Creating a new life:
Livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

Fenna van Esch

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

Master Thesis
Latin American and Caribbean Studies, University of Utrecht
Supervisor: Kees Koonings
August 2008

2

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

3

Abstract
The situation of forced displacements in Colombia is one of the most serious in the
world. As we shall see in this work, the majority of the Internally Displaced People
(IDP’s) encounters a situation of poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion after
arriving in Bogotá. This is a direct consequence of the psychological, social and
economic damage and fragmentation caused by the Colombian armed conflict. During
my four months of qualitative research in Bogotá I have done research among two
types of programs that were focused on the creation of a livelihood of its participants.
The first type of program was a government program especially designed for IDP’s,
with as final objective the economic stabilization of this population. The second type
of program was a micro credit program, designed for “regular” vulnerable people in
Bogotá. In this study I will expose in which way and to what extend these two
different types of programs contribute to the livelihood strategies and reintegration
perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá, Colombia.
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Introduction
“Displacement of people, internal and/or external will take place as long as armed
conflicts, internal strife, systematic violation of human rights, natural disasters etc.
continue to plague the societies and countries of different regions of the world.”
(Chowdhury 2000: 214)

In Colombia the internal armed conflict is lasting for almost 50 years now. The
consequences of this long period of violence are extremely visible in Colombian
society because a large group of people is affected by the violence. Thousands of
selective killings, massacres, kidnappings, extortions and other types of violence have
taken place during the past years, and are still daily occurring phenomena in
Colombia. Apart from these violations, also internal, or forced displacements take
place on a large scale. The current situation of forced displacements in Colombia is
one of the most serious in the world. Because of threats, massacres, forced
recruitments or extortion people have to leave their homes and lands. This way the
responsible armed actor, mostly the guerrilla or the paramilitary, can easily take over
people’s lands and possessions. Most Internally Displaced People (IDP’s) or
desplazados end up in large cities, where anonymity can guard their safety. Some
desplazados are able to take some money or personal possessions; others have to flee
with literally nothing.
The terms IDP and desplazado refer to the same phenomenon, namely internal
refugee. IDP is the English term for it and desplazado the Spanish denomination. In
this study I will use these two terms alternately.
During the past years the Colombian government has developed an extensive aid
program for IDP’s that focuses on the areas of the prevention of forced displacements,
emergency help, and the socio-economical stabilization of IDP’s. Personally I am
interested in how IDP’s, after experiencing such radical and sometimes traumatic
changes in their life, are able to start all over again in a new environment, without
personal possessions or contacts. In other words: the reintegration process that IDP’s
have to undergo in order to rehabilitate and move on with their lives. Because of this
personal interest I decided to do research about the following theme: the livelihood
strategies and reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Colombia. Therefore, only the
programs of socio-economic stabilization that the Colombian government offers were
relevant for my research. This because one of the first steps in the reintegration
process is a secure livelihood. But as we will see later in this work, besides economic
stability also social and psychological factors play a role when it comes to the
reintegration of IDP’s.
Apart from the government programs of socio-economic stabilization I also
decided to do research on the micro credit possibilities for IDP’s. Initially because of
my personal interest for this type of development aid, but later also because I
discovered that for many desplazados micro credit can function as very logical
follow-up of the government programs. Further on in this work this will be outlined
more in detail.
During my four months of qualitative research I have tried to find out what the
different options for IDP’s are within these two different programs, what these
programs in practice do for IDP’s (as well regarding their livelihood strategies as their
reintegration perspectives), and what IDP’s themselves think about these programs.
The central research question that has guided my research was:
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In which way and to what extend do government programs and micro credit
contribute to the livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in
Bogotá, Colombia?
As we can see in my research question, I have chosen for Bogotá, the capital of
Colombia, as my research location. This was a very logical choice because in
Colombia Bogotá is the main receiver of IDP’s. The majority of the IDP’s ends up in
Bogotá, first of all because of safety reasons, but also, as we will see later, because of
several advantages that Bogotá offers as Colombia’s capital.
In the first stage of my fieldwork I needed to analyze the general situation of IDP’s in
Colombia. Therefore I visited several organizations which are involved in the theme
of internal displacement in Colombia. For example I have spoken with staff members
of the International Organization for Migration (IOM), and of Acción Social, a
Colombian government institution that works in the areas of peace and development.
This organization is strongly involved with Colombia’s national policies towards
IDP’s. Especially these two institutions, IOM and Acción Social, have helped me a lot
with gathering information about the situation of IDP’s in Colombia, and about
Colombia’s national policy towards this population.
Subsequently it was time to focus on the two main themes of my research; the
livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá. I have
accomplished this research by working directly with two different organizations. The
first organization I worked with was a government organization that offers the
program for the socio-economic stabilization of IDP’s. This program is especially
designed for IDP’s in Bogotá. I have interviewed numerous staff members of this
program, among them economists, anthropologists, psychologists, social workers and
directors, in order to gather information about the program and about IDP’s in
general. Apart from that I had on a regular base informal interviews with IDP’s who
were participating in the program, not only about their experiences and situation, but
also about their opinions about the program. The second program I have worked with
was a micro credit program. This program was not especially designed for IDP’s, but
for “regular” urban poor and vulnerable people in Bogotá. But there was always a
certain amount of IDP’s among the participants of this micro credit program. This
organization offered me the opportunity to work with them in a very practical way.
During a practical internship the staff members of this organization helped me to get
to know the world of micro credit from the inside. They involved me with all their
daily activities, such as selection interviews, house visits and trainings. Besides that I
was able to interview the participants on a regular base as well.
My research population can be divided into two groups of people. First of all
the staff members of the organizations I worked with, and secondly the IDP’s who
were participating in the program. The staff members of the organizations I worked
with helped me gathering information about the general situation of IDP’s in Bogotá,
and about the content and effects of the programs, while with the IDP’s I was able to
investigate more deeply the impact of the programs. Especially concerning the
livelihood strategies and the reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá. Because
these organizations were very helpful and open to me, I didn’t encounter any serious
problems with reaching my research population and accomplishing my research.
During my research I used three different types of research methods:
Participant Observation (PO), structured and semi-structured in-depth interviews and
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informal interviews. Because I worked closely with these two organizations I was able
to do PO all days. During my entire research period, I was five days a week in contact
with my research population, therefore the research method PO worked very well for
me.
(Semi) structured in-depth interviews I used for the staff members of the
organizations I worked with. For these interviews I always used a list of prepared
questions. This because most informants “reserved” half an hour or an hour for me
during office hours, and this way I could get a lot of information out of my informants
in the most efficient way. These (semi) structured interviews were very useful for my
research, especially in the first stage of my research. At that point I needed
information about the situation of IDP’s in Colombia in general and in Bogotá in
specific, and about the content of the micro credit and government programs. With
these (semi) structured interviews I was perfectly able to obtain this information.
After gathering all this general information it was time to concentrate myself
more on the IDP’s themselves. My interviews with this population on the other hand,
were far more informal and far less structured than my interviews with the staff
members of the organizations I worked with. Therefore I will call these types of
interviews informal interviews. For these informal interviews I initially used a topic
list with the themes I wanted to talk about. After a few days, I discovered that
sometimes I scared the IDP’s off with my notebook and my topic list. I noticed that
the IDP’s generally were far more open to me when the interviews were of a more
informal character, thus without my ballpoint and notebook in my hands. With these
informal interviews I have gathered a lot of valuable data, thus this method worked
perfectly for me. Especially because I was in the position to speak with most of the
IDP’s for more than once, for no other reason than that I was working at the same two
organizations during my entire fieldwork period.
My research can be of significant importance on scientific level. Worldwide
there has been done a certain amount of research on the livelihood strategies and
reintegration perspectives of IDP’s. However, in Colombia I didn’t encounter a lot of
research on these themes. Desplazados as population are certainly being researched,
but specifically about their livelihood strategies and reintegration processes is little
known. In Colombia, the problem is that currently there is a large-scale
demobilization process of armed groups going on. And research about the livelihood
and reintegration strategies of demobilized combatants is on the short term more
important, because this population can influence Colombia’s peace process in a very
strong way. If the reintegration process of these ex-combatants is not accomplished
well, they might return to the armed group, or join another one. Obviously this would
restrain Colombia’s perspectives on peace. I certainly agree that on the short term
research on demobilized combatants is important, but the problem of forced
displacements in Colombia is of such an enormous dimension that this population can
not be left out of sight. Therefore in my opinion in Colombia there is a serious need
for more scientific research on IDP’s.
The social relevance of this research could be even of more importance than
its scientific relevance. Research on two types of programs like I did research on, can
gave a clear understanding of how these programs work and what they exactly
contribute to the livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of IDP’s. Because
of this research, imperfections and shortcomings of the programs could be discovered.
And this might help to improve the quality of the programs, what certainly can
contribute to the long term effects and results of the programs. After all, IDP’s are
innocent citizens who have become victims of the Colombian armed conflict. Their
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lives were roughly interrupted by armed groups, often in a very violent way.
Therefore, in my opinion, these people have the right to structural aid, in order to be
able to move on with their lives.
This study entails the following elements. I will start with a theoretical section in
which I will discuss some concepts that are related to my research theme and
population, like poverty, vulnerability, social exclusion and livelihood. In this section
I will also briefly describe the Colombian armed conflict, and I will discuss the human
impact of the armed conflict in Colombia. Further on I will outline in detail the
current situation of IDP’s in Colombia and in Bogotá. Subsequently the livelihood
strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá will be the central theme, with a detailed description of
the two programs I did research on and their impact on IDP’s, specifically regarding
their livelihood strategies. Afterwards I will attend to the reintegration process of
IDP’s, by finding out in which way and to what extend the two programs contribute
the reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá. In the final part of my thesis, the
conclusion, I will be able to answer my central research question by linking my
research results to the existing concepts and theory I outlined earlier in this work.
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1: Poverty, social exclusion & other related concepts
As already briefly explained in the introduction, Colombia is a country that finds itself
in a war situation for almost fifty years now. This armed conflict is the direct cause of
the situation of the IDP’s in Colombia. As we will see later on, because of the social
and economic damage and fragmentation caused by the conflict, most desplazados
find themselves in a situation of poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion.
Therefore, in the upcoming section I will first attend to these general concepts, before
I can use them in order to analyze the situation of IDP’s in Bogotá. Moreover, I will
give attention to the livelihood approach, because this concept is strongly related to
concepts such as poverty and development. After that I will outline the Colombian
armed conflict more in detail, and I will discuss the human impact of the armed
conflict on Colombian society.
1.1. Poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion
After a period of economic growth in the 1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s Latin America
faced economic recession as a consequence of the debt crisis in the early 1980’s. In
the majority of Latin American countries, incomes declined in the 1980’s and
therefore poverty and inequality seriously increased. Contemporary Latin America is
characterized by a large number of extended urban areas. The absolute amount of
poor people is higher in urban areas than in rural areas (Gonzales de la Rocha 1995:
16). On the other hand the gravity of poverty is of a more serious nature in the rural
areas.
Poverty and inequality are thus important issues in Latin America. But who is
considered to be poor? According to statistics from the World Development Report
2000/2001 from the World Bank the absolute poverty line lies at $ 1.08 a day. These
people live in a situation of extreme poverty; they cannot even afford the most basic
needs of human life. Therefore the World Bank also uses an “upper poverty line”,
which lies at $ 2 a day. The difference between this group and the group of people
who has less than a dollar a day is that these people can afford the basic needs of life
like food and shelter, but nothing more than that (World Bank 2000: 17).
Poverty is a complex and wide-ranging concept. The most simple and basic
definition describes poverty as a basic lack of the means of survival (Dixon &
Macarov 1998: 1). So “being poor” in practice means the inability to possess the basic
needs for human life like food, water and in hostile climates also clothing and shelter.
However over the past decades this absolute concept of poverty has become
increasingly unacceptable. Poverty isn’t just about starvation or about the lack of
material needs anymore, but also about chances and opportunities in life and the
distribution of income. Thus factors as health, education, location, access to goods,
gender, race and family circumstances are also important when it comes to poverty.
Therefore, the definition of poverty has moved from a minimal, physical and material
survival notion to a relative, varying notion which considers social survival also of
notable importance and values a quality of life that even the poorest communities in
the world should be able to enjoy (Dixon & Macarov 1998: 2-3).
Amartya Sen, an economist from India, has won the Nobel Prize for
economics in 1998 with his work about welfare, poverty and human development. In
his work on capabilities (1981) he argues that poverty doesn’t just depend on income,
but also on the lack of possibilities for people to live their life the way they want to.
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According to Sen capabilities, and not just the access to goods, are the absolute
requirements for full membership of a society (De Haan 2001). Issues that he
considers important conditions are political freedom, juridical rights, social capital,
human capital and social facilities as health, education and social security. People
who don’t have access to these assets are more vulnerable than others in society.
Moser underwrites this vision the following way:
“The more assets people have, the less vulnerable and more secure they are, and the
greater the erosion of people’s assets, the greater their insecurity.”
(Moser 2004: 17)

The vision that vulnerability is strongly related to the concept of poverty is also
adopted by the World Bank. In the World Development Report 2000/2001 the authors
explain that the measurement of vulnerability centers itself on the variability of
income or consumption (World Bank 2000: 20).
Nowadays Sen’s ideas about poverty and capabilities are used worldwide in
order to better understand the risks and vulnerability experienced by the poor (Moser
2004: 17). A clear example is the OECD1 report “DAC guidelines on poverty
reduction” (OECD 2001). In this report the capabilities theory of Amartya Sen is used
as important basic principle because five core dimensions, or capabilities, are used in
order to define poverty. First of all economic capabilities are mentioned, which refer
to economic and material assets. Secondly human capabilities are of importance.
Human capabilities are based on factors as health, education, nutrition and the access
to clean water. Thirdly political capabilities are enumerated, such as human rights and
basic political freedom. Furthermore the importance of socio-cultural capabilities is
being explained. Socio-cultural capabilities concern the ability to participate as valued
member of a community. They refer for example to social status and dignity. Finally
protective capabilities are mentioned. Protective capabilities enable people to
withstand economic and external shocks, like diseases, war, crime and destitution
(OECD 2001: 38).
Thus as we have seen, poverty is more than the lack of material assets. Also
other conditions, or capabilities, are required for a full membership of society.
Therefore I assume that poverty is closely related to the concept of social exclusion.
The term social exclusion was first used in 1974 by Rene Lenoir in his work Les
Exclus: un Français sur dix (De Haan 2001). Lenoir regarded several groups as
excluded, for instance poor, unemployed or handicapped people, but also elderly
people, minorities, refugees and abused children. The definition of social exclusion
De Haan uses in his work is the following:
“The process through which individuals or groups are wholly or partially excluded from
full participation in the society within which they live.”
(De Haan 2001)

