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Abstract 

 

The demobilization of the paramilitary group AUC poses the Colombian society for new 

challenges. This thesis studies the process of social reconstruction and reconciliation in 

the northern regions Córdoba, Súcre and Bolívar, based on field research in the first half 

of 2007. The main interventions that were being employed were the ley Justicia y Paz, 

which relates to justice, truth and reparation, the reintegration program for demobilized 

paramilitaries and a community justice project organized by the MAPP-OEA. This thesis 

demonstrates that there is a discrepancy between the nationally designed programs and 

its implementation on community level. The process is furthermore hampered by the 

distrust of the institutions, which were infiltrated and corrupted by the paramilitaries, 

the inability of the state to protect the victims, and the insufficient attention to the 

poorer regions of Colombia. New armed groups that have taken over narco traffic routes 

left by the paramilitaries, seriously threaten the fragile peace in the regions previously 

under control by the AUC. 

The thesis argues that for a successful process of social reconstruction it is 

indispensable that the government increases its attention for the reality of the local 

processes in the regions. The rights and protections of victims need to be guaranteed. 

With the demobilization, Colombia has entered a new phase in the long conflict, 

however this thesis concludes that, given the shortcomings in the interventions to social 

reconstruction and reconciliation, it will be a long and complex process with a risk of 

continuing violence and prolonged conflict. While neglect of the poor rural regions has 

been one of the root causes for the Colombian conflict, insufficient attention of the 

Colombian government to the local level now seriously hampers social reconstruction. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 

With the demobilization of the paramilitary group AUC between 2002 and 2006, the long 

Colombian conflict entered a new phase. The soldiers of the paramilitaries handed in 

their weapons and their leaders were incarcerated in expectation of their trials. This 

thesis deals with the aftermath of the demobilization and reintegration of the ex-

combatants in the North of Colombia in the regions of Córdoba, Sucre and Bolívar. Since 

the rise of the paramilitaries these regions are considered to be the stronghold of 

paramilitarism. The demobilization accord of the AUC and the government implied that 

the paramilitaries had to stop their military actions and that the territory under their 

control was handed over to the government. The demobilization does not mean an end 

the long lasting Colombian conflict, since the guerrilla groups FARC and ELN continue 

their armed struggle, albeit prudent negotiations.  

With the demobilization the Colombian society faces new challenges. Ten 

thousands paramilitaries need to reintegrate into the civilian society. Victims will 

demand justice for the crimes that have been committed. Institutions need to be rebuilt 

and the government needs to regain legitimacy in the areas they lost to paramilitary 

power. To enhance the process of reconstruction, several interventions can be 

undertaken by the government, international organizations and NGOs. The objective of 

the research underlying this thesis is to obtain more insight in social processes after a 

negotiated settlement is reached. The thesis thus deals with the processes of social 

reconstruction and reconciliation, in the aftermath of the demobilization of the AUC. In 

order to study these processes I identified the main interventions that were being 

implemented in the regions of Córdoba, Súcre and Bolívar. The question of the thesis is 
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accordingly formulated: What interventions are employed, how do they advance or 

influence the process, and what obstacles are there to the social reconstruction and 

reconciliation process? 

The research location has been chosen because these regions at the Atlantic Coast, 

especially Córdoba, had developed as major power bases of the paramilitaries. Three 

interventions were being implemented during the research. These will be analyzed in the 

thesis. The first one is the implementation Ley Justicia y Paz (Justice and Peace Law), 

which regulates the justice to the paramilitaries, truth by means of their confessions, and 

reparation to their victims. The second is a community justice project, called 

Conciliemos. The third intervention is the program of reintegration for the demobilized 

paramilitaries. These three interventions were the only large interventions with an 

impact on the social reconstruction and reconciliation process in the region. The focus 

lies on the local level impact of the interventions. While especially the Ley Justicia y Paz 

and the reintegration program are implemented from national level, studying local level 

reality gives a better insight in the development of the processes of social reconstruction 

and reconciliation. In order to study the direct experiences of those involved in the social 

post-settlement processes – victims, ex-combatants and the populations – anthropological 

methodology were used. 

