typical” or “on-the-line” cases. As it is impossible 

to evaluate these cases with respect to the expanded definitions of local state 

strength and illegal rent capture without conducting in depth fieldwork, 

quantitative indicators will be reviewed here. Municipality scores for each variable 

are presented in Table 9.1.  

 

 INTERVENING 
VARIABLE 

ILLEGAL RENTS 
[PRE-DEMOB] 

WEAK 
STATE  
[PRE-

DEMOB] 

DV 
[POST-

DEMOB] 

 %EX-
COMBATANTS  
TO CIVILIANS 

COCA 

CROPS 
[HECTARES] 

COCAINE 

INCOME  
[DEPT] 

ARREST  
RATE 
[DEPT] 

HR ≥ TO 
PRE-DDR 
RATE 

BOGOTÁ LOW NO LOW HIGH NO 
BUCARAMANGA MED NO AVERAGE HIGH NO 
LETICIA LOW NO LOW AVERAGE-

HIGH 
NO 

TABLE 9.1:  

 In analyzing these three cases, none has a high level of ex-AUC per capita, 

and only Bucaramanga was under the direct tutelage of the AUC. Second, all 

three have an above average, or high rate of law enforcement. Third, none have 
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coca crops and only one has an average amount of cocaine income. If we rely only 

on these conditions, one can conclude that strong law enforcement without coca 

fields, and without a high presence of ex-AUC keeps the homicide rate low. In 

essence, it is the reverse of the theory generated for this thesis: Low AUC + 

Strong Local State + Absence of Illegal Rents = Low or Decreasing Homicide 

Rate. In effect, all three municipalities represent counterfactual cases, and each 

supports the theory. 

Another exercise is to search for municipalities under the former control of 

the AUC [and with a high rate of ex-combatants to civilians], with a strong local 

state, and without illegal rents. A preliminary search through the database and in-

depth discussions with colleagues suggest that this configuration doesn’t exist. By 

definition, the AUC operated where the local state was weak and where they had 

opportunities to extract illegal rents [or legal rents illegally!]. As described above, 

former AUC presence is contingent on these two conditions, both of which 

necessarily create high levels of violence. This is particularly the case in the post-

demobilization period where new [and old] armed groups fight for control of rent-

rich territory with impunity.  

The search for counterfactuals should not end with this cursory review, 

but rather, should be a logical next step of this project. I also would not like to give 

the impression that quantitative indicators are without value. A quantitative 

database and econometric allowed me to examine patterns of homicide in 

Colombia at the sub-national level over a significant period of time. While the 

initial fixed effects model gave evidence for a number of theories on violence and 

conflict, none were contradicted in the qualitative case research. Instead, I was 
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able to better understand the relationship between variables and indicators, and to 

clarify the causal mechanisms between independent and dependent variables. Of 

the range of theories tested, most evidence was found for “feasibility” and 

governance explanations for violence and conflict in the post-demobilization 

period. Poverty, population density and DDR enter as intervening variables that 

together with weak governance and illegal rents generate violence. The added 

value of this study, however, is that very little research has been conducted at the 

within country level, and few studies combine quantitative and qualitative 

methods. Unique concepts have been created to describe sub-national patterns of 

governance and illegal rents seeking behavior. Moreover, few studies have looked 

systematically at the drivers of violence in post-conflict contexts. It is in these 

domains where I believe “Violent Momentum” has made its largest contribution.  
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ANNEX A: LIST OF KEY INFORMANTS 
 
 
 

DATE OF  
INTERVIEW 

LOCATION POSITION & TYPE OF ORGANIZATION AREA OF 

EXPERTISE 
Aug-2010 Bogotá Researcher, Think Tank  

[Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris] 
Country 

  Broker of Peace Processes Government 
and Leftist Guerrilla 

Country 

Sept-2010 Tierralta Director, Reintegration Program [ACR] Tierralta 
  Psychosocial Worker, Reintegration 

Program [ACR] 
Tierralta 

  Communitarian Police Tierralta 
  Mayor Tierralta 
  Director of Sports Education for 

Municipality 
Tierralta 

  Army Commander Tierralta 
  Manager NGO for Community 

Development [CORSOC] 
Tierralta 

  Early Alert Specialist Tierralta 
 Montería Former Ombudsmen for Dept Córdoba Córdoba 
  IDP Specialist, Acción Contra el Hambre Tierralta & 

Montería 
 Santa 

Marta 
Professor of Law and Political Science, 
University of Magdalena 

Magdalena Dept 

  Two IDP Specialists, Norwegian Refugee 
Council 

Magdalena Dept 

  Professor of Anthropology, U. of 
Magdalena 

Magdalena Dept 

  Director, Reintegration Program Magdalena Dept 
  Observer of Demobilization Processes, 

Organization of American States [MAPP-
OEA] 

Demobilization 
Areas 

  Director, INGO for IDPs and Indigenous 
Rights  
[CISP] 

Magdalena Dept 

  Early Alert Specialist Santa Marta & 
Ciénaga 

  Social Worker, Pastorale Sociale  
[Catholic Church] 

Santa Marta 

  Specialist for Coastal Region  
Comisión Nacional de Reparación y 
Reconciliación [CNRR] [Bureau created 
by government for victims in DDR 
process] 

Demobilization 
Areas 
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Sept-2010 Bogotá Director, Think Tank  
[INDEPAZ] 

Country 

  Researcher, Think Tank  
[Fundación Ideas para la paz] 

Country 

  Professor of Political Science, U. Javeriana Country 
  Researcher, Think Tank 

[Nuevo Arco Iris] 
Country 

  Researcher, Think Tank  
[CINEP] 