Social, political and economical exclusion will always lead to deprivation. Often
people who are being excluded end up in a negative trend that will exclude them even
further. Amartya Sen even distinguishes between active and passive social exclusion.
Active exclusion is for example when migrants or refugees are not given full political
status or citizenship in their new country, and passive exclusion can be for instance a
consequence of economic crisis, inflation, or a war situation (De Haan 2001).
1

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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1.2. Surviving the city: urban poverty & livelihood strategies in urban areas
In the 1950’s more than half of Latin America’s population lived on the countryside.
But by 1990, three out of four Latin Americans lived in cities (Portes & Schauffler
1993: 30). The growth of Latin America’s urban population thus expanded in an
explosive way. Mega cities like Mexico City, Buenos Aires, Bogotá and Rio de
Janeiro are still expanding. In Colombia the process of urbanization is accelerated by
IDP’s who were forced to leave the countryside as a consequence of the armed
conflict. Namely, the majority of the IDP’s in Colombia ends up in big cities like
Bogotá, Cali and Medellín. Later on I will attend to this more in detail.
A direct consequence of this process of urbanization is the growth of urban
poverty. Therefore during the past decades concepts as poverty and social exclusion
have become more urban than rural phenomena in Latin America.
Nowadays, the livelihood approach has become very common in research on poverty
and development. The livelihood approach was first used by Chambers in 1983 in
order to understand development processes (Oberhauser 2004: 205). Basically what a
livelihood contains are resources (what people have), strategies (what people do) and
outcomes (the goals that people have). All together these factors determine how
individuals or households make a living and thus “build their worlds” (Bebbington
1999). Factors that can play an important role in livelihood strategies are climate,
landscapes and personal possessions. But apart from physical assets, also human and
social capital are also important conditions for a secure livelihood. Human capital
includes assets as education, personal skills and knowledge. Notable is that factors as
health and access to nutrition can strongly influence human capital, because a
person’s health determines his capacity to work and obtain knowledge (Moser 2004:
17). Social capital is characterized by the benefits that people can profit from because
of their membership of social networks and organizations or because of the social
contacts they possess (Moser 2004: 157). Thus social networks and contacts are
important factors when we mention the concept of social capital.
Because my research took place in Bogotá, in this conceptual paragraph I will
focus exclusively on livelihood strategies in urban areas, and not in rural areas.
Although people in cities often have more access to facilities and services than people
on the countryside, this doesn’t necessarily mean that they can afford or access them
in reality. The costs of living in the cities are often higher than in the rural areas. Also
urban poor are more vulnerable to changes in the market conditions. When prices
increase and wages decline, people in the city can encounter serious problems because
they live in an almost entirely monetized economy. Another matter that urban poor
have to deal with is violence. In most cities the most violent areas are the poorest
districts, and because of the often ambiguous relation between these barrios and the
police there is a great lack of public safety. The favelas in Rio de Janeiro are a typical
example of this situation. Another difficulty in urban areas are the living conditions.
Urban poor frequently have to deal with inadequate shelter (bad protection against
heat or cold, insects and dust), contaminated water, poor or absent sanitation and the
constant threat of floods, landslides and industrial pollution. Most of the time people
in slums live very close together. This can cause infections and other diseases (Allen
& Thomas 2000: 425-432).
One of the most important obstacles in the struggle against urban poverty is
the inability to provide sufficient employment for the growing urban population.
Consequently, those who are not able to find regular wage employment will end up in
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the informal sector. The concept of the informal sector was developed in the 1970’s.
The term refers exclusively to the urban sector (Rondinelli & Kasarda 1993: 256).
Typical ways to make money in the informal sector are petty trading, selfemployment, casual and irregular wage work, employment in personal services or in
very small micro-enterprises in manufacturing and services. The informal sector is
often characterized by its relatively easy accessibility due to the low investment
requirements. Other characteristics of the informal sector are the intensity and
irregularity of the work (Allen & Thomas 2000: 107). Sometimes the whole family is
involved with informal micro-enterprises. Work in the informal sector is not legally
registered, so the employees do not benefit from social security or legal protection
(Rondinelli & Kasarda 1993: 257).
Apart from turning to the informal sector in order to earn a livelihood, there
are other strategies that urban households use to make or save money. Economic
crisis, austerity and state withdrawal from financing and providing social benefits and
services can change a lot at the household level (Visser 2001: 89). Some examples of
strategies used in order to cope with economic crisis are the increase of labor forces,
which in practice can mean that both the parents need to have several jobs at the same
time, but also that the children need to contribute (fulltime) to the household income,
and sometimes even the elderly people in the family, like grandparents (Gonzalez de
la Rocha 2000: 12-22). Households can also drastically reduce their expenses, which
can involve a reduction of health and education expenses or overall consumption, but
also a dramatic change in the family diet (Gonzalez de la Rocha 2000: 12-22).
Another strategy to cope with poverty is to start to produce more things personally,
like food, (parts of the) housing, and child- and healthcare (Allen & Thomas 2000:
434-435).
1.3. Poverty and social exclusion in war-torn societies
Problems like poverty and social exclusion are often more complicated in war-torn
societies, because war and violence can intensify the situation of poverty and social
exclusion. Poverty can cause violence, but on the other hand the poor can be
extremely affected by violence (more than other groups in society) because of their
vulnerability. Koonings and Kruijt (2007) express themselves about this idea the
following way:
“Violence, through the notions of vulnerability and insecurity, has been incorporated into
mainstream objective and subjective notions of poverty and social exclusion.”
(Koonings & Kruijt 2007: 2)

Therefore poverty alleviation in war-torn societies should always be an important part
of conflict resolution.
According to Bakarat & Chard (2002) concepts as poverty and social
exclusion in societies that deal with conflict or post-conflict issues differ in one key
aspect from these concepts in “normal” societies. According to these authors, the
difference between “normal” societies and war-torn societies is:
“The extent of the damage done to social relations by the violence and therefore the
fragility and fragmentation of its institutions, from the family, the traditional organization
of local communities, to the institutions of government.”
(Bakarat & Chard 2002: 826)
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Thus these authors consider social fragmentation as a direct consequence of conflict
and violence. In my opinion it is a convincing explanation that the presence of fear
and a lack of trust in a society, caused by war or violence, can have social
fragmentation as a consequence. And social fragmentation in a state can strongly
influence problems like poverty and social exclusion.
Another factor that often plays an important role in war-torn societies
considering poverty and social exclusion is the presence of refugees or IDP’s. In
Colombia because of the armed conflict, hundreds of thousands of IDP’s have
migrated to large cities like Medellin, Cali or Bogotá, with the growth of urban
poverty as inevitable outcome. As I will argue later in this study more in detail, I
consider the IDP’s in Bogotá as a specifically vulnerable and excluded group within
the category of “regular” urban poor. This has to do with the social, psychological and
economic damage and fragmentation caused by the armed conflict. Chowdhury
expresses himself the following way about the consequences of forced displacement:
“In general, displacement is a violation of basic human rights. It usually breaks up
families, and destroys the economic, social and cultural fabric of a society. It destroys
personal property, terminates dependable employment relationships, disrupts educational
opportunities, and reduces access to vital necessities such as food, shelter and medicine.
It also endangers innocent people to various acts of violence such as attacks on camps,
killing, disappearances and rape etc.”
(Chowdhury 2000: 206)

Thus unlike the “regular” urban poor, for whom the creation of a secure livelihood is
the most important issue, most IDP’s also need help on other levels besides economic
support. Because besides the economic damage that is caused by the armed conflict,
the violence has also social and psychological damage and fragmentation as a
consequence. Therefore, along with the creation of a secure livelihood, I furthermore
consider reintegration on the social and the psychological level as fundamental
processes for IDP’s in order to be able to rehabilitate and move on.
So as we have seen, there are three levels of reintegration that have to be taken
into account when we discuss reintegration of IDP’s: reintegration on the economic,
social and psychological level. Reintegration on the economic level, which contains
matters as employment and housing, can be achieved through the creation of a
livelihood. Furthermore IDP’s need to reintegrate on the social level, including the
acquiring of social capital and a new social status. As we have seen earlier, social
capital is an important condition for the creation of a secure livelihood. But on the
other hand, the creation of a livelihood can also contribute significantly to the social
reintegration of IDP’s. Thus the concept of livelihood is inextricably bound up with
the concept of reintegration, at least on the levels of the economical and social
reintegration. The third and final level of reintegration that is of importance when we
mention reintegration of IDP’s is the process of psychological reintegration. As I will
outline below, many desplazados suffer from psychological problems. I think that
IDP’s will never be able to reintegrate unless these ailments are taken care of.
In sum, these are the three levels that have to be taken into account when we
discuss the concept of reintegration of IDP’s. Further on I will discuss the
reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá more in detail.
In the previous paragraphs I have outlined concepts as poverty, social exclusion,
livelihood strategies and reintegration. Obviously poor people need to create a
livelihood in order to reduce their level of poverty. However, ironically enough, for
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poor people it is very difficult to get access to the things they need to build a
livelihood. As explained before, factors as physical assets, social capital and human
capital are essential conditions for the creation of a secure livelihood. Yet, because the
problem of social exclusion poor people hardly ever have access to these matters. And
as we have seen, the situation of social exclusion might be even worse in a war-torn
society. As we will see later, many IDP’s are psychologically damaged because the
armed conflict. Therefore, the specific situation of IDP’s is different and even more
complicated than the situation of “regular” poor, as well concerning their livelihood
strategies as their reintegration perspectives. But before attending to the specific
situation of IDP’s in Colombia, I will first describe in short the Colombian armed
conflict, in order to outline briefly the political context of Colombia.
1.4. The Colombian armed conflict in a nutshell
Colombia is a country with a long history of political violence. Prior to the armed
conflict, which is already lasting for almost fifty years now, there was the period of la
violencia. During this period, from 1948 onwards, a rural based civil war was going
on between the liberal and the conservative parties, the two leading parties of
Colombia. The conflict of la violencia lasted for more than ten years and cost about
200.000 victims. After the creation of the National Front in 1958, a system in which
both the liberal and the conservative parties agreed to share their power during the
next sixteen years was established (Schneider 2000). Although the National Front
ended the political violence of the past ten years, many social and political
inequalities remained a fruitful base for further rebellion, especially from the left
wing. During the sixties and the early seventies several leftist guerilla groups were
established, like Fuerzas Armadas Revolutionarias de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo
(FARC-EP) nowadays one of the most important armed group in Colombia, Ejército
de Liberación Nacional (ELN), the urban guerilla movement Movimiento 19 de Abril
( M19) and the Maoist Ejército Popular de Liberación (EPL), in order to fight against
the government.
However, the intensification of the armed conflict only started in the early
1980’s (Lair 2004: 132). During these years both the ELN and the FARC were able to
expand their selves because of the wider use of illegal economic activities such as
kidnapping, drugs trafficking and the demanding of taxes of the civil population. In
the 1980’s and 1990’s both guerrilla groups increased on military and territorial level
(Lair 2004: 141). In the early 1980’s paramilitary activities started as reaction on
these leftist guerilla groups. According to Villaveces (2003) the main strategy of
illegal armed groups in Colombia (both guerrillas and paramilitaries) is the
domination of territory. In her work Villaveces refers to Garfield and Arboleda who
suggest that:
“The inability of the State, through the military and police, to exercise a monopoly of
force and protect people and property has permitted the illegal armed actors to move into
these areas and exercise authority.”
(Villaveces 2003: 15)

Beside the violence used by the leftist guerilla groups and the paramilitaries, the drug
trade exploded in the 1980’s and the rise of powerful drug cartels led to even more
violence (Schneider 2000). Powerful and violent drug cartels expanded their power in
the 1980’s and 1990’s. They became involved within the armed conflict because of
their (financial) ties with both the paramilitary and the guerilla groups. Although in

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

15

late 1980’s and in the early 1990’s the M-19 and the EPL were demobilized,
“violence would spread virtually to every corner of Colombian society” during these
years (Schneider 2000). The growth of illicit drugs trade reshaped the dynamics of the
armed conflict in the 1990’s because Colombia is the largest grower of illicit coca and
manufacturer of processed cocaine. Kidnapping, extortion, massacres, forced
displacements and other types of serious violence were part of Colombia’s daily life
from the end of the 1980’s until the early years of 2000. The increase of paramilitary
activity made that the paramilitaries started to organize themselves at national level in
1997 under the name of Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC). Chernick states
about this process:
“The rapid expansion of the paramilitary groups transformed a classic guerrilla
insurgency that targeted social elites and state actors into a multipolar war among leftist
insurgents, right-wing paramilitaries and the state.”
(Villaveces: 2003: 15)

After some extremely violent years, Colombia finds itself nowadays in a complicated
process of peace building and reconstruction. The peace processes that were initiated
by the various government administrations between 1882 and 2002 (Betancur,
Gaviria, Samper, Pastrana) all failed (UNDP-report 2003: 36). The current armed
actors in the Colombian conflict are the FACR-EP, the ELN, the paramilitary, the
national army and several drug cartels, on top of that also and the organized gang
crime causes a lot of violence as well. Current president Uribe, who is Colombia’s
national leader since 2002, hasn’t been able yet to create a solution for the armed
conflict either. What he reached so far is a prominent improvement of the security
situation in Colombia because of his military offensive politics in order to provide
security for Colombia’s citizens and international visitors. He also initiated the
process of disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of the AUC,
Colombia’s main paramilitary forces. Since the year 2003 more than 30.000
combatants have been disarmed and demobilized because of the DDR program
(Denissen 2007). Although Uribe, like previous presidents, hasn’t been able to create
a solution for the armed conflict, through his policy of “democratic security” and
DDR he gained enough popularity to become reelected in 2006. Nevertheless, the
humanitarian crisis in Colombia is still lasting. Although the Colombian state finds
itself in a process of peace building and reconstruction, the internal conflict still hasn’t
come to an end.
1.5. The human impact of the armed conflict in Colombia
In Colombia, the civil population has become not only the victim but also the resource
of the Colombian armed actors (Borda Carulla 2007: 37). On a daily base citizens
both in the countryside and in the urban areas are being recruited, both on forced as on
voluntary base, by the guerrilla and the paramilitary. One of the most visible groups
affected by the armed conflict are IDP’s. Because of threats or violent confrontations
with the guerrilla or the paramilitary, these people have to leave their houses, lands,
family and possessions. Therefore they have to start all over again in other parts of the
country, mostly in urban areas and with a new social and economic status. According
to Chowdhury IDP’s not only lose their lives and properties, but also “the hope or the
ground on which a process of rebuilding and rehabilitation can start” (Chowdhury
2000: 206).