The thesis builds upon an anthropological field research conducted between 

February and June 2007 in Córdoba, Súcre and Bolívar. The research is based on over 60 

in-depth interviews with community leaders, ex-combatants, victims, staff member of 

NGOs, church organizations and institutions. Apart from in-depth interviews, I had 

numerous of informal conversations, participated in community meetings, workgroups 

and a forum for victims of the AUC. Furthermore, newspapers and documents were used. 

The research was facilitated by an internship in the regional office in Montería, Córdoba, 

for the Misión de Apoyo al Proceso del Paz, of the Organization of American States 

(MAPP-OEA). The internship facilitated the research in a lot of ways, such as technical 

support, provision of information and informants, although it should be noted that the 
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informants were not limited to the provided and acquired contacts related to the 

internship. It furthermore provided me access to the more rural parts of Northern 

Colombia, what otherwise could have been inaccessible or too dangerous. Most of the 

research has taken place in Córdoba, especially in Montería, Tierralta and Valencia. Also 

several trips to Sincelejo, capital of Súcre, Montes de Maria, and Cartagena have been 

made. 

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter two will form the theoretical foundation 

for the thesis. The main concepts of social reconstruction and reconciliation will be 

analyzed. Chapter three will summarize the Colombian conflict and provide the 

contextual information about the proceedings so far. The next part will treat the 

researched interventions. In chapter four the implementation of the Ley Justicia y Paz 

will be analyzed in relation to justice, truth and reparation to victims, key components of 

reconciliation. Chapter five will be devoted to the community justice project 

Conciliemos. This project, an initiative by the MAPP-OEA, trains community leaders to 

conflict mediators, in order to solve disagreements in their community in a peaceful way. 

In chapter six, the experiences with the reintegration of ex-paramilitaries will be 

examined. To enhance the reintegration, the government designed economic projects for 

the ex-combatants and displaced persons. Furthermore will this chapter deal with the 

reaction of the receiving communities to the returning combatants. In the conclusion, the 

impacts of the interventions will be combined and conclusions will be drawn about the 

overall progress of the process of social reconstruction and reconciliation. 

As we will see in this thesis, armed conflict does not end with a negotiated 

settlement. The settlement between the AUC and the Colombian government gives an 

opportunity to start with repairing the social damages that the lasting internal conflict 

has done to its population. Post-settlement processes are complex and not straight 

forward. As we will see, instead of what the initial hope might be when an agreement is 

reached after years of conflict, the process of social reconstruction is long and complex. 
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Chapter 2 – Social Reconstruction and 

Reconciliation 

 

Legacy of civil war poses a heavy toll on the people surviving it. Not only many people 

died or were forced to flee, social structures are destroyed or corrupted. Anger, distrust 

and fear hamper the development after the destruction of the war. To rebuild a country 

after civil war is not easy and many steps have to be taken towards a stable and lasting 

peace. In this chapter discusses the theoretical concepts that I will use in this thesis. I will 

go into detail what reconciliation and social reconstruction entails, and I will explain the 

major difficulties and contradiction of interventions and initiatives that can be taken to 

enhance a peaceful society. 

Characteristics of contemporary conflict 

The destructive effects of civil war are not limited to the physical destruction of the 

infrastructure, the economy and the loss of lives. The increasing involvement of civilians 

in the civil wars and the proximity of civilians to the violence cause heavy psychological 

and social damages to the communities. Post-cold war wars differ in nature from the ‘old’ 

wars. Most of the casualties are civilians, most of the surviving victims are women and 

identity plays an increasing role (Kaldor 1999). Contemporary internal conflicts can be 

furthermore characterized by ‘immediacy of experience’ (Lederach 1997: 13), because of 

the proximity of conflicting groups. Conflicts are increasingly localized, dividing 

communities, neighborhoods and neighboring villages. While the conflicts are localized, 

‘people seek security in increasingly smaller and narrower identity groups’, while ‘both 

class and ideology often act as underlying forces in the dynamics of control and 
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domination – forces that the leaders of various conflicting groups manipulate to further 

their positions (Lederach 1997: 13)’. The close experience of violence and atrocities 

increases the distrust, paranoia and hatred within communities, and disrupts communal 

ties. 