Country 

  Researcher, Think Tank  
[CERAC] 

Country 

Oct-2010 Bogotá Professor of Political Science, U. de Los 
Andes 

Country 

  Director, HR Organization  
Corporación Humanas 

Country 

Nov-2010 Montería Director, Local NGO  
[CMC] 

Córdoba Dept 

  Ombudsmen Córdoba Department Córdoba Dept 
  Reporter Córdoba Dept 
  Director and Worker of Local NGO [2]  

[TP] 
Córdoba Dept 

  Director of Social  and Political Sciences, 
Universidad del Sinú 

Córdoba Dept 

  Early Alert Specialist, Córdoba 
Department 

Córdoba Dept 

  Agricultural Specialist and Former 
Politician 

Córdoba Dept 

  Head of Investigations, Attorney 
General’s Office Córdoba Department 

Córdoba Dept 

  Commander of Police Córdoba 
Department 

Córdoba Dept 

  Reporter, El Meridiano Córdoba Dept 
  Director, IDP Organization Córdoba Dept 
  Director, Reintegration Program 

Montería [ACR] 
Montería 

Dec-2010 Ciénaga Dean, Community College Ciénaga 
  Retired Sociologist Ciénaga 
  Leader of Local IDP Organization Ciénaga 
 Santa 

Marta 
Reintegration Program Staff [2]  
[ACR] 

Ciénaga 

  High Councilor for Reintegration and 
Peace  
Magdalena Department 

Magdalena Dept 

  Police Captain, Communitarian Police 
Magdalena 

Magdalena Dept 

  Social Worker, Pastorale Sociale  
[Catholic Church] 

Ciénaga 
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  Sociologist, U. Magdalena Ciénaga 
  District Attorney, Magdalena  Magdalena Dept 
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Annex B: 
Key Informant Interview Schedule 

 
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
Date: 
Location: 
Profession: 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 
 
Please describe your job and your work in this municipality. 
 
What are some of the characteristics of this municipality that help you in your work?  
What are some of the municipality characteristics that make your work challenging?  
 
Tell me about this municipality. 

[prompt: violence, armed groups, drugs, corruption, law enforcement etc] 
 
Have you seen changes over time? What type? Due to what?  
 
Please describe the situation of violence around here?  
 Who is causing the violence? What are they doing? 
 Who are the targets? 
 How is it dealt with? 
 How is this different from [neighboring municipality]? 
 
How is security provided to the general population? 
 Who provides protection against insecurity? 
 What is being done here against violence?  
 [prompt: policies, law enforcement, judiciary, grass roots orgs, etc] 
 How well do they work? 
 
What are the policies here that address the issue of violence? 

[Who created them? How are they monitored? How have they changed over 
time?] 

How well do they work?  
 
Tell me about the drug situation here. What is here related to the drug industry? 
 [Rural: Are there fields, labs, etc] 
 [Urban: Are there hideouts, laundering places, police/politician corruption] 
 
What are the policies here that address the issue of drug trafficking? 

[Who created them? How are they monitored? How have they changed over 
time?] 

How well do they work?  
 
How have citizens responded to violence and drugs? 
 
How has demobilization of the AUC affected the area?  

What was it like here before? 
What is it like now? 
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What accounts for the change? 
How is it here as compared to [neighboring municipality]? 

How does this compare with the security situation before the demobilization of the AUC?  
How does the community relate with ex-combatants? 

 
I’d like to get a sense of the history of the AUC in this area.  
 When did they first appear? 

In your opinion, what was the ‘purpose’ of the AUC here? [why did they start?].  
What was their relationship **** to the citizens and to politicians, religious 
leaders, unions, government officials, political parties?  
What was the relationship **** like between bloque leaders and the people of this 
municipality? [and the politicians etc?] 
At the time when the AUC was operating here, who were their targets? What 
forms of control did they use to achieve their goals?  

 Which types of support did they receive and from whom? 
 
Tell me about the current armed groups operating in this area.  
 When did they first appear? 

Why do you think they are here? What purpose do they serve? How did they 
form? 

What are their relationships **** to citizens, politicians, religious leaders, unions, 
government officials, political parties? 
Do the leaders have **** a relationship to the citizens [politicians, religious 
leaders, unions, government officials, political parties]?  

 Who are their targets? What forms of control do they use to achieve their goals? 
 Is this different in different parts of the muni? 
 How does this differ, from [neighboring muni?] 
 
What is the employment situation like here?  
 
What is the situation of land?  

[how does this relate to past behavior of armed groups and current?] 
[how does this impact reintegration?] 

 
Are there any historical events that have made this area what it is today? 
Tell me about the history of the violence here. 
What have been and what are the drivers of violence here?  
 
What do you think accounts for the increase/decrease in violence? 
  [Tell me about Quality of politicians [corruption, checks and balances] 
 Quality of policy/policy initiatives 
 Quality of law enforcement, judiciary 
 Quality of Armed Forces] 
  
If your job could be made easier by something, what would that be?  
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ANNEX C: 
LIST OF SOURCES FOR “PARA-POLITICS” DATABASE 

 
The following press sources were consulted from 1998-2011: 
 
La República 
Diario Nacional 
El Nuevo Siglo 
El Tiempo 
El Espectador 
El Colombiano 
El Informativo 
El Universal 
El Meridiano de Córdoba 
El País 
El Nuevo Día 
El Meridiano de Sucre 
Vanguardia Liberal 
La Opinión 
El Informador 
Hoy Diario 
 
Revista Dinero 
Revista Semana 
Revista Cambio 16 
Verdad Abierta 
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