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

16

The majority of the actions of the armed actors in Colombia take place in the
countryside. However this doesn’t mean that the urban areas aren’t affected by the
conflict. First of all, the conflict influences the national economy in a negative way,
because the guerrilla (partly) occupies large areas throughout the country. Also large
streams of IDP’s come to the urban areas. As explained before, this has increased
urban poverty significantly in cities like Bogotá and Medellín. Besides that the
guerrilla groups are also attendant in the cities, and although the majority of actions
take place in the rural areas, in the cities terrorist attacks also occur. As explained
above, the poor are a very vulnerable group in society. Therefore, the urban poor in
cities like Bogotá will naturally suffer more severely from the armed conflict than the
middle or the upper class. After all, the poor often don’t have the resources to protect
themselves like the richer people can.
As mentioned above, IDP’s in Colombia belong to a group of people who are
extremely affected by the armed conflict. They not only have personally witnessed or
experienced the violence that is being used by the armed actors, but it also has serious
consequences for their future. For many desplazados their old lives have completely
changed after their displacements. Besides finding a new place to live people also
have to deal with new family structures, a new economic status and new social
networks. In the next section I will go deeper into the specific situation of IDP’s in
Colombia, and in Bogotá.

2: The situation of IDP’s in Colombia
2.1. IDP’s in Colombia: an introduction
The legacy of more than fifty years of violence and humanitarian crisis is extremely
visible in Colombia (UNDP 2003). In the 1950’s the period of la violencia already
caused hundreds of thousands refugees within Colombia. After this period, the armed
conflict of Colombia, between the leftist guerrilla groups, the national army, the
paramilitaries and several drug cartels only increased this number in a severe way.
People are often scared, threatened or dominated by massacres, menaces,
assassinations or forced recruitments in order to displace them and take over their
lands. Although all armed actors within the Colombian conflict are responsible for the
forced displacements, the leftist guerrilla groups and the right wing paramilitary are at
the moment the armed actors that are responsible for most of the forced displacements
in Colombia. Apart from forced displacements, a lot of people flee in advance in order
to guard their safety.
Official statistics confirm that during that past ten years the situation of forced
displacements has become a constant humanitarian crisis within Colombia (CODHES
2007: 7). According to decree number 387 of the 1997 Constitution, desplazados are
defined as following:
“A desplazado is every person forced to migrate within the national territory and to
abandon his place of residence or his usual economical activities because his personal
life, his physical integrity, his security or his liberty have been violated or are directly
menaced, due to any of the following reasons: internal armed conflict, internal
disturbances and tensions, generalized violence, massive Human Rights violations,
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International Humanitarian Law infractions or other circumstances emanating from the
previous situations that can alter or do alter drastically public order.”
(Borda Carulla 2007: 37)

The situation of forced displacement in Colombia is currently one of the most serious
in the world (Kälin 2007: 5). However, it is complicated to determine the exact
number of IDP’s in Colombia. The Colombian government organization Accion
Social maintains the registration system Sistema de Información sobre la Población
Desplazada2, SIPOD. According to these statistics, in April 2008 the number of IDP’s
in Colombia was 2,500,962 (SIPOD 2008). However, this is the official count of
persons who registered themselves into the government registration systems for the
displaced population. According to several NGO’s in Colombia the number of
desplazados is even higher (Borda Carulla 2007: 37). For example, CODHES, a
Colombian organization for human rights and displacements, declares that the total
number of IDP’s in Colombia between 1985 and 2007 is 4,075,580 (CODHES 2007:
38). CODHES uses its own registration for desplazados; SISDHES, el Sistema de
Información de Desplazamiento Forzado y Derechos Humanos3. The difference in
numbers between the SIPOD and the SISDHES systems can be explained by the fact
that SIPOD started to register in 1994, and CODHES in 1985. Their also might be
some overlap between the two systems. However, the debate about the exact amount
of desplazados in Colombia is still going on. Nevertheless, independent of an exact
number, the problem of forced displacements in Colombia remains massive and
influences the lives of millions of people.
2.2. Causes and origins of forced displacements in Colombia
During the 1990’s, the majority of the forced displacements were massive
displacements. A large part of these massive displacements were caused by the rise of
paramilitary activities. Conversely, nowadays more individual displacements occur4.
Desplazados in Colombia come from almost every region in the country. Most of
them migrate individually or in nuclear family groups, and the majority settles in the
periphery of large cities like Cali, Medellín or Bogotá because of the anonymity that
these cities can guarantee (Borda Carulla 2007: 41). Bogotá, the capital of Colombia,
is the main receiver of refugees. During my fieldwork I have spoken with IDP’s from
everywhere in the country, although the vast majority came from regions like Tolima,
Norte de Santander, El Chocó and the Atlantic and the Caribbean coast. However, this
doesn’t mean that the situation in these regions was at the time of my fieldwork the
most serious in the entire country. For example, the situation in the Valle del Cauca
was very critical at that time, but IDP’s from this region often flee to Cali, the capital
of this department.
Motives for IDP’s to come to Bogotá are often that they already have family
members there, and because of safety reasons. Mery, a desplazada woman explained
to me why Bogotá was the most logical option for her and her family:

2

Information system about the internally displaced population.
Information system for forced displacements and human rights.
4
Information based on an interview with a staff member of the IOM, International Organization for
Migration, 03-03-2008.
3
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“At the time we had to leave the coast my husband had some relatives living in Bogotá.
Therefore we decided to come to Bogotá. The first days they gave us shelter, and they
still help us sometimes with practical matters.”5

On the other hand the story of don Jorge is completely different. In the village where
he used to live, he possessed an important political function. After he got into serious
problems with both the guerrilla and the paramilitary, he had to leave his town
immediately. After leaving he still feared for his life. Therefore he decided that
Bogotá would be his best alternative because of the anonymity of this metropolis6.
Desplazados also mentioned to me that the employment and educational
opportunities that Bogotá offers were important motives for them to come to Bogotá7.
For example Gladys confessed to me that she is very happy in Bogotá because of the
quality of the schools and universities in Bogotá:
“In Tolima we lived in a very small community on the countryside. Over there my
children would never be able to study like they do now in Bogotá.”8

The majority of the IDP’s in Bogotá that I have spoken to, prefer not to return to their
original living areas. The security situation in these areas often remains the same, or
people are just too frightened to return. And many IDP’s are very well aware of the
opportunities that living in Bogotá can offer them. When they arrive in Bogotá, all
IDP’s get a so called “desplazado card9”. With this card they can make use of several
“desplazado rights”, such as emergency help, housing projects, free medical care and
free education for the children. Some IDP’s admitted to me that in the far future, if the
armed conflict ever would be solved and their homelands would be perfectly safe
again, they might consider to return to their homelands. However, at the same time
they declared to me that they didn’t have any confidence that this would occur during
the upcoming decades. Therefore, at the moment they were all concentrating on
building up their new lives in Bogotá10.
As outlined before, most forced displacements are caused by the paramilitary groups
and the guerrilla. Often the situation is the following: the guerrilla forces local
inhabitants to collaborate with them by providing them with food, money and
services. Ignoring these demands can be life endangering. When people collaborate
with the guerrilla, subsequently the paramilitary forces think that these people are
supporting the guerrilla, after which the paramilitaries also start to threaten these local
inhabitants. They often force them to leave within 24 hours, otherwise violence and
murder will be the consequence. Therefore, the locals find themselves “caught in a
cross-fire”, and they simply have to leave their grounds and villages because
otherwise their lives will be in danger11.
During my fieldwork, many IDP’s have shared their experiences with me. I
will describe the story of doña Martha Isabella, in order to illustrate more in detail
how these forced displacements can occur. Martha Isabella lived with her husband
5

Interview with Mery, 11-05-2008.
Interview with don Jorge, 05-04-2008.
7
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
8
Interview with Gladys, 02-04-2008.
9
Carta de derechos básicos de toda persona que ha sido víctima de desplazamiento forzado interno
(Acción Social: programa para la atención integral a la población desplazada: 2008).
10
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
11
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
6
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and two young children in a small village at the Caribbean coast. Martha Isabella
worked in the house and raised the children, and apart from that she baked arepas12
with cheese to sell at the market in her spare time. Her husband, don José, was
employed somewhere in the village. They weren’t rich but they lived a calm and
happy life. When the guerrilla entered the area (several decades ago), they started to
demand tax revenues from the local population. According to Martha Isabella, to
coexist with the guerrilla wasn’t a real problem. The problems started after the
paramilitary had entered the area:
“We, in our village, lived for decades “together” with the guerrilla. They demanded taxes
but they weren’t a serious threat to us or to our safety. But from the moment the
paramilitary arrived, things started to heat up. People got killed or were threatened, they
demanded large sums of money from everyone and they started to take over people’s
lands and houses.”13

One day the paramilitaries also came to Martha Isabella’s house. With a gun on her
head, a paramilitary force required her to hand over all their valuable belongings, and
they demanded a large sum of money within 24 hours. Not only Martha Isabella was
threatened, also her oldest son, at that time 7 years old, was held at gunpoint. Martha
Isabella’s husband José tried to defend his family and therefore got shot by one of the
paramilitaries. The family took refuge in Bogotá with help of some family members.
Now they already live for almost one and a half year in Bogotá. Their story of forced
displacement is very tragic, but the misery still goes on. Don José is partly paralyzed
because of the damage caused by the gunshot, and the two little boys have serious
concentration problems and traumas because of their experiences with the violence of
the paramilitary. Martha Isabella has two jobs now, she looks after her family and she
has to take care of the entire family livelihood14.
The majority of the desplazados in Colombia have experienced situations
similar to the one of Martha Isabella. They got stuck between the guerrilla and the
paramilitary, and were therefore forced to leave their homes. I have also heard other
stories, like for example a woman who had to leave her village because her brother
was in the national army and therefore she was threatened by the guerrilla, or a man
who had to flee because he refused to collaborate with a drugs lord, but these
situations occur less frequently15. Generally speaking, all these families have to leave
in a hurry and are therefore forced to leave everything behind. Some people are lucky
enough to carry some personal belongings; but others have to leave with literally
nothing. And some of them have family members who may help them on their way to
a safe area; but others are just left by themselves, hoping that the government will do
something in order to protect them16.
2.3. Consequences of forced displacements in Colombia
There are several effects of the forced displacements visible in Colombian society.
Forced displacements not only cause changes in the personal lives of IDP’s, but have
also consequences on national level. In this section, I will attend to both these themes.
First, I will go deeper into the consequences of forced displacements for the
12

Typical Colombian maize pancakes.
Interview with doña Martha Isabella, 16-04-2008.
14
Information based on several interviews with doña Marta Isabella.
15
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
16
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
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Colombian society in general, such as the growth of urban poverty and violence and
the expansion of the informal sector. Afterwards, I will attend to the personal
consequences of forced displacements for desplazados: the problems that they have as
a group, and the difficulties they suffer from.
I have already outlined the process of urbanization in Latin-America, and the growth
of urban poverty as a direct consequence of this process. During the past decades,
large streams of refugees to cities as Cali, Medellín and Bogotá have contributed to
the process of urbanization that was already occurring in Colombia. This also goes for
the expansion of urban poverty.
In Bogotá, most IDP’s end up in suburbs like Ciudad Bolívar, Bosa, Ciudad
Kennedy and Soacha, which are among the poorest neighborhoods in Bogotá. In
Colombia, the costs of living in the cities are generally higher than in the rural areas.
Several IDP’s complained to me about the costs of living in Bogotá. Not only they
complained about the high rents, but also about the costs of food and clothing17. María
told me about her difficulties with the living standards in Bogotá:
“I always wear these sandals because we don’t have money for new shoes. Everything
we can we spend on clothing for the children; like tennis shoes, jackets and school
uniforms, but everything is so expensive. Sometimes my feet are frozen, but we just can’t
afford it to buy me a new pair of shoes.”18

Urban violence is a logical consequence of the growth of urban poverty. In Bogotá,
as in most cities in Latin America, the most violent areas are the poorest districts
(Allen & Thomas 2000: 425-432). Especially Ciudad Bolívar is known as the most
dangerous neighborhood in Bogotá. There is a lot of crime in this neighborhood, and
on top of that, guerrilla and paramilitary groups are active in these areas.
Besides violence, the living conditions in these poor districts are problematic.
Because of the extensive government programs and housing projects in Bogotá, the
main parts of neighborhoods as Ciudad Bolívar, Bosa and Ciudad Kennedy aren’t
slums (see box 2.1). The main streets are asphalted and the majority of the houses is
made of decent construction material, such as stone, concrete and wood19. However, I
have visited many desplazado families living very crowded, altogether in one small
room, and without running water. Like for example the living situation of Mery. With
her family she rents a room in a house where three other desplazado families live.
Thus Mery sleeps together with her husband, her two children and a little baby in one
room, sharing two beds. The kitchen and bathroom are communal, but because they
live with four families in the house these areas are always very crowded. The house
doesn’t have a living room; therefore, Mery’s children always do their homework
sitting on their beds. Mery simply hates the way they live there, all crowded in a small
dark room without windows, but she knows that they won’t be able to afford a better
place to stay any time soon20.