Fletcher and Weinstein (2002) describe war as part of a process of social 

breakdown. The process of social breakdown is often started with political and economic 

instability. The instability is then deepened by government responses, growing resistance 

resulting in growing repression and violence. In the second phase the violence escalates 

and war and mass violence brake out. This phase is the most critical: ‘The violence 

destroys the physical, economic, and social infrastructure creating mass dislocation and 

undermining societal order and stability. As constraints on appropriate behavior are 

loosened, war crimes and mass human rights violations may become visible byproducts of 

breakdown’ (Fletcher and Weinstein 2002: 620). The social breakdown itself can lead to 

more violence and further destruction of the social fabric. In the last phase the process of 

social breakdown is ended when the international community becomes involved and a 

peace agreement can be reached. 

An effect of mass-violence is the powerlessness felt by the people to control their 

own destiny (Fletcher and Weinstein 2002). Affected communities often lost their 

community leaders, targeted by armed groups to prevent civilian resistance to their 

control. Abuse of power by the armed groups and arbitrary violence leaves the population 

in a very insecure position, limiting its sense of future. Loss of leadership and community 

structure reduces the possibility to educate the youth or develop the community 

(Maynard 1997). Psychological damage to survivors and ex-combatants constrains their 

participation in the community, while the social chaos of their community makes it more 

difficult to recover from the mental illness, hindering a successful reintegration of 

returning refugees and ex-combatants (Maynard 1997: 205-206). 
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Post Settlement challenges 

A negotiated settlement after a civil war does not guarantee peace. The post-settlement 

phase creates new challenges for a war-torn society. While at first a relapse into war must 

be prevented, a self-sustaining peace must be created (Miall et al 1999: 188-91). A great 

danger is that the initial euphoria about the settlement turns into disillusionment and 

that what are often unrealistic hopes subsequently evaporate. Crime rates rise as the 

economy is unable to absorb the large numbers of ex-combatants and returning refugees, 

while there remains a large availability of weapons (Miall et al 1999: 202). Settlements 

often do not address issues such as how to enhance reconciliation and how to recover 

from the damages of the war. To establish a lasting peace, more is thus needed than just a 

settlement. 

The challenges that a postwar society faces can be generally distinguished in four 

dimensions: The military-security dimension; the political-constitutional dimension; the 

socio-economic dimension; and the psycho-social dimension (Miall et al 1999: 203). All 

these dimensions are connected and interrelated. The military-security dimension is of 

major importance for the short term, what includes the demobilization of armies, 

returning soldiers to civilian life, and transforming armies into political parties (Stedman 

2001: 750). Security for former combatants is also an important element. Lack of security 

for demobilized soldiers can be a great risk for new violence (Flournoy and Pan 2002: 

112). 

In the political area, a settlement could include a transition in of government, and a 

constitutional reform (depending on the terms in which the peace agreement was 

reached). It also includes the respect for human rights, establishing a tradition of good 

governance and the development of a civil society within a genuine political community. 

Efforts to the socio-economic dimension can involve humanitarian relief, rehabilitation 

of resettled population and demobilized soldiers, sustainable economic development and 

distributional justice. The psycho-social dimension of post-settlement peacebuilding 

involves overcoming of distrust, deciding how to deal with the perpetrators of human 
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rights violations, managing conflicting priorities of peace and justice and long term 

reconciliation (Miall et al 1999: 203). The psycho-social dimension is very much related 

with socio-economic challenges, as economic destruction can exacerbate grievances and 

hamper reconciliation, while a lack of trust can impede economic recovery. However, not 

all of these elements are addressed in the negotiations for peace, especially socio-

economic and psycho-social issues, which are essential for social reconstruction. A 

settlement generally is to stop the hostilities, after which a process towards peace can 

begin. The settlement itself and its implementation is thus only a small part of the social 

reconstruction process. 

Social Reconstruction 

During conflict most political, economic, social and educational institutions are affected. 

These institutions need to be rebuilt, while at the same time, these institutions can and 

should actively be involved in the social reconstruction process. Social reconstruction is 

an overarching concept. It can encompass many elements of the dimensions named 

above. Fletcher and Weinstein argue that ‘the goal of social repair is to construct 

institutional arrangements capable of managing conflict and providing security to those 

living within its boundaries’ (2002: 634). During the conflict, institutions are often 

infiltrated, corrupted and involved in the conflict, such as legal institutions, and 

government institutions. These institutions need to be reorganized in order to regain the 

trust of the population. The level of deterioration of the institutions can also influence 

the settlement, and it can hamper the process of social reconstruction. This is especially 

the case in conflicts where the state had failed or collapsed. In several occasions, the 

international community has temporarily taken over governing functions after a conflict 

was ended (for example in Cambodia), or in other occasions it serves as an advisor. 

It should be noted that social reconstruction does not necessarily mean re-building 

the social structures that existed prior to the violence, but more often it implies building 

new structures and networks. Not in the last place this is because the structures during 

and prior to the violence were not able to prevent the instability and the outbreak of war 
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and have been profoundly damaged by the mass violence. Perceptions between groups 

that had been in conflict need to change also. Fletcher and Weinstein note that for the 

process of social reconstruction and reconciliation basic needs of victims of the violence 

should be met. On the short term co-existence and toleration may be sufficient to get 

progress in other elements of reconciliation (2002: 624). However, a certain level of social 

cooperation can be necessary to proceed in other areas such as economic development. 

Reconciliation 

While social reconstruction refers to building and rebuilding societal structures and 

relationships, reconciliation refers to the process of changing social relationships and 

perceptions between actors and groups. Reconciliation can thus be understood as a 

component of social reconstruction. Although issues of reconciliation are often not 

addressed fully in settlements, it is an important element of in the process towards peace: 

‘[I]t is the process of reconciliation that builds stable and lasting peace’ (Bar-Tal and 

Bennink 2004: 13) and ‘the settlement is only part of the long-term reconciliation 

process’ (Bar-Tal 2000: 355). While peace settlements are generally oriented towards 

short term measures and content specific issues, reconciliation is a long term and complex 

process. 

But what is reconciliation exactly? Reconciliation is a complicated and sometimes 

confusing concept, which can be interpreted in many different ways and scholars have 

found difficulties in defining reconciliation. Reconciliation is considered as a long term 

process. In broad terms reconciliation can be defined as the restoration of damaged 

relationships (see eg. Lederach 1997). Sometimes reconciliation is described with terms as 

societal healing, healing of past wounds, or restoring to a healthy society. From a 

psychological viewpoint, Staub interprets reconciliation as follows: ‘The essence of 

reconciliation is a changed psychological orientation towards the other. Reconciliation 

means that victims and perpetrators, or members of hostile groups, do not see the past as 

defining the future, as simply a continuation of the past. It means that they come to see 

the humanity of one another, accept each other, and see the possibility of a constructive 



 16 

relationship’ (Staub 2006: 868). The reconciliation process can by anatomized into 

different aspects, such as the harmonizing of divergent stories, acquiescence in a given 

situation and the restoration of friendly relations (Pankhurst 1999). Building upon work 

of Lederach I argue that reconciliation can be best understood as dynamic and adaptive 

processes of change and redefinitions of social relationships (cf. Lederach 2001). 

Reconciliation is by most scholars defined as a process. It can also be useful to take 

in account the notion of Bar-Tal and Bennink, who see reconciliation also as an outcome, 

which then: ‘consists of mutual recognition and acceptance, invested interests and goals 

in developing peaceful relations, mutual trust, positive attitudes, as well as sensitivity and 

consideration for the other party’s needs and interests’ (Bar-Tal and Bennink 2004: 15). 

Reconciliation as an outcome refers to the state of peace and peaceful relations and 

reconciliation as a process is then the change of societal relations towards this outcome. It 

should be emphasized that social relation are based on dynamic processes, and although 

sustainable peace is here interpreted as the outcome of the reconciliation process, the 

peace must be maintained through conflict managing arrangements. 

Aspects of reconciliation and social reconstruction 

Reconciliation can be subdivided in different facets. Interventions for reconciliation and 

social reconstruction can address each of these elements: Truth, reparation, justice, all 

meant to restore trust and healthy social relations. There is a field of tension between the 

different focuses on reconciliation. Flournoy and Pan notice that efforts to achieve justice 

and reconciliation can differ greatly in nature, but that both establish processes to address 

grievances, both past and present (Flournoy and Pan 2002: 112). However, justice and 

reconciliation can be contradictive and contra-effective. I will explain this in more detail 

later. 

Based on the processes of social breakdown Fletcher and Weinstein collaborate a 

comprehensive model of social reconstruction, in which they distinguished the following 

elements: Justice, democracy, economic prosperity and reconciliation. Based on this they 

distinguished six elements of interventions to counter the social breakdown: (1) state-
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level interventions; (2) criminal trials; (3) truth commissions; (4) psycho-social support; 

(5) externally-driven community interventions; and (6) community based-responses 

(Fletcher and Weinstein 2002: 625). Some of these elements are based on the level of 

intervention, state-level or community level, and others refer to forms of intervention. 