17

Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.
Interview with María, 23-04-2008.
19
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s and on PO.
20
Information based on numerous conversations with Mery.
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Box 2.1
Bogotá’s “slums”?
In Bogotá, Ciudad Bolívar is the best known and infamous neighborhood in southern
Bogotá. This neighborhood is enormous, build upon the hills and still expanding. Ciudad
Bolívar is known as very poor, criminal and difficult to reach because of the bad roads.
There is also fear because of the attendance of guerrilla and paramilitary groups in this
area of the city.
The first time I visited this neighborhood I was very surprised. Was this nice workingclass area the notorious Ciudad Bolívar? The neighborhood
was very lively and active, with a lot of commerce. The main
roads were asphalted and there were enough opportunities for
public transportation. And apart from that, the place was
crowded with NGO’s, charitable funds and housing projects.
More uphill in the more distant
parts of Ciudad Bolívar the
situation becomes a little more
distressing; with more sand
roads and more pollution on the
streets, yet still I personally
wouldn’t call it a slum area.
Nevertheless this doesn’t mean
Ciudad Bolívar
that the inhabitants aren’t poor.
Because although the houses look fine because they are
constructed of decent construction materials, I have seen
people living very crowded because they needed to share
the rent with other families. For a poor desplazado family
it is very normal to rent just one or two rooms in one of
Ciudad Bolívar more uphill
these houses, and to share all facilities with other families.
I have visited small houses were three or four families
lived together. Thus these families certainly were poor, but at least their living conditions
were, although small, solid enough to protect them against the cold and wet climate of
Bogotá.
But one day one of the staff members of the organizations I worked with decided to take
me up to another district of Bogotá: Cazucá, beause in this area also many desplazados
live. Geographically Cazucá is a continuation of Bogotá,
because this area is build right against the city’s suburbs.
However, this neighborhood officially doesn’t belong to
Bogotá. My guide showed me the dividing line: an asphalted
road. Everything west of this road was still Bogotá; this area
was part of Ciudad Bolívar actually. The area east of the
road is Cazucá. Immediately the difference between this
neighborhood and Ciudad Bolívar
became clear. The roads are not
made of asphalt but of sand. The
majority of the houses is built of
Cazucá
lumber and recycled metal, in
stead of decent construction materials. Electricity and water
pipes are absent for the majority of the inhabitants of Cazucá. I
saw people carrying jerry cans with water al the way up hill.
Also the security situation in this neighborhood is more
dangerous than in Ciudad Bolívar. During the day you can
perfectly safe visit Ciudad Bolívar, especially it’s main areas.
However, Cazucá deals with security problems also during the
day.
Cazucá
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The people of the organizations I worked with told me that they couldn’t leave their car
out of sight in this area. Notable is the almost complete absence of NGO’s and charity
organizations in this area. As explained before, Ciudad Bolívar is overloaded with social
projects, but in Cazucá hardly any social project was to find. My guide explained to me
that the current situation of Cazucá was similar to the situation of Ciudad Bolívar fifteen
years ago. But thanks to all the NGO’s and charity projects this neighborhood has
improved a lot. Unfortunately until now the social projects and help haven’t moved yet to
Cazucá, partly because the area officially doesn’t belong to Bogotá.

As outlined earlier, one of the most important obstacles in the worldwide struggle
against urban poverty is the inability to provide sufficient employment for the
growing urban population. Therefore, a lot of people have to seek survival and
livelihood strategies outside the domain of formal markets and institutions (Koonings
& Kruijt 2007: 7). In Bogotá, the informal sector has grown significantly because of
forced displacements. For IDP’s in Bogotá it can be extremely hard to get legal
employment. First of all because of the stigmas that exists about IDP’s in Colombian
society, but also because of the personal difficulties (like psychological problems) a
lot of desplazados have to deal with (below I will go deeper into these themes). To
start working independently in the informal sector is far more easy and often requires
just a small starting capital. Therefore, many IDP’s in Bogotá end up washing cars at
traffic lights, polishing shoes on the streets or selling food, costumer items and
handcrafts on the streets or in busses.

Typical examples of informal micro businesses on the streets of Bogotá

Leila, a desplazada woman, told me about her informal micro business:
“My husband built this small mobile market stall for me. After all he works in
construction so he had free access to the materials that were needed. On the first day I
bought some soft drinks and candy and started selling those on the streets. With the
profits of the first day I was able to purchase a little more extended stock for the second
day, and so on. Now I sell not only soft drinks and candy, but also cigarettes, juices and
lottery tickets. My dream for the future is to have my own little mini market. Not on the
street, but in a real building.”21
21

Interview with Leila, 01-03-2008.
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After the social impact of forced displacements on Colombian society I will now
attend to the personal consequences for IDP’s. I will distinguish between the
psychological consequences, the practical problems and the social-economical
consequences IDP’s in Bogotá suffer of because of their displacements.
Because of the amount of violence that is being used during forced displacements,
most IDP’s have suffered traumatic experiences and losses of family members and
friends. Therefore a lot of IDP’s in Bogotá are dealing with psychological problems,
grief, traumas and fear. Also, many desplazados have shared with me that their
children are extremely affected by the violence of the guerrilla or the paramilitary and
by the fact that they are taken away of their trusted environment.
“Especially my two oldest kids (7 and 9 years old) have been extremely affected by our
forced migration, because they have experienced everything consciously. They
frequently suffer from nightmares, have concentration problems at school and they just
can’t get used to life in a big city.”22

Apart from these psychological consequences, many IDP’s encounter very practical
problems, changes and consequences because of their forced displacements to Bogotá.
For many IDP’s it is very hard to adapt to the way of life in a large city. I have heard
many stories from people that were feeling lonely, lost or imprisoned because of the
size and the anonymity of Bogotá23. Besides the fact that the costs of living in Bogotá
are higher than on the countryside, the climate makes it hard for desplazados to get
used to the life in Bogotá. Because of the altitude (2600 meters), the climate in Bogotá
is cold, and also very rainy. Most IDP’s come from the low lands, where a warmer
climate rules.
Forced displacements can also cause important changes within the family.
Often one or more family members die (mostly men because they are more involved
in political issues than women), or the family can split in two because not all members
of the family decide to migrate. Another consequence of forced displacement can be
changing gender relations. People have to find new jobs in the cities, and especially in
the informal sector, a lot of women are working. Refugees from the countryside can
suffer directly from this matter, because men aren’t able to use their skills from the
land while women can easier find work because of their experience in domestic work
or in restaurants (Borda Carulla 2007: 42).
The internal displacements in Colombia also have serious socio-economic
consequences for IDP’s. High poverty rates are one of the most serious consequences
of the forced displacements (UNHCR24 2007: 325). The majority of the desplazados I
have spoken to during my fieldwork in Bogotá were poor or extremely poor. The
problem is that, in general, the educational level of IDP’s is lower than that of other
vulnerable people in Bogotá. The average level of education of the IDP’s I have
spoken to is primary school. Illiteracy is also a serious problem among IDP’s in
Colombia; about 30% of the desplazados cannot write and/or read25. That’s why it is,
like I outlined before, very hard for IDP’s to get employed in Bogotá. The UNHCR
report on Colombia 2008-2009 underwrites these findings. According to this report,
22

Interview with don David, 14-04-2008.
Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s and on several interviews with a psychologist
who works professionally with IDP’s.
24
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
25
This number is based on my personal estimation after having several interviews with the staff of the
organization I worked with.
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the unemployment rate for IDP’s is three times higher than the unemployment rate for
urban poor in general in Colombia (UNHCR 2007: 325).
A notable social effect of forced displacement is that a lot of desplazados have
problems with their self-esteem and identity. Most of the IDP’s have literally lost
everything, not only their houses, lands and possessions, but also their social
networks. The fact that people have to leave the safety of their community, friends,
contacts and their family can cause a serious loss of emotional roots (Borda Carulla
2007: 41). Their lives are entirely dislocated. Therefore, they have to build up a
complete new life, including finding new sources of income, new friends or other
contacts, a new church and sometimes they even have to “rethink” their identity
because of their new, and lower, social status. Apart from that, there is a lot of
discrimination of desplazados in Bogotá because of the stigmas that exist in
Colombian society towards IDP’s. They are often not seen as full members of society,
just because of their status as IDP (in the next paragraph I will go deeper into this
theme). Don Eduardo expressed this situation very clearly to me:
“In the village I come from, I was a human being, a person. I had my little business and
my family and a nice home. Here in Bogotá I am just an IDP, nothing else. I feel like I
have to prove myself socially and economically in order to move forward and loose my
status as IDP.”26

Men are particularly affected by problems with their self-esteem. Several men have
told me that they felt responsible for what happened, because they weren’t able to
protect their family. In Bogotá they still feel responsible, because the conditions IDP’s
in Bogotá live in are generally worse than their former living standards.
2.4. Internally Displaced People: an excluded group in Colombian society?
The social and political status of IDP’s in Bogotá is very contradictory. IDP’s in
Colombia get a lot of support from the government, more than several other
vulnerable groups in Colombian society. The legal status of an IDP brings along a
variety of benefits (in the next section I will outline in detail the content of the
government programs for IDP’s). Thus in a way, the internally displaced population
in Colombia is positively discriminated by the government.
However, on the other hand IDP’s are often not seen as full members of
Colombian society. The general idea that people in Colombia have about desplazados
is that they are poor, low educated, illiterate and criminal. Many IDP’s have told me
that they feel discriminated and excluded, just because of their status as IDP. A young
desplazada woman declared to me that she never tells anyone that she is an IDP
because if she did, people would reject her. She thinks that Colombian society
criticizes her for being a desplazada, and not for the person who she is.
“I always try to use my desplazado card as minimal as possible. Sometimes I need to use
it, for example to get access to medical services. But if I can avoid it, I won’t let anyone
”27
know that I am an IDP.

Because of the stigma that exists in Colombia about IDP’s it is extremely hard for this
population to find (legal) work in Bogotá. After all, most people think that
desplazados at the end always want to return to their homelands, that they are illiterate
26
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and that they are criminals because they are poor. So why should they employ a
desplazado? At the same time, most IDP’s suffer from psychological problems, and
most of them only have rural working experiences. And compared to other vulnerable
groups in Colombian society they are relatively low educated. Hence, in practice, as I
already outlined, it is very hard for IDP’s to find work.
Thus, although IDP’s receive various benefits from the Colombian
government, in my opinion they are an excluded group in Colombian society because
they are often not considered as full members of society. The ideas of Amartya Sen
about social exclusion allow for a distinction between active and passive social
exclusion. Active exclusion is for example when migrants or refugees are not given
full political status or citizenship in their new country, and passive exclusion can be
for instance a consequence of economic crisis, inflation, or a war situation (de Haan
2001). In my opinion, the case of Colombia has everything to do with passive social
exclusion, because the situation of the desplazados in Colombia is caused by the
armed conflict. The armed actors have damaged not only their economic situation, but
also their social position. After arriving in Bogotá, the Colombian government
provides the IDP’s with a new social status. And as IDP they are not considered as
full member of society anymore.
As we have seen earlier, the concepts of social exclusion and poverty are very
closely related. Because of the stigmas that exist about IDP’s, and because of several
difficulties that IDP’s in general have to deal with, most IDP’s have uninsured,
temporary work in the informal sector and thus earn less than the minimum wage (the
minimum wage in Colombia is about 400,000 pesos28 monthly). According to the
UNHCR report on Colombia, it is estimated that the average income of desplazados
in Colombia is only 61 % of this statutory minimum wage (UNHCR: 2007: 325).
Therefore, most IDP’s in Bogotá live in poverty, or even in extreme poverty. This
makes IDP’s one of the most vulnerable groups in Colombian society. In particular
the situation of displaced families headed by single women, of adolescents who are
vulnerable to forced recruitment into armed actors, and of older people is precarious
(UNHCR 1007: 326).
Apparently the majority of the IDP’s encounters a situation of vulnerability, poverty
and social exclusion after arriving in Bogotá. As we have seen, this is a direct
consequence of the Colombian armed conflict. The IDP’s that have lost all their
possessions are financially ruined, and therefore necessarily live in poverty. Besides
that, they also suffer of the damage caused by the conflict to their social status, social
life and social networks. Therefore, in my opinion, IDP’s form a special group among
the “regular” urban poor in Bogotá. Because of their status as excluded group they are
more vulnerable than any other group in Colombian society. They have to start all
over again, both on economic level and on social level. And apart from that many
IDP’s have to deal with psychological problems.
The Colombian government offers several aid programs especially designed for
desplazados, in order to give this population some extra support. One of the main
questions of my research was in which way and to what extend do the government
programs for IDP’s in Bogotá contribute to their livelihood strategies. Therefore, in
the upcoming section I will outline the content of these programs, and discuss whether
or not these programs contribute to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s.