To this list, other forms can be added. 

From the theory about reconciliation I distinguish several aspects or interventions 

that influence the process of reconciliation and social reconstruction. Firstly, the 

reintegration of ex-combatants will be discussed, since a faltering reintegration can pose 

large problems for reconciliation. After that I will discuss other facets of reconciliation: 

justice, reparation, truth, memory and social capital. 

    

Disarmament, Disarmament, Disarmament, Disarmament, Demobilization and ReintegrationDemobilization and ReintegrationDemobilization and ReintegrationDemobilization and Reintegration    

An important part of negotiated settlements after war is the agreement on disarmament, 

demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of the combatants. Whereas disarmament, 

demobilization and reinsertion refer to the actual (and symbolic) stop of fighting, 

dismantle of the armed groups and the ‘return’ of the combatants into the civilian society, 

reintegration refers to the ‘enduring process whereby former combatants and their 

families are integrated into the social, economic and political life of (civilian) 

communities’ (Knight and Ozerdem 2004: 500). This process is not without obstacles and 

can have great impact on reconciliation. Former combatants need to adjust to a ‘civilian’ 

way of life. In this process they are confronted with a different way of social interaction 

than they were used to as combatants. Ex-combatants need to find a way to fulfill their 

economic needs and they are often constrained by trauma. 

The reintegration process also involves new challenges for the receiving 

communities. Victims can be confronted with the perpetrators of the violence, and 

former combatants are confronted with civilians wanting truth and justice. A major 

challenge of the reintegration process is the need to find ways to repair the relations 

between the ex-paramilitaries and the civilian society. But these relations are complicated 
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in various ways. Failures to address the obstacles of the reintegration process can lead to a 

growing frustration among ex-combatants and victims, and can exacerbate existing 

conflicts or create new ones. Thus a faltering reintegration process can be dangerous for 

the fragile peace efforts. 

Experiences from Sierra Leone showed that the demobilization and reintegration 

process posed problems for both ex-combatants and civilians. Ex-combatants feared to be 

targeted and ostracized. Civilians feared a return of violence and held a latent hostility to 

the ex-combatants. They resented the crimes allegedly committed by the ex-combatants, 

while the ex-combatants were in the denial that the atrocities committed are morally 

wrong. The recalling of past crimes committed during the war by communities 

complicated the reconciliation process in Sierra Leone. Furthermore, the civilian 

population resented the economic allowances that the ex-combatants received. In turn, 

the ex-combatants were reluctant to give up their property and authority acquired during 

the conflict (Ginifer 2003). Thus although the violent hostilities may be ended with a 

settlement, the complicated reintegration of ex-combatants shows that there is a need for 

a process of reconciliation to restore peaceful relationships in the society. 

A great risk is that former combatants re-join armed groups. This is especially the 

case when other armed groups exist that did not participate in the demobilization and 

continue to fight, as in Colombia. A successful demobilization and reintegration process 

in that case can support the process towards peace by decreasing the intensity of conflict. 

‘Demobilization is a confidence-building measure that can support the entire peace 

process’ (Koth 2005: 26). Critical for the success of reintegration is the security of the ex-

combatants. This is also essential for a future disarmament of the civilian society.  

Another essential element is the economic reintegration of ex-combatants. During 

their participations in the armed group they either received a salary or were provided 

with basic necessities. The lack of economic opportunity can increase the risk of re-

joining violent groups, or the increase of crime. However, economic reintegration can be 

constrained in various ways. The demobilized combatants often joined the ranks at a 
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young age and therefore lack education or working experience, while the economy of the 

society they return in is heavily affected by the war. Furthermore, because of the general 

distrust against ex-combatants, businesses tend to be reluctant to employ them. A 

coherent demobilization and reintegration program thus needs to address the needs of the 

ex-combatants. It needs to prepare them to a return into civilian society and to enhance 

their socio-economic possibilities. But it needs also to find measure to cope with the 

civilian distrust against ex-combatants (Gleichmann et al 2004). 

A faltering reintegration process can deepen the cleavages in the society and 

aggravate progress in reconciliation. Not only can it lead to renewed conflict or to a rising 

crime rate when ex-combatants form criminal groups, victims and the civilian society 

will pose serious doubts about the intentions of the ex-combatants and restoring the 

relationships will become much more difficult.    

 

JusticeJusticeJusticeJustice    

The relationship between justice and the cessation of hostilities can be very complicated 

in the context of a postwar society. The prosecution after the end of a war is difficult, also 

because it often involves many people. A justice process can also be very risky when it 

ends up being (or perceived as) partial or incomplete, because of fear, poor information, 

inadequate legal support, being overruled by new political leaders (Pankhorst 1999: 242). 

Mass prosecutions, besides being very costly and time-consuming, can also be 

counterproductive for peace and reconciliation if too many old wounds are reopened on 

both or all sides (Pankhorst 1999:242). Furthermore, bringing perpetrators to justice can 

be very complicated, because amnesty can be a prerequisite for armed groups to agree to a 

settlement and start demobilization. 

In settlements there is agreed upon how is being dealt with the perpetrators of 

human rights violations. Increasingly there is a tendency in the international community 

– and this view is especially articulated by human rights organizations – that crimes 

against humanity and serious abuses of human rights require some sort of punishment for 
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justice to be seen, and the international community criticizes the levels of impunity by 

amnesty that is often provided by the settlements. The argument of reconciliation as a 

rationale for amnesty can also be criticized: ‘The rhetoric of reconciliation is particularly 

common in situations where traditional judicial responses to wrongdoing are unavailable 

because of corruption in the legal system, staggeringly large numbers of offenders, or 

anxiety about the political consequences of trials and  punishment’ (Dwyer 1999, quoted 

in Opotow 2001: 160). Reconciliation can in this way be interpreted as a legalization of 

impunity through pardons, amnesties, and the lack of will to prosecute. 

Stedman (2001) critiques the human organizations that they put too much 

emphasize for human rights in peace settlements and demand for individual 

responsibility for human rights violations in societies that ‘lack even rudimentary 

investigative, adjudicative, and compensatory institutions’. In war-torn countries it can 

be very much impossible to handle all the crimes that are committed during the war, 

even if it would be considered preferable in reference with reconciliation. Although 

justice is normally used in relation to punishment, justice involves more than just 

criminal justice. In the post-settlement phase there are other forms of justice that can be 

applied. 

In the juridical literature is often referred to post-settlement justice as transitional 

justice. This overarching term, closely connected with reconciliation, can be understood 

for post-conflict contexts as ‘the inter-related process of prosecution and accountability, 

truth telling, reparations and institutional reform in the wake of large-scale conflict that 

contribute to the long term restoration of social relations’ (Meltzer 2004). Transitional 

justice does not necessarily imply the prosecution of perpetrators and refers to the way 

how justice can be applied in transitional phases such as the transition of war to peace. In 

the last decades several new methods have been created to respond to the difficult 

question of how to deal with past abuses, which were committed under different 

circumstances. I will stress three elements of transitional justice: Criminal justice, 

reparatory justice and historical justice. Transitional criminal justice implies the 
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punishment of past wrongdoers and can be organized as International Criminal Tribunals, 

as for instance in Rwanda, or the permanent International Criminal Court in The Hague. 

This kind of justice focuses on the perpetrators. In transitional criminal justice however, 

there is also a reference to be made of amnesty, to address the tensions between justice 

and peace (Teitel 2000). 

 

ReparationReparationReparationReparation    

Reparatory justice is based on the recognition of victims and has a predominantly 

symbolic nature. Although reparatory justice can be in the form of material 

compensations of the losses, it also includes moral reparations such as memorials, 

legislative rehabilitations, and apologies (Teitel 2000). Reparations for victims are 

increasingly important in post-conflict societies. Chapter four will go deeper into the 

aspects of reparation. 