28
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3: Government programs & livelihood strategies of IDP’s in
Bogotá
In the previous section we have seen that IDP’s are a vulnerable, poor and excluded
group in Colombian society. The creation of a secure livelihood can diminish their
level of poverty and vulnerability, and thus positively influence their reintegration
process. As outlined before, in order to create a livelihood factors such as physical
assets, social capital and human capital are essential conditions. However, ironically
enough, for poor or excluded people it is very difficult to get access to these things. In
this section I will explain in what way and to what extend the government programs
for desplazados contribute to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá. However, I
will first give a detailed description of the content of the government programs.
3.1. The Colombian policy towards IDP’s
During the past years the Colombian government has developed an extensive aid
program for desplazados. These programs are designed by the IOM and Acción Social
and in Bogotá they are implemented by local NGO’s such as Minuto de Dios,
Consolidar, Opción Vida and Corfas. On the countryside, the projects are designed
differently; over there they are often of a more collective nature. However, for this
research I exclusively investigated programs in Bogotá.
The national policy of the Colombian government concerning desplazados
consists of three areas of special attention. The first area is the prevention of forced
displacements, by disrupting the armed actors of the conflict in order to diminish the
amount of forced displacements and other generators of violence. Secondly, they give
humanitarian emergency help to desplazados by providing shelter, food, medical
services, education, psychological help and other needs in the first months after the
displacement. At last, the government tries to contribute to the economic and social
stabilization and reintegration of the desplazados, with a program of generación de
ingresos29 (Ibáñez Londoño 2006: 9).
For my research about livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
IDP’s in Bogotá, I focused exclusively on one organization that offers the program of
social and economic stabilization. As the name of the program already reveals, the
final goal is to generate an income for the IDP’s in Bogotá. However, the majority of
the IDP’s who participate in the program is already working for their daily survival,
most of them in the informal sector. Nevertheless, the main idea of the program is not
just about getting IDP’s a job, but to offer them the opportunity to do something they
really want to do, or to let them catch up the work they did before. It is all about
giving an opportunity to desplazados in order to climb back to where they came from,
socially and economically.
The program for socio-economic stabilization is a one-year program. The program is
integral and thus exists of various components: technical, administrative and financial
elements and cross-cutting elements such as socio-psychological assistance to the
participant and to his or her nuclear family (only one person per family is offered the
opportunity to participate in the program)30. Within the program, all IDP’s have three
29
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options. The first option is called empredimiento. The idea of the option of
emprendimiento is that the IDP’s start to work as independent entrepreneurs. For this
option the organization helps the IDP’s to start their own (micro) business. They can
participate in the capacitaciones31 which are especially designed for this option and
after completing the capacitación they will be guided while launching their business.
The second option is called fortalecimiento. For this option the organization helps the
IDP’s to improve the business they already have. The IDP’s that choose for this
option have to follow the capacitaciones which are especially designed for this option
of fortalecimiento. The final option within the program is vinculación laboral: to get a
job in paid employment. For this final option the organization offers help to the IDP’s
who want to work in paid employment. They help the IDP’s to obtain the required
documents and they teach them how to present themselves during interviews. The
program is also able to give a small allowance to the employer if needed.
The program consists of two phases. The first four months contain a weekly
capacitación. If they have finished this stage of the program successfully, they receive
a government donation of one and a half million pesos32 in order to start their
proyecto productivo33. After this donation the program continues with the phase of
further guidance which is called the phase of seguimiento. This final phase takes
another eight months. After this phase of seguimiento, the program ends and the
organizations loose all participants out of sight. In the upcoming paragraph, I will
outline the whole program more detailed, starting with the phase of capacitación.
So the first four months all desplazados have to participate in a weekly
capacitación. In order to encourage the participants and in order to help them
financially all participants obtain a minimal transport compensation after every
capacitación they go to. Although this money just covers a round trip by bus to and
from the organization, I have heard several stories of IDP’s who decided to go by foot
to the organization in order to save up the transport money to buy food for their
family. One man told me that he always walks to the organization, and because he
lives in the suburb Ciudad Bolívar it takes him two and a half our to reach the
organization. Thus when his capacitación starts at eight a.m. he has to leave his house
at half past five.
In the first sessions of the capacitación emphasis lies on the formulation of a
future life plan and on the choice of the further options (thus emprendimiento,
fortalecimiento or vinculación laboral). After more or less three weeks the IDP’s start
to participate in the capacitaciones that are corresponding with the option they have
chosen. For the people that are (semi) illiterate there exist special classes in order to
improve these skills. Apart from the capacitaciones that take place in groups up to 2025 persons, all participants are ought to have individual meetings with their personal
asesor, or tutor. Apart from that, they are at all times able to make an appointment
with a psychologist, for individual psychological help.
The content of the capacitaciones thus is determined by the option the IDP’s
have chosen. In theory all desplazados have three options for their proyecto
productivo. Unfortunately, the problem with IDP’s is that most of them had to leave
all their possessions, including their former jobs and businesses. Furthermore, their
level of education is generally low, and some of them are illiterate. Apart from that,
they have mainly rural work experience and they suffer from discrimination. Because
of all these reasons, in practice the option of emprendimiento is the only feasible
31
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option for the majority IDP’s. Vinculación laboral hardly is an option for
desplazados, because of all the stigmas that exists about IDP’s in Bogotá. As well
desplazados as staff members of the organizations I worked with declared this to
me34. I have seen a handful of people that participated in the option of fortalecimiento,
but all these people were already living in Bogotá for several years, which is not the
case for most IDP’s. That’s why the substantial majority of desplazados in Bogotá
end up starting their own (micro) business, with the help of the government program.
Most businesses are small, simple and informal one man businesses with low
investment requirements, like the production and/or sales of shoes and clothing, fastfood restaurants, little shops or stands on the streets with (fast-) food and candy,
bakeries, telephone cabins or selling flowers or (hand) crafts on the street. The most
creative type of micro business I have seen in Bogotá was the rental of washing
machines. At the time of my fieldwork this was a very new and lucrative business in
Bogotá. People buy a small number of washing machines and they rent them per hour.
Renting a washing machine costs about 3.000 pesos35 an hour, and people thus can
use their own water and soap. The owner of the washing machines deliver them for
free at the clients houses, often by carrying them walking. Thus, renting a washing
machine is much cheaper and more practical than bringing the laundry to the laundry
service, and therefore this business is very successful.
During the capacitaciones, the IDP’s learn several things. They learn not only
practical things like what it means to manage a business, administrative skills or how
to separate their personal and business incomes and expenses, but they also learn what
their personal strengths and weaknesses are. Therefore there is a distinction between
the capacitaciones socio-economicos and psico-sociales. The capacitaciones have a
rather informal character. Half of the group always arrives late and sometimes people
are having cell phone conversations during the class. However, the skills and
knowledge the desplazados learn are very useful; all information is very basic and
simple, because otherwise the majority of the participants wouldn’t understand
anything.
The asesores of the organization I worked with declared to me that it can be
very complicated to teach that number of persons with that many differences levels of
education at the same time36. One of the asesores shared his experiences with me:
“The most difficult part of teaching these people is to get everyone in the classroom
involved. Often, just a small group of four or five people is actively participating, and the
rest of them is just listening or doing something else. In my opinion, the most important
challenge of my job is to avoid this.”37

The participants also get weekly homework assignments. These assignments are
individual, and depend on what kind of business everyone wants to start. For example,
if someone wants to start a restaurant he has to do research in his neighborhood about
how many restaurants already exist, and what the average prices are. And if someone
wants to sell arepas or empanadas in a little stand on the street he has to find out
which spot could be the most lucrative. These assignments are an important condition
for obtaining the government donation. At the end of the capacitación, all participants
34
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have conceptualized his or her business plan. Having a business plan is also one of the
conditions for obtaining the donation.
Many IDP’s have shared their opinions about the phase of capacitación with
me. The majority of the participants is very positive about the nature and the quality
of the capacitaciones. Like doña Julieta:
“The past four months I have learned a lot about managing my own business. I also made
a lot of acquaintances and even some friends. I see my future in Bogotá in a more
positive way now.”38

But not all IDP’s are that positive about the phase of capacitación. Roberto thinks it
was a waste of his time:
“It is very stupid that we all have to sacrifice one day a week for this capacitación. I have
better things to do; I can hardly miss a day at my work. Before, the government just gave
all IDP’s the donation, without all these obligations and restrictions.”39

After successfully completing the period of capacitación the IDP’s receive the
government donation of one and a half million pesos. For safety reasons, they don’t
get the money all at once but in several installments. Another safety measure is that
the asesores try to accompany as many persons as possible when they are going to
buy the goods they need to start their businesses, so that they can practice control on
what people buy from the donation. The problem is that because of time restrictions
the asesores simply cannot always realize this. Thus, unfortunately, there is still a lot
of abuse of the government money, despite the security measures. Often if given the
opportunity people spend their money on other things than their business, like food,
clothing and alcohol. What also happens is that sometimes participants, who were
properly guided with buying the goods for their business, sell these immediately, so
they can still spend their money on other things. In case of abuse, participants lose
every right on further economic support40.
After the government donation, the program continues with the phase of
seguimiento for eight months. In this phase of the program, the asesores try to visit all
participants once a month in order to help and guide them with starting their
businesses.
On paper the program is nicely designed, but in practice there are several difficulties
which make it complicated to accomplish everything the right way.
First of all, the ratio of staff members and participants of the programs is not
very balanced. For example, the organization I worked with only possesses ten
assesores socio-economicos and four asesores psico-sociales. But the number of
families that are taken care of in the program is about 900, and they are all in different
stages of the program41. The idea is that all asesores make house visits everyday, to
get to know the family and home situation of the participants who just began with the
program, and to the participants in the phase of seguimiento. Unfortunately because of
the size of Bogotá and its traffic problems, this is almost an impossible mission.
Another consequence of the enormous amount of participants is the general lack of
control. For example, people who don’t want psychological help just don’t go to the
38
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psychologist and therefore, whether they need it or not, they won’t have psychological
help. However, I consider psychological help as a very important condition for a
successful reintegration (further on I will explain more specifically why I consider
that). Another example is that the program offers extra classes for the illiterates under
the participants. But these people have to indicate themselves that they need help with
these abilities, because the large number of participants makes it impossible for the
asesores to have the exact overview of who needs these classes and who does not. I
have heard several stories of people who were just too shy and ashamed to go to these
classes by themselves, and thus tried to hide their illiteracy42. In my opinion, with
more asesores these problems could be avoided easily.
Another difficulty that these programs have to work with is that sometimes
people abuse the status of IDP, but whether they know it or not, the organizations
have to include these persons into the program. During my fieldwork I have met
several persons who officially possessed the status IDP, but after some conversations
with them I discovered that they migrated to Bogotá for other reasons than because of
confrontations with armed actors in their homelands. They migrated, for example,
because of economic reasons or because of the educational opportunities in Bogotá.
Myriam, a young woman initially told me that she moved to Bogotá because there
was a lot of guerrilla presence in the region she lived, and that therefore she had to
leave. But after talking with her for several times, I discovered that she moved to
Bogotá with just her three years old son, de rest of her family stayed in the village
where she came from. She revealed very openly to me that her reason to come to
Bogotá was that she wanted to study, and also for the future education of her little
boy:
“In the village I lived education is nothing compared to Bogotá. In Bogotá the schools
and universities are of very good quality. And I want to study, in order to move forward.
43
I also want that for my son, when he is a little bit older.”

When people arrive in Bogotá, they have to declare to the defensor del pueblo44 that
they were forced to displace themselves as a consequence of the internal conflict.
They have to explain exactly what happened and through which armed actor they
were forced to migrate. When they have done that, they will obtain the status of IDP
and therefore they are able to take advantage of all the facilities the Colombian state
offers to desplazados. A staff member of the IOM explained to me that not anyone
can just declare himself as desplazado, because formally the stories of these people
are being affirmed. Thus if someone pretends that he is displaced by the guerrilla, but
in his region there is certainly no guerrilla presence, he will not obtain the status of
IDP45. Unfortunately, I have experienced that these selection procedures aren’t
faultless. Because the problem of forced displacements in Colombia is of such an
enormous dimension, government institutions simply cannot avoid these matters.
However, executive organizations like the one I worked with have to work with
anyone who is handed over by Accion Social, the government institution. Even if they
are aware of the fact that someone might not really be an IDP.
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A final problem is that until now there are no time restrictions for participating in the
socio-economic program. During my fieldwork I once accompanied one of the
asesores on his house visits. We visited an IDP who owns an internet café. His
business was very advanced and extensive, because he lives in Bogotá for already
seven years now. Obviously, he didn’t need the financial help of the state anymore
because he already built up his new livelihood, but just because his status of IDP he
owned the right to the one and a half million pesos.
3.2. The impact of the government program on IDP’s
To assess the impact of this government support on IDP’s, I have to subdivide the
desplazados into three groups.
For some IDP’s the government support is just something the state owes them,
just because they possess the status of IDP. They are angry at the state because,
according to them the state is responsible for their situation. This group also
complains a lot; they say that one and a half million pesos is not enough to build up a
new livelihood. Also the process of capacitación is a waste of time according to them.
This group of people goes through the whole process just because they have to in
order to get the government donation. Mostly, these people try to spend their money
on other things than on their proyecto productivo.
To others the government program is a final opportunity to change their live or
to climb up to where they came from (socially and economically), and to create a new
life for their family. This group tries to make the most out of the capacitación by
broadening their knowledge and contacts, and they use all the money to start their
own business.
The final group is maybe the saddest case. These participants really want to
work, and they understand (after the whole phase of capacitación) that they have to
invest their money in their new business in order to create a better life in the future,
but they simply don’t have the strength or the knowledge to work it all out in a
successful way. I think that the majority of this group really wants to spend the money
well, but because they have never been given a gift of this amount so they simply
don’t know how to use it well46.
Concerning the goals that IDP’s in the government program want to reach
with their proyecto productivo, in the first place a happy family life is what they all
want most. Both men and women declared to me that they do it all for their family,
especially for the children. Eduardo expressed himself the following way:
“By now, most of the misery has ended. We had to leave everything behind, to find a
new place to live and we had to deal with the losses we endured. Now we are starting all
over again. I hope that next year I will have a decent income, a happy family life and that
my children are able to study whatever they want. If I am able to achieve all that, I will
be a happy man.”47

Thus, apart from a happy family life, the educational opportunities for the children are
an important goal for IDP’s as well. Another significant aspiration that most IDP’s
want to achieve is being successful professionally. Not only in order to stabilize their
financial position, but also because that will make them feel better about themselves.
Like I outlined before, self-confidence and identity problems are very common among
46
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the internally displaced population. But they consider that, if they are able to initiate a
successful business, they will eventually feel better about themselves48.
3.3. The contribution of the government programs to the livelihood strategies of
IDP’s in Bogotá
As we have seen earlier, the creation of a secure livelihood is very important for
desplazados because most IDP’s were forced to leave all their possessions behind,
including their former jobs, lands and money. Therefore the majority of the IDP’s in
Bogotá finds itself in a situation of poverty, or even extreme poverty. The main
question of this section is in which way and to what extend these socio-economic
government programs contribute to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá.
Concerning the government programs for IDP’s, I have estimated that about 60% of
the proyectos productivos is successful49. This means that the money is used in order
to create a micro business or to improve the already existing business and that after
the phase of seguimiento the business still exists. The idea is of course that the entire
household eventually can live from this proyecto productivo, but unfortunately this is
hardly ever the case. The majority of the micro businesses that were established with
the one and a half million pesos I have visited were successful, but not successful
enough to guarantee a secure livelihood for the entire household. Therefore apart from
the proyecto productive, other strategies in order to generate a secure livelihood are
required as well. Other members of the family (partners, grandparents, and children)
are often still working in the informal sector in order to contribute to the household
income. Like for example doña Clara and her family. While Clara’s husband had an
uninsured job in construction, Clara participated in the government program in order
to start a fruit and vegetable store. The idea was that she and her husband both would
start working in this little shop. However, the incomes of the fruit and vegetables
aren’t enough for the whole family, therefore Clara’s husbands still works in
construction now, and her oldest child stays home from school when he is needed in
the store50.
Although I have seen micro businesses that were very lucrative, most of the
projects are too small and simple to guarantee a satisfying livelihood for an entire
household. After participating in these government programs, and thus after
establishing their micro businesses, most people still don’t have access to the formal
financial system. They remain “unbankable” (in the next section I will go deeper into
this theme).
On the other hand, the program does contribute to knowledge and skills that
people need before they can start their business, through the process of capacitación.
During the capacitación, the asesores also try to encourage participants to formulate
long-term plans, to think about the goals they have in life, and they help them to find
out how they can reach these goals. Thus, in a way, the program contributes to some
of the resources that are needed in order to create a livelihood. And clearly, the
government gift certainly can be used as a starting capital in order to build a
livelihood, but it depends on the participants themselves: are they willing and able to
invest in their future?
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Concluding I can assume that the government programs certainly offer resources that
can contribute to the creation of a secure livelihood for IDP’s, like human capital and
a starting capital. However the fact remains that after a year all participants are left by
themselves. At that time most of them are still not able to enter the formal financial
system, because financial institutions and banks still refuse to give a loan to an IDP.
As said above, they remain “unbankable”. Therefore, I don’t consider the government
program as a long term solution for the situation of poverty and social exclusion the
IDP’s in Bogotá find themselves in. As a short term solution, it works for the majority
of the participants, but I personally consider these programs more as the figurative
“balm for one’s wounded feelings” than as structural social-economic aid.
Because IDP’s often still remain outside the formal banking system after participating
in the government programs, micro credit can be a very useful and logical sequence
option for desplazados. In the upcoming section I will attend to the theme of micro
credit. First, I will explain the concept in general, after that I will specifically attend to
the possibilities of micro credit for IDP’s in Bogotá. Finally I will outline in which
way and to what extend micro credit contributes to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s
in Bogotá.