The three forms of transitional justice I exemplified here can also overlap and be 

combined. The effects on reconciliation of the forms transitional justice are different and 

for each situation choices are need to be made which forms are appropriate and possible 

for the specific context. Efforts to repair relations between victims and perpetrators are 

also referred to as restorative justice. This relatively new term in the juridical literature 

has a strong resemblance with reconciliation. This can be through international tribunals, 

truth commissions, reparations for victims. In short, restorative justice promotes the 

repair, reconciliation and rebuilding of social relations (Walker 2006). The restorative 

justice approach is opposed to retributive justice which prevails punishment of the 

perpetrators. This is not the place to elaborate extensively on the large ethical debates 

between restorative and retributive justice, but its distinction between the two 

approaches is useful to interpret the different forms of justice that follows from it. 
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Truth and memoryTruth and memoryTruth and memoryTruth and memory    

In the past decades there has been a lot of attention to truth as an important aspect of 

reconciliation. In order to reveal the truth after violent conflict in several occasions truth 

commissions have been installed. Truth commissions are part of transitional historical 

justice. Historical justice tries to establish a historical narrative for the country and is 

linked with the state’s political identity. Legal processes of truth-telling can construct a 

collective memory, through negotiation of contesting and also contradictive views on the 

past events. It induces a process of communication on self-understanding of a society (cf. 

Teitel 2000). Truth commissions try to establish a negotiated account of the past. A well 

documented example of historical justice is the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 

South Africa. 

Truth commissions and new revelations about crimes committed during an armed 

conflict have an impact on how the conflict is remembered by the population. Revealing 

truth can be very important for the process of mourning and ‘detoxification of society’ 

(Robben 2005). However, as Robben notes in relation to the dirty war in Argentina, 

distribution of new information about crimes committed during the dictatorship can also 

post-pone the mourning process. Different groups have divergent memories about a 

conflictive past. Through the revelations by truth commissions, confessions, and forensic 

investigation, these collective memories are continuously altered. These changes can 

contribute to an understanding of a traumatic past and influence the process of 

reconciliation, though it can cause new conflicts also. But as Robben concludes: ‘Past 

episodes of violence will become increasingly appropriated by social memories, 

conflictive though they may be. This contested social memory returns to people a sense of 

control over the past and over their destiny as they now become engaged in a memory 

contest with an identifiable opponent with a clear contrary ideological and political 

discourse’ (Robben 2005: 155). 

Particularly common when the crimes during conflict had been committed in a 

realm of impunity, those who were responsible tend to deny any harm-doing. Using 
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euphemisms and concealing the effects of the atrocities, offenders try to normalize their 

actions. By doing so, they opt to be excluded from any blame, including their own feeling 

of guilt (Opotow 1999). Opotow calls this ‘moral exclusion’ (1999: 157). Denial of past 

crimes and its impact by the perpetrators can be very painful for their victims and makes 

it much more difficult to come to a shared history. 

    

Social capital and social cohesionSocial capital and social cohesionSocial capital and social cohesionSocial capital and social cohesion    

In the process of social reconstruction and reconciliation, building social capital and 

enhancing social cohesion are key constituents. Social capital consists of: ‘the features of 

social organization, such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit’ (Putnam 1993: 36, quoted in: Coletta and Cullen 2000: 7). 

Armed conflict deteriorates social relations and damages social capital. In turn, ‘weak 

social cohesion increases the risk of social disorganization, fragmentation, and exclusion 

and the potential for violent conflict’ (Coletta and Cullen 2000: 13). A lack of social 

capital can also impede the development of economic relations. ‘Building community or 

social capacity is a key development task for strengthening overall social cohesion and the 

ability to manage and prevent conflict’ (Coletta and Cullen 2000: 13). Absence of trust 

can also form a hindrance for community development projects. In Cambodia in the early 

1990s, development workers ‘often found that it took a year or two to reestablish a 

sufficient level of trust among community members to enable collaborative projects to be 

implemented’ (Ball 1996: 616). Rebuilding trust and damaged relationships are thus slow 

and long process.    

Levels and actors of peacebuilding interventions 

It can be useful to distinguish several levels of actors that are involved in peacebuilding 

interventions. Top-level actors are national leaders, leaders of armed groups and high 

level representatives of the international community. Mid-level actors are professors, 

representatives of civil society, representatives of economic businesses, etcetera. At the 
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grassroots are the local level leaders, local NGOs, local government representatives 

(Lederach 1997).  

At the top-level cease-fires are agreed and the following accords between the 

parties are signed. Interventions at middle level can include conflict resolution training or 

peace commissions. Approaches with a focus on grassroots leadership can be very useful 

since local level leaders have direct communication with the masses (Lederach 1997). 