4: Micro credit & livelihood strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá
4.1. Micro credit: concept & history
The concept of micro credit or micro finance was developed in 1977 by Muhammad
Yunus, a professor of economy in Bangladesh. In 2006, Yunus won the Nobel Peace
Prize for his ideas about micro finance. Yunus’ ideas were based on his conviction
that in the free market, all people have to be able to compete with each other and that
they all need to be able to set up their own businesses. In 1976, he decided to try out
his micro credit concept by doing an experiment in a village in Bangladesh. He gave a
micro credit to 42 people so that they could establish their own businesses, and he
found out that almost everyone repaid their loan (Hall 2007). After this successful
experiment he founded the Grameen bank in 1977, and with this bank he started to
focus on micro finance on a bigger scale. After that, several large international
organizations like the World Bank and the United Nations also established micro
finance initiatives. During the 1980’s most of these initiatives took place in Asia and
Latin America, but nowadays micro finance is used all over the world to fight poverty
(Dalgic 2007: 13). Because micro credits are mostly given to women, it is also used as
a tool for the promotion of women’s empowerment worldwide (Lairap 2004).
The underlying idea of the concept is that poor people, and mostly poor
women, normally have little chances to move forward and create their own business,
because they aren’t able to get access to a providing starting capital. The formal
financial sector is segregative and ineffective in targeting the poor, therefore another
way for the poor to get access to credit in order to move on had to be invented (Lawko
2007: 31). A quote from Dalgic (2007) emphasizes this idea:
“Credit is essential for modernization, growth, and equity. Larger farmers are generally
able to obtain loans under government credit schemes and from agricultural banks, but
small farmers find access to these institutions difficult and rely mostly on informal credit
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sources. Because the costs and risks of unsecured credit loans to small farmers are high,
local moneylenders often charge much higher interest rates than official credit schemes.”
(Dalgic 2000: 15)

The concept of micro finance makes it possible for poor people without capital to
have access to assets and create their own income independently. During the past
decades, micro financing has proved to be a very successful and positive way to help
poor people all over the world to improve their quality of life. Micro credit projects
not only provide small loans to poor people, but also practical things like training and
childcare. Micro credit programs thus not only help people to create an income, but
they also give practical and social assistance to people.
On a global level there is an increasing tendency to consider micro financing
as the solution to poverty reduction for poor in general and for women in particular.
Recently, more criticism has been expressed towards micro financing. In her work on
micro finance in Cameroon Lairap (2004) uses a quote from Ledgerwood (1999) in
order to support her theory that although micro financing really can improve some
factors affecting poverty and women’s empowerment, it certainly can not alone fight
against all the causes of poverty, exclusion and powerlessness.
“Microfinance has recently become the favorite intervention for development institution,
due to its unique potential for poverty reduction and financial sustainability. However,
contrary to what some may claim, microfinance is not a panacea for poverty alleviation.
In fact, a poorly designed microfinance activity can make thinks worse by disrupting
informal markets that have reliable provided financial services to the poor households
over the past couple of centuries, albeit at a high cost.”
(Lairap 2004: 8)

One of the major problems of the concept of micro credit is often the lack of
professional guidance. People in developing countries aren’t used to separate their
private expenses from the investments of their businesses, and even a small simple
financial administration or a business plan is most of the time completely absent. With
proper guidance, the chance that micro finance will turn out to be effective could be
firmly higher (Lawko 2007).
A second critique on micro finance is that the absolute poorest of the poor, the
ones who need it most, aren’t a target group for micro credit institutions. They still
don’t have access to a starting capital, not even by micro financing. The main issue is
that, although the interests of Micro Finance Institutions are lower than the interests of
the formal financial sector, the interest rates are still quite high. Thus micro financing
can work as remedy for the poor, but not for the poorest among them. Therefore,
micro finance can never be the one solution in the struggle against poverty. Basic
human assistance will always be necessary for the large group of the absolute poor,
like homeless people, sick or invalid persons and for people without education.
Another consequence of micro credit as poverty reduction strategy can be the
disruption of gender relations within society. Because micro credits are often offered
to women, they are in a position to improve their social status through their micro
businesses. Although this can be a positive effect, it also happens that it leads their
husbands to entirely stop their financial contributions to the household. Men can feel
threatened by their wife’s successes and because of that, these women frequently
encounter more social violence or other social problems, like alcoholism. Thus
independency or empowerment of women thus doesn’t always have the desired
effects. This consequential disruption of gender relations is often considered as a
serious disadvantage of micro credit (Lairap 2004: 191).
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In such a way micro finance isn’t the only or the best solution in order to fight
poverty. However in the current debate on micro credit the main idea is that, although
micro credit isn’t the perfect remedy against poverty, micro credit really influences
the ones who use it in a positive way. With micro credits, poor people can be
transformed into economic actors, something the regular development aid never
achieved.
4.2. Micro credit in Bogotá
In Colombia, micro credit is being used in a very advanced way as a strategy against
poverty. In Bogotá, on almost every street corner you can find a Micro Finance
Institution, or a non-profit organization that provides micro credits. In Colombia,
there are also various banks which have micro credit projects51. In the previous
paragraph I have explained that worldwide micro credits are often given to women.
However, as far as I have seen, this is not the case in Bogotá. I have seen both women
and men participating in micro credit projects.
During my research, I focused on one micro credit program in Bogotá, which
is a part of the activities of a local non-profit organization. This organization has
organized several micro credit projects with the collaboration of a prominent NorthAmerican bank.
The content of this micro credit program consists of several elements and stages. First
of all, the future participants need to pass the selection interviews. The conditions to
participate in the micro credit program are the following. The participant needs to
have a realistic idea about the business he wants to start, and he already needs to have
some (minimal) experience in this working area or at least some (minimal) knowledge
about he market. Furthermore, people need to have the time and the will to participate
in the three weeks (free) capacitación. However, the most important condition is that
there really is a need for a micro loan in order to create a livelihood because via the
regular banks and other credit programs this person cannot obtain a starting capital.
Thus, a micro credit at this program is only an option for the “unbankables” in
Bogotá.
After passing the selection interviews, the participants officially enter the
program. What follows is a three weeks capacitación. In the capacitación the
participants learn several things. They learn how to manage a business, with tests they
can find out what their personal weaknesses and strengthens are, they learn how to
present themselves in a professional way, they learn how to work with computers and
they learn how to calculate costs, expenses, incomes and profits. The final result of
the capacitación is a personal business plan. Although the level of education is very
basic, compared to the government program for IDP’s the quality of this capacitación
is quite high. Obviously, the motivation for a government gift is different than the
motivation for a micro credit. People in the government programs often miss their
classes and neglect their homework, while people in the micro credit programs do
their work well because they know that they have to in order to obtain a micro credit.
I asked Claudia, a woman who participated both in the government program and
the micro credit program, what the difference is between the government capacitación
and the capacitación of the micro credit program:
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“At this program there are more resources than at the government program, like
workbooks and computers, and the group of participants is smaller. There is more space
for individual initiatives, and we all help each other because the group is smaller. And
this is really necessary, because sometimes I wasn’t able to keep up with the classes.”52

On the last day of the capacitación, all participants have to present their business plan
and then the micro credit committee decides whether or not they get a micro loan (see
box 4.1). Thus, participating in the capacitación does not always mean that people get
the micro credit. If people do not get the credit immediately they are often advised to
continue working on their business plan (possibly under the further guidance of the
program) so that they can apply for the credit again in the near future.
Box 4.1

The final day of the capacitación
It is the final day of the three weeks during capacitación. All participants are
nervous because today they have to present their business plans to the comité de
crédito. Most participants wear their best clothing, after all this is their chance to
convince the comité that they need a credit in order to establish their business, and
that they are capable of managing this business.
Notable is the difference between the
first day of the capacitación, and this
last day. People are more open, have
more self-confidence, and have obtained
knowledge and personal skills.
During the first day most participants
did not like to explain their ideas for a
micro business in public, but now they
are presenting their ideas in front of a
whole group of people. Also they now
perfectly know how to handle a
Presentation of don David, 22-05-08
computer,
while
the
majority of the participants before the capacitación
had never worked with computers.
At the end of the presentations all participants get an
official diploma, after all they completed a three weeks
during full time capacitación were they learned
everything about business administration. Everyone is
happy that the presentations are accomplished
successfully; all they have to do now is waiting on the
decision of the comité de crédito.
Yimi with his diploma, 22-05-08

During the entire period of capacitación, the asesor of the micro credit program
makes house visits to the people’s homes and to the places where they want to
establish their businesses. The program does this not only to be sure that the people
are going to use the credit for their business, but also to help and guide the
participants.
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The micro credits are always given in installments, and people have to show the
coupons of their buyings. These are safety measures, in order to prevent abuse of the
credit. After obtaining the credit, the asesor continues his house visits to all the micro
businesses for at least a year, in order to keep guiding the people with starting and
managing their businesses.
Most businesses that are established with the help of a micro credit are small
and informal one-man businesses, similar to the ones established with the help of the
government program.
Micro credit programs especially designed for IDP’s do not exist in Bogotá.
However, at the program I worked with there were always several desplazados among
the participants during my fieldwork. The percentage of IDP’s participating in the
micro credit program I worked with is about 30%53. The staff members of the
program explained to me that generally, working with IDP’s is more complicated for
them than working with “normal” poor, because of the problems most IDP’s have to
deal with, like a low level of education, illiteracy, rural working experience and
psychological problems. Therefore, they are always extra careful when a desplazado
applies for the program. Hence, for IDP’s it is harder to get access to a micro credit
than for other vulnerable groups in society.
The IDP’s who participate in the micro credit program all first participated in
the government program for IDP’s. These government programs tell the IDP’s about
the possibilities of micro credit to expand the business that they have established with
the one and a half million pesos government donation. As explained before, most
IDP’s still cannot enter the formal financial system after participating in the
government program. Most banks won’t provide a loan to someone who just started a
small and informal business, or to someone who just arrived in Bogotá and doesn’t
have any roots in this city. Most banks also demand a so called “credit history”, but
for an IDP who cannot obtain a loan it is almost impossible to build up this credit
history. As outlined above, the concept of micro credit was invented for people
without access to a starting capital, the “unbankables”. Therefore, micro credit can be
a very logical option for IDP’s after participating in the government program.
A nice example to illustrate this process is the story of don Manuel. After
participating in the government program, Manuel bought three washing machines in
order to rent them. After several months his business was running so well, that he
wasn’t able to fulfill the demand in his neighborhood.
“I obviously needed more washing machines so I applied for a loan at a regular bank.
They refused my application. It had to do with the fact that I am a desplazado I guess.
My other option was a gota a gota54 loan on the streets, but these guys handle enormous
interest rates.”55

Don Manuel applied for a micro credit at the program I worked with, and with this
loan he bought four extra washing machines. He also hired an extra employee because
he wasn’t able to do all the work by himself anymore. Now, he runs one of the biggest
washing machine businesses in the area.
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This number is based on my personal estimation after 4 months of working with the micro credit
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Private short-term loans with extremely high interests rates, usually provided on the streets of poor
neighborhoods.
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4.3 The impact of micro credit on IDP’s
During my fieldwork I have noticed that for many IDP’s, the fact that they are able to
obtain a credit is very important. As outlined earlier, the majority of the IDP’s in
Bogotá finds itself in a situation of poverty and social exclusion. For a poor person it
is almost impossible to obtain a loan in the formal financial system, but for an IDP
this is even harder. Therefore having access to a micro credit influences not only the
professional lives of IDP’s, but also their personal lives. Many desplazados have told
me that the fact that they were able to obtain a credit contributed a lot to their selfesteem and to their confidence in the future. About this theme, don Julio expressed
himself the following way:
“For me and my wife obtaining this credit was the first step to a normal life. Not as
desplazados, but as a family.”56

Other IDP’s declared to me that a micro credit, together with the financial advantages,
can improve the social situation of a family. Private loans can cause a lot of stress in a
household, but a nicely designed micro credit program doesn’t provide higher credits
than the client can afford. With a micro credit people are also forced to long term
plans. Most of the credits of the organization I worked with are loans for one year, but
sometimes up to two years. Thus obtaining a micro credit has serious consequences
for the future of the participants. Everyone who is not aware of these consequences or
who doesn’t make long term plans, won’t obtain a credit. A lot of IDP’s have told me
that because of the micro credit program they were forced to focus on their future, and
not just on their near future, and that this contributed to their will and strength to
create a successful business57.
The goals that IDP’s want to reach with their micro business are similar to the
goals that IDP’s in the government program want to reach with their proyectos
productivos. In the first place, a happy family life is very important to them. The
educational opportunities for the children are also very important for most IDP’s I
have spoken with. Several IDP’s mentioned to me that being their own boss was
something they wanted to reach as well. However, the most important goal for IDP’s
in general is that they want to reach something in their life on a professional level. Not
just in order to stabilize their financial position with a secure livelihood, but also in
order to recover their social status. As outlined before, self-confidence and identity
problems are very common among the internally displaced population. But they
consider that, if they are able to initiate a successful business and a secure livelihood,
they will eventually feel better about themselves.58.
4.4. The contribution of micro credit to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s
The central question of this section is in which way and to what extend micro credit
can contribute to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá, because most IDP’s
encounter a situation of poverty after arriving in Bogotá.
During my fieldwork, I have noticed that the large majority of the micro credit
projects at the program I worked with are successful. According to several staff
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members of the program the percentage of participants that isn’t able to pay off the
credit is very small59. During the period of capacitación all participants are taught
very clearly what the consequences of obtaining a micro credit are. And the credits are
not given to just everyone, only to the persons with a proper business plan and a
serious motivation for a credit. Members of the comité de crédito expressed
themselves the following way about how they decide about the micro credits:
“We always have to think about the credits like it would be our own money. So during
the comité de crédito, we always ask ourselves the following question when we have
doubts about a project: if it would concern my personal money, would I loan it to this
person or not?”60

Also, the individual guidance and the quality of the capacitación prominently
improve the chance of a micro business becoming successful. One of the outcomes of
my research was that a nicely designed micro credit program considerably contributes
to the social and human capital of the participants. During the capacitación, the
participants not only acquire knowledge and skills, but they also make and exchange
useful contacts. The majority of IDP’s who arrive in Bogotá does not have an
extended social network like they had in their original living areas. But at the micro
credit program I worked with, I have seen many participants exchanging knowledge
about inexpensive purchase addresses, or helping each other out by bringing in new
clients. Therefore, micro credit can contribute certainly to people’s human capital and
to the creation or the extension of social networks, and these factors are important
conditions for the creation of a secure livelihood.
Notable is that most of the participants of the micro credit program, after
obtaining a micro credit, do have access to the formal financial system. This is
because they have a more advanced business now, and they have a “credit history”,
which mean that they have formal experience with loans. Thus, after the experience
with micro credit most (ex) participants are able to obtain a further loan at a regular
bank.
I have already outlined several theoretical critiques that exist about the concept
of micro credit. One of these critiques was that the absolute poorest among the poor,
the ones who need it most, aren’t a target group for micro credit organizations,
because investing in this group contains a high risk. So this group will not have access
to a starting capital, not even by micro credit, because micro credit functions as a
chain reaction: with the interests (although these are quite low), the MFI can invest in
new micro enterprises. In a similar way as for the poorest among the poor, micro
credit isn’t an option for the poorest persons among IDP’s in Bogotá. Micro credit is
just an option for the IDP’s that have used their government donation in order to
establish a micro business, and when they want to improve or extend this business
with a micro credit. After all, who will give a micro credit to an IDP who has spent
his government donation on alcohol or clothing?
In order to illustrate this I will use the example of Ana. One day Ana came to
the selection interviews of the micro credit program I worked with, in order to apply
for a micro credit. The staff member who was holding the selection interviews asked
her what kind of micro business she wanted to establish. Ana answered that she hadn’t
thought about that very well, but that a stationer’s shop might be nice to have. Or a
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mini supermarket? Or maybe…? The interviewer asked her if she had participated in
the government program for IDP’s, because Ana was desplazada. Ana responded that
she had participated in the government program, and that of the government donation
she and her husband had bought a car, in order to sell dulces típicos61 throughout the
city. But soon after starting this proyecto productivo they had to sell the car because
of a lack of money. Therefore she and her husband became unemployed again. After
the question why Ana didn’t want to continue with this proyecto productivo, after all
now she obtained working experience in this sector, she answered that she didn’t like
it very much because they had to drive throughout the city all day, and that their
working days were too long. Therefore a mini market or a stationer’s shop or another
business would be a lot better for her…62
Obviously, Ana didn’t convince the staff member that was doing the interview
that she was motivated and capable to establish her own micro business. The fact that
she didn’t have a concrete idea, that she had an indifferent attitude and because her
proyecto productivo had failed within half a year didn’t make her a good candidate for
the micro credit program. The micro credit program I worked with receives a lot of
requests from IDP’s who are in this situation, but investing in these persons simply
isn’t worth it. After all, it is a credit that has to be paid back, and the fact remains that
you simply cannot force to pay someone, when he doesn’t own anything.
As a result, all IDP’s who are participating in the program want a credit to
improve or extend their business they established during the government program.
From what I have seen during my fieldwork, these people can make their business
very successful with a micro credit. I have seen cases where people started their
business with their one and a half million pesos government donation, very small and
simple, but they improved it with a micro loan in such a way that their income
doubled. In contrast to the micro businesses established by the government program,
after a while these micro businesses are often lucrative enough to take care of the
whole household. Or at least the children and/or grandparents do not have to work
anymore.
I will use the story of don David, an IDP, to clarify this situation. After
participating in the government program David started a business of fabricating and
commercializing envueltos63. With the money of the government he bought what he
needed to prepare the envueltos, like an oven, a large pan and basic ingredients such
as maize, sugar and flour. The first period, David and his wife prepared about 40
envueltos a day, and they sold them in the street. Rapidly, the demands for his
envueltos increased, so they started to produce more and more and on a daily base.
Now they produce and sell over 600 envueltos a day, and they still can not fulfill the
entire demand. With a micro credit don David bought an industrial stove, and also a
motor so he could distribute his envueltos in a more efficient way64. This story shows
how desplazados can create a secure livelihood, by starting from with a capital of 1.5
million pesos provided by the Colombian government, and a micro loan.
Comparing the micro credit program with the government program, there exist several
differences regarding their contribution to the livelihood strategies of IDP’s. First of
all, the micro credit programs can personally select the people they want to give a
credit, while the government needs to hand over the donation to all participants in the
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program. Therefore, the chance of businesses becoming successful is prominently
lower at the government program than at the micro credit program. Also the
government programs are of a more massive character, and they have fewer resources
than micro credit programs. Therefore, these programs contribute less to the social
and human capital of the participants, although these are very important conditions for
the creation of a secure livelihood.
Concluding I can assume that because of the contribution of the micro credit
program to the social and human capital of the participants, the fact that after
participating in a micro credit program people do have access to the formal financial
system and because of the nature and the quality of the micro businesses established
with a micro loan, the concept of micro credit certainly can contribute a lot to the
livelihood strategies of IDP’s in Bogotá. But, as explained above, unfortunately not all
IDP’s are given this opportunity. Personally I consider micro credit as a useful and
logical follow-up to the government programs, but just a small group of IDP’s fits the
micro credit profile.
As explained before, a secure livelihood can decrease a person’s level of poverty. But,
like I discussed earlier, I consider IDP’s in Bogotá as specific group among the
“regular” urban poor of Bogotá. Besides poverty and vulnerability they have to deal
with other problems caused by the internal conflict, like social exclusion,
psychological problems and the lack of social capital. And just because the damage
that the armed conflict has caused to their lives, I argue that reintegration is an
inevitable process for IDP’s in order to be able to move on with their lives. This
reintegration process was one of the central themes of my research. In this final
section I will go deeper into the question in which way and to what extend both the
government program and the micro credit program contribute to the reintegration
perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá.

5: The reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá
5.1. Successful reintegration: what does this entail?
Above I have argued why I consider IDP’s in Bogotá as an excluded group in
Colombian society. After arriving in Bogotá the majority of IDP’s encounters a
situation of poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion. The IDP’s have to start all
over again because of their forced displacement, not only on the economic level with
new livelihood strategies, but also on the social level. As explained earlier, because of
all the psychological, social and economic damage and fragmentation caused by the
conflict I consider reintegration as fundamental process for IDP’s.
But what can be considered as successful reintegration? Earlier I already
mentioned the three levels of reintegration that have to be taken in to account when
we talk about the reintegration process for IDP’s: economic reintegration,
psychological reintegration and social reintegration. Thus not only a secure livelihood
and proper housing are important conditions for successful reintegration, also factors
as human and social capital, such as education, knowledge and social networks are
important conditions in order to achieve a successful reintegration. Besides that we
have seen that many desplazados suffer of psychological problems. Traumas,
depression, fear, grief, identity problems and a lack of self-esteem are frequently
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occurring difficulties IDP’s have to deal with. These psychological problems are extra
obstacles IDP’s have to deal with during their reintegration process, but these
psychological problems need to be taken care of otherwise successful reintegration
never will occur. The fact that for IDP’s not only a secure livelihood is of importance,
but also reintegration on the social and psychological level needs to be achieved,
distinguishes in my opinion desplazados from “regular” urban poor in Bogotá.
During my fieldwork I have talked with IDP’s about what they personally regard as
successful reintegration. For many IDP’s successful reintegration in the first place
contains a happy family life. I have heard countless stories of IDP’s with complicated
family situations because of their forced displacement. For many IDP’s in this
situation a happy and healthy family is an important objective for the future. They
want to live happily with their family in a nice house, in a nice neighborhood and
especially for their children they wish a nice social life and good educational
opportunities. For many desplazado families all this signifies reintegration65.
The majority of the IDP’s I have spoken with also contemplates economic
welfare, in specific a secure livelihood and a nice place to live, as very important
condition of successful reintegration66. Don Eduardo explains this in a clear way:
“The moment I had a higher income, my psychological problems and our family
problems seemed to disappear.”67

This quotation is a clear demonstration that the economic situation of an IDP can
influence his psychological situation. However on the other hand several IDP’s do
also think that psychological help is one of the most important conditions for
successful reintegration. For example Juan Manuel told me that in the first period
after he arrived in Bogotá he wasn’t capable of doing anything, because he was afraid,
depressed and very insecure. A quote from this man illustrates this clearly:
“If they had given me the 1,5 million pesos at that time I would never have been able to
do anything useful with it, because I wasn’t thinking at all on the long-term.”68

These two quotations illustrate that reintegration can be described as a circular
process. For example psychological reintegration is a very important condition for
reintegration, but on the other hand a person’s psychological situation can improve
strongly the moment that things economically are getting better. Or economic
reintegration can be considered as important condition for reintegration, but
sometimes, as explained by Juan Manuel, without psychological reintegration
economic reintegration might be impossible. And apart from that social reintegration
also plays a role in this process, because social reintegration can play an important
role in both economic and psychological reintegration. Social networks and contacts
not only are important conditions for a secure livelihood, like I explained earlier, but
they also play an important role in the process of social and psychological
reintegration.
Thus not only on conceptual level these three levels of reintegration are of
importance. All factors that contribute to a successful reintegration that IDP’s
mentioned to me, like a healthy and happy family life, a secure livelihood, a nice
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place to live, educational opportunities for the children and social contacts, fit
perfectly into these three levels of reintegration. Therefore I decided to use this model
in order to indicate the reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá. In the upcoming
paragraphs I will explain per reintegration level in which way and to what extend both
the government program and the micro credit program contribute to the reintegration
process of IDP’s in Bogotá.
5.2. The reintegration of IDP’s on the psychological level
The majority of the desplazados in Bogotá has to deal with psychological problems
because of the traumatic experiences and losses they suffered. Like I have explained
before these problems need to be taken care off, otherwise the reintegration process
will only become more difficult. A psychologist of the program I worked with
underwrites this idea:
“In my opinion psychological help is the foundation for successful reintegration.”69

At the government program psychological help is considered as very important.
Especially in the phase of emergency help a large part is dedicated to psychological
help. However, in the program for the social and economic stabilization of IDP’s,
psychological help also is considered as essential. All different government socioeconomic programs I visited during my fieldwork devote a certain part of their
program to psychological support. I also noticed that all these programs possess
qualified psychologists70.
At the program I worked with the attention on the psychological level is
implemented the following way. Earlier I already mentioned that program offers both
capacitaciones socio-economicos and capacitaciones psico-sociales. The emphasis of
the capacitaciones socio-economicos therefore lies on the aspects of business
administration and management, but the capacitaciones psico-sociales focus more on
the psychological and social condition of the IDP’s. In these capacitaciones the
desplazados do group assignments and they have group conversations in order to
share their experiences. They also need to create a small book with their life histories,
with special attention to the experiences that influenced their life in a strong way, like
their confrontations with the guerrilla or the paramilitary. Notable is that the
participants can choose to write everything down, or to portray their life with
drawings and pictures from magazines. This way also the (semi) illiterate participants
can do this exercise71.
Apart from the psychological support in groups during the capacitaciones, the
program also offers individual psychological help. The IDP’s can at all time make an
individual appointment with one of the psychologists. Unfortunately, just a small part
of the participants uses this opportunity. Because of the amount of the participants in
the program in practice it is very hard for the asesores to be attentive to those who
need psychological help. Several asesores explained to me that they always try to
keep an eye on the persons that might need psychological help, and that they try to
convince these persons to use the opportunities that the program offers. However,
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some people don’t think that psychological help is necessary, or because of shame
they don’t want it, or they don’t have time for these extra appointments. Thus, these
people just don’t go to the psychologists, although they seriously need the
psychological assistance. José Manuel, one of the program’s psychologists, expressed
himself the following way about this:
“I always find it very hard when I see a participant with severe psychological problems
who just refuses the help of our psychologists, for whatever reason. I often notice that
people are ashamed for their feelings of fear or depression, or they just don’t want to
come to our office because of the extra buss money it will cost them. But for some of
these people psychological help can be crucial, otherwise they won’t ever be able to pick
up their lives again. Nevertheless, what can I do? I hardly can lock these people up in my
office and force them to talk with me.”72

Apart from the direct psychological help that the program offers, the program also
contributes to the psychological condition of the participants in another way. Because
of the knowledge that the IDP’s obtain during the capacitaciones, the program also
contributes to the self-confidence of desplazados. As outlined earlier, desplazados
often have problems with their self-confidence and identity. After all most of them
have lost everything and therefore they have to start all over again in Bogotá with a
new social and economic status. And the fact that they are doing something for their
future, and that they obtain knowledge makes the IDP’s often feel better about
themselves and therefore able to recover their self-confidence, or at least a part of it.
Clara confided to me that establishing her proyecto productivo helped her to see the
future in a more positive way:
“After the forced displacement I was really depressed. I thought that I would never be
able to pick up my life again. But now I have established my own business I face the
future in a more positive way, with a lot more self-confidence.”73

Clearly these are the successful cases. As outlined earlier I have also seen participants
who just sit out all the capacitaciones in order to obtain the donation. This group of
people only participates in the program for the money and thus isn’t interested at all in
establishing a business or even in learning how to manage a business. Gloria is a very
clear example of this:
“I just participate in the program because I want the one and a half million pesos. In
order to do so I need to establish my proyecto productivo, of course. But I don’t care how
I can lucratively maintain this business, because after the program I will sell it
through.”74

However during my fieldwork I have noticed that people with an attitude like Gloria
usually aren’t the persons that have suffered most from the armed conflict. I even
observed that the persons who complained most, often were abusing their status as
IDP. These people sometimes weren’t even forced displaced, or didn’t loose family
members or their entire capital. What I generally perceived was that the persons with
the most awful experiences were the most devoted persons in the program.
Thus in the government program a certain part of the program is dedicated to
psychological help for the IDP’s. In the micro credit program on the other hand, there
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is no special attention to the psychological condition of the participants. This is
caused by the fact that this micro credit program is not especially designed for IDP’s.
Even the majority of the participants isn’t desplazado, therefore psychological help is
not considered as requisitely. Nevertheless, micro credit certainly can have a positive
effect on the self-confidence of the IDP’s, the same way the government program
does. And because the quality of the capacitación of the micro credit program is quite
high, this effect is even more visible than at the government program. During my
fieldwork, I literally saw people changing during the period of capacitación.
Sometimes their entire attitude changed, and they often became more secure and
positive.
Concluding I can assume that micro credit doesn’t explicitly aim to contribute to the
psychological reintegration of IDP’s. These micro credit programs simply do not offer
special psychological assistance. On the other hand the government programs are
certainly able to contribute to the psychological reintegration of IDP’s because of the
opportunities of psychological guidance they offer, both on individual and on
collective level. But although the program offers these facilities to the IDP’s,
unfortunately not all IDP’s take advantage of these opportunities. Therefore, despite
that the program can contribute a lot to a person’s psychological reintegration,
participation in the program will not guarantee automatically that all participants will
reintegrate on this level. And as explained above, as well as the government program
as the micro credit program can certainly contribute to the self-confidence of IDP’s.
And although this in my opinion definitely can influence a person’s psychological
reintegration process in a positive way, some IDP’s simply need more profound and
professional psychological guidance because of their psychological condition.
5.3. The reintegration of IDP’s on the economic level
Economic stabilization can be considered as important condition for a successful
reintegration of IDP’s. During my fieldwork, several desplazados confided to me that
from the moment their financial situation improved; their other problems and
difficulties didn’t seem so bad anymore75.
The government programs and the micro credit program I worked with
contribute in a corresponding way to the economic reintegration of the IDP’s in
Bogotá. They both offer a training program and a starting capital, in order to establish
a micro business or a proyecto productivo. However as explained above, there exists
several differences between the capacitaciones of the government program and of the
micro credit program, especially in the quality. Also the starting capital in the
government program is always one and a half million pesos, but at the micro credit
program the starting capital can diverge. And obviously the starting capital provided
by the government is a gift, but the micro credit remains a loan that needs to be paid
off. Because of these reasons, generally the participants of the government programs
are less motivated than the participants of the micro credit program. Therefore, the
final results of these programs are different, at the government program are more
people who drop out the program or who waste their starting capital. But besides these
differences within the programs, both programs accomplish more or less the same;
they help desplazados generating an income independently and therefore help them to
recover their social and economic status.
75

Information based on numerous interviews with IDP’s.

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

46

Several IDP’s have told me their personal experiences about this theme. Some of
them felt worthless or lonely when they just arrived in Bogotá, while others suffered
of depressions. But they explained me that from the moment their business or
proyecto productivo started to become successful, they already felt a little better about
themselves. The fact that they were able to establish their own business independently
made them feel better about themselves. They told me that it made them feel like
“normal” people, or even like real businessmen, in stead of “just” desplazados76. Don
David explained to me ho he felt after arriving in Bogotá:
“I was ashamed that we were broke because of the paramilitaries. I felt responsible for it,
after all I am the head of the family. But now, three years after being forced to leave out
lands, we are climbing back to were we came from, economically I mean. And yes, I am
very proud that I established this business with my own hands.”77

These results were even more visible in the micro credit program than in the
government program. I assume that this has everything to do with the higher quality
of the capacitación and the fact that the starting capital of the participants is a loan,
instead of a gift. Therefore the participants are better motivated to establish a
successful business. Also the IDP’s among the participants of the micro credit
program were all participating in order to extend the business they already established
with help of the government program. I have seen several examples of small and
simple micro businesses established with the one and a half million pesos of the
government, that with a micro credit have grown into a business that people have
dreamed of. And for these IDP’s their business is not only a way of making money,
but a new way of life78. Unfortunately, as explained earlier, micro credit is not an
option for everyone. Especially among the desplazados in Bogotá just a small group
fits the micro credit profile. Therefore, in theory micro credit could be the perfect
follow-up for the participants of the government program, but in practice just a select
group of them is able to enter the micro credit program eventually.
I can conclude that both the government program and the micro credit program can
contribute a lot to the economic reintegration of IDP’s in Bogotá. Both programs offer
a training program and a small starting capital, but it depends on the participant if he
is willing to do something useful with it. Thus both programs do not function as
regular charity funds, the participants need to be willing to invest in their future. As
outlined above, I have seen many examples of successful micro businesses established
this way. These IDP’s were able to recover their social and economic status thanks to
these two programs. Nevertheless participating in both these programs will not
guarantee automatically a secure livelihood and a successful economic reintegration.
It all depends on the will and the strength of the participant. And apart from that,
micro credits are simply not available for everyone. Only the most successful and best
motivated IDP’s will make it into a micro credit program.
5.4. The reintegration of IDP’s on the social level
During my fieldwork many IDP’s have told me that, in the beginning, life in Bogotá
was very hard for them. They felt often felt lonely, confused and lost, because the life
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in a large city is completely different than in a small village where everyone knows
each other. Therefore reintegration on the social level is very important for the
successful reintegration of IDP’s.
In the government programs for IDP’s, both in the stages of emergency help
and socio-economic stabilization, IDP’s get in contact with other desplazados. For
many IDP’s it is important to meet other people who are in the same position as they
are79. During my fieldwork I have seen that participants were making friends with
each other, or that they were helping each other out with their proyectos productivos.
Nevertheless, social capital building is not really happening at the government
programs. These programs aren’t designed to focus on social capital building, because
although the participants follow the capacitaciones in a group, everyone works
individually on his proyecto productivo. Therefore the government programs do not
contribute a lot to the social reintegration of IDP’s.
Micro credit on the other hand realizes more regarding social capital building.
The program I worked with always emphasizes the importance of social networks;
therefore they encourage the participants in a very active way to work together and to
share their (business) contacts. And because this program has worked with many
micro businesses they have a lot of contacts in Bogotá. The staff members always try
to connect people to each other, by giving the participants phone numbers or
addresses of persons that can be useful for them. Therefore the social networks of
most participants expand strongly because of the program, and this often influences
the participant’s personal and professional life in a very positive way.
Concluding I can say that the government programs doesn’t contribute a lot to the
social reintegration of IDP’s. Participants of the government programs get in contact
with other participants trough the program, but these contacts are generally amicable
relations. Of course these contacts can be helpful to the social reintegration of IDP’s,
but in my opinion a higher level of social capital building should be reached in order
to contribute to the social reintegration of IDP’s in an essential way. By contrast
micro credit certainly can add a serious contribution to the social reintegration of
IDP’s. Through the micro credit program IDP’s extend not only their private
networks, but also their professional networks. And this is very valuable for a
successful reintegration.
5.5. Successful reintegration?
Above we have seen that the government programs certainly offer resources that can
contribute to the successful reintegration of IDP’s in Bogotá. Especially on the
psychological and the economic level because of the psychological attention they give
to the IDP’s and because they provide the IDP’s of useful knowledge and a starting
capital. However the program isn’t perfect. As outlined before not all IDP’s use the
possibilities of psychological help, although for some of them it can be an important
condition for their further reintegration process. Also we have seen that the program
doesn’t contribute a lot to the social reintegration of IDP’s, nevertheless I consider the
reintegration on the social level as an important condition for a successful
reintegration. Apart from that, the fact remains that after a year all participants are left
by themselves. The program is a one year program, and after a year the organizations
loose all contact with their former participants. Most of the IDP’s are at that time still
79
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not able to enter the formal financial system, whether they have a successful proyecto
productivo or not. Most financial institutions and banks still refuse to give a loan to an
IDP.
Therefore, micro credit can be a very useful and logical option for desplazados
after participating in a government program. Notable is that micro credit does procure
the reintegration of the IDP’s on the social and the economic level. However, the
micro program doesn’t pay any attention to the psychological reintegration of IDP’s.
On the other hand, I don’t consider this as an obligation of the program, because the
program is for “regular” poor and vulnerable people in society, not just for IDP’s. But
the biggest drawback of micro credit is, that although it could be the ideal follow-up
on the government program, it is just available for a small group of people among the
desplazados. As outlined earlier, only the most successful and best motivated IDP’s of
the government program can make it into the micro credit program.
Concluding I can assume that both programs certainly offer resources that contribute
to successful reintegration of IDP’s. But both programs have their own shortcomings.
As we have seen, a combination of the two programs could be an ideal solution,
because the two programs complement each other very well. But unfortunately micro
credit simply isn’t an option for a lot of desplazados because of the conditions that
are required to participate in the program.

Conclusion
As we have seen, the majority of the IDP’s encounters a situation of poverty,
vulnerability and social exclusion after arriving in Bogotá. This is a direct
consequence of the psychological, social and economic damage and fragmentation
caused by the Colombian armed conflict. Therefore, as argued before, I consider
IDP’s as a specific, extra vulnerable group among the “regular” urban poor in Bogotá.
The aim of this study was to outline the livelihood strategies and reintegration
perspectives of IDP’s, with a focus on both the government programs and on the
micro credit opportunities for IDP’s. As already mentioned in the introduction of this
study, the central question of my research was:
In which way and to what extent do government programs and micro credit contribute
to the livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of IDP’s in Bogotá,
Colombia?
Earlier in this study we have seen that the concept of livelihood refers to how people
“create their worlds” by making a living. People can reduce their level of poverty by
the creation of a secure livelihood. But for IDP’s the importance of a secure livelihood
not only comes from the need for material assets. For IDP’s the creation of a
livelihood is also essential for their reintegration process. Most IDP’s have lost
everything they possessed in their lives, not only material things like money, land and
other personal possessions, but also their social networks, social contacts, and
sometimes even family members. Therefore, many IDP’s are feeling lonely and suffer
of psychological problems, or are having problems with their self-esteem when they
arrive in Bogotá after their forced displacement. Thus, the creation of a secure
livelihood can be very complicated for IDP’s, more than for “regular” poor people.

Creating a new life: livelihood strategies and reintegration perspectives of
Internally Displaced People in Bogotá, Colombia.

49

However, a secure livelihood is very important for IDP’s, because it influences their
process of economic and social reintegration in a very strong way. So obviously the
concept of livelihood is inextricably linked to the concept of reintegration.
As outlined above, conditions that are important for the creation of a secure
livelihood are physical assets, like money and material possessions, social capital,
such as social networks and contacts, and human capital, like personal skills and
knowledge. This reflects the current emphasis on the multidimensional nature of
poverty and social exclusion, because as we have seen earlier in this work, poverty
isn’t just about the lack of material assets anymore. Also other conditions, or
capabilities, like for example human rights, health, education, social capital and
dignity, are of importance for a full membership of society.
In this work we have seen that the Colombian government offers special programs for
IDP’s in order to help this population with their process of socio-economic
stabilization. These government programs certainly offer some resources that can
contribute to the creation of a secure livelihood for IDP’s, like human capital and a
starting capital. Unfortunately the program does not provide the participants of social
capital. Apart from, that the fact remains that after a year all participants are left by
themselves. At that time, most of them are still not able to enter the formal financial
system, because financial institutions and banks still refuse to give a loan to a
desplazado. As concluded above, they remain “unbankable”.
As we have seen earlier, successful reintegration for IDP’s means reintegration
on the psychological level, the social level and on the economic level. All these three
levels of reintegration are of importance, because although the economic damage that
the conflict has done to IDP’s might be the most visible in Colombian society, forced
displacements also have severe social and psychological consequences for IDP’s.
The government programs certainly offer resources that can contribute to
successful reintegration for IDP’s, especially on the psychological and the economic
level. After all, the programs offer collective and individual psychological help to
IDP’s, and they provide the participants with useful knowledge and a starting capital.
The access to a small starting capital and a certain amount of human capital certainly
can help the IDP’s with their economic reintegration: the creation of a secure
livelihood. Unfortunately, although the possibilities are present, the realization of the
program doesn’t work out perfectly because of the enormous number of participants,
because of the lack of material assets, and because of the fact that after a year the
participants are totally left by themselves. Thus although the government programs
certainly offer resources that can contribute to a secure livelihood and a successful
reintegration process for IDP’s, it turns out that for the majority of the participants the
program isn’t successful enough on the long term.
Micro credit on the other hand, could perfectly complement the government
programs. Micro credit evidently has the possibilities to contribute a lot to the
livelihood strategies of the participants. First of all, the micro credit program does not
only provide the participants of a starting capital, but also because it equips the
participants with both social and human capital. Apart from that, we have seen that
after participating in a micro credit program, most people do have access to the formal
financial system. This means in reality that micro credit not only can function as a
short term solution, but also on the long term can contribute a great deal to the social
and economic reintegration of IDP’s in Bogotá. But although micro credit can procure
the social and economic reintegration of IDP’s, micro credit leaves psychological
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attention out of sight. However I do not consider psychological help as a necessary
element of a micro credit program because the target group of micro credit is
“regular” vulnerable people. Yet, being successful with the help of a micro credit can
support IDP’s to deal with the psycho-social consequences of their forced
displacement.
Unfortunately micro credit is just available for a small group of people among
desplazados because of the selection criteria. During my research I have seen that
only a small group of best motivated and most successful participants of the
government program for IDP’s, is able to enter a micro credit program.
In terms of the broader debate on the interrelationship between urban poverty and
social exclusion on one hand, and the humanitarian consequences of armed conflict on
the other hand, my research findings suggest that IDP’s in Bogotá are a very
vulnerable and excluded group in Colombian society, and therefore a reintegration
process is necessary for them. For these people not only a secure livelihood is
required, but also the reintegration on the social and psychological level. Given the
fact that there are currently about two and a half million IDP’s in Colombia, and new
forced displacements are occurring daily, this might look like a mission impossible for
the Colombian government. The massive character of the problems with forced
displacements in Colombia makes the possibilities to help these people extremely
complicated. However, due to the centralized organization of the government
program, I have seen that the government programs are able to reach an enormous
amount of IDP’s. But as we have seen, the programs aren’t perfect. Mostly because of
very logical and practical reasons; the enormous amount of participants and because
of the lack of material assets. The outcomes of the micro credit program were of a
more positive nature, especially on the long term. In this work we have seen that
micro credit could perfectly work as follow-up of the government program. But micro
credit also has its own imperfections; it is just available for a small selected group of
IDP’s.
Concluding I can assume that neither of the two options I based my research
on, nor the special government programs nor micro credit, unconditionally procure a
secure livelihood and successful reintegration for IDP’s in Bogotá. The government
programs remain more a short-term financial compensation than structural socioeconomic support. Micro credit on the other hand could be the perfect follow-up of
the government program, because it can function perfectly as a supplement to the
government program, especially because of its results on the long term. However,
micro credit is just available for a small group among the desplazados. In theory, a
combination of the two programs could be the ideal solution for the IDP’s in Bogotá.
However, then micro credit should become more easily accessible for a bigger group
of people.
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