Fletcher and Weinstein warn that community projects may be organized reflecting the 

views of the international community, and not so much responding to the actual needs of 

a community. ‘Misguided interventions may create tensions and exacerbate a pre-existing 

sense of powerlessness’ (Fletcher and Weinstein 2002: 633). The ideas and objectives of 

interventions can thus have a discrepancy with the local level implementation. 

Another risk of local level peacebuilding initiatives is that they are not able to 

become self-sufficient and independent of international aid. Pearce (1999) points out in 

relation to Central America that when local people become dependent on the 

international projects for survival they would expect less and less of their own 

government. While the use of local NGOs could reduce the appearance of international 

organizations, this led in Central America to a certain level of competition and 

fragmentation of the NGOs, that started to focus more on the donors than on the 

beneficiaries (Pearce 1999). 

The interventions mentioned above can entail important contributions to 

reconciliation, as for instance interventions related to transitional justice. The literature 

on transitional justice however, focuses mostly on the national level (eg. Teitel 2000). 

Theidon, who studied the local processes of reconciliation of Ayacucho in Perú, 

emphasizes the multidimensional aspect of reconciliation: an individual with himself, 

between members of a community, between communities and between civil society 

sectors and the state. Furthermore, she distinguishes between vertical and horizontal 

reconciliation. She notes that the top-down (vertical) version of ‘national reconciliation’ 

in the case of Perú imply little more than the ‘reconfiguration of elites in pacts of 
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domination or governability’. Top-down reconciliation can be shortcoming for, and have 

disparity with local level reality ‘unless these national processes are articulated with 

social reconstruction at the local level’ (Theidon 2006: 255-6). Theidon concludes that the 

local processes of transitional justice and reconciliation in Perú are ahead of those of the 

state. 

The possibilities of local level reconciliation can be limited by national level 

decisions. For instance criminal justice depends on national level laws. But at local level it 

is clearly possible to start local processes of truth, confessions and apologies. Here a role 

can be seen for the civil society. ‘Civil society organizations can help to sustain peace 

agreements by working at the grassroots level to legitimize peace and make it more than 

an elite concern’ (Stedman 2001: 750). Moreover, local organizations tend to have a 

longer time horizon and are more adept at sustaining long-term processes that are 

integral to peacebuilding. Halphern and Weinstein (2000) advocate that besides the 

macro-level institutional changes and development it is very important at grassroots to 

develop programs that facilitate interpersonal communication. 

As I noted before, it would be an erroneous assumption that a peace accord is 

always relevant to and capable of implementing peace on local level. This partly is 

because accords are generally reached under enormous political pressure and with 

compromises of all sides (Lederach 1997: 45). There is thus not always a good 

communication about the peace accords between the local level and the top-level in 

which the peace accords are signed. Being aware of the potential disparity of macro-level 

interventions and local level reality, the research for this thesis studies the impact of the 

interventions on the local level. At this level, the conflict has its most devastating effect 

and interventions are most needed to foster social relations.  

Social Reconstruction and Sustainable Peace 

Social reconstruction entails different facets and different approaches at multi-levels. 

These different aspects can enforce one another, but also constrain one another. 

Especially ensuring peace, justice and reconciliation inherently have contradictions. The 



 26 

process of social reconstruction and reconciliation is rather conflictive, accompanied with 

tensions. In the next chapters we will see how the process evolves in Colombia. In 

chapter four, five and six, the interventions in northern Colombia are analyzed on how 

they advance the process of reconstruction, with a focus on the aspects treated in this 

chapter. The next chapter will form the contextual basis, with the history of the 

Colombian conflict and the current state of the demobilization of the paramilitaries. 
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Chapter 3 – The Colombian Conflict 

 

This chapter treats the history of the Colombian conflict, the rise and demobilization of 

paramilitary groups and the contemporary situation in the country after the 

demobilization. Since the late 1990s paramilitary groups became increasingly powerful. 

According to themselves the paramilitaries emerged out of the need for protection to the 

guerrilla insurgency. In the areas they were active they had been responsible for 

massacres, forced displacement and other human rights violations (UNDP 2003). The 

demobilization of the paramilitaries offers new opportunities in the process towards 

peace, although it will be a difficult process given the damages done by the civil war. In 

order to advance the social reconstruction process, the government of Uribe designed the 

ley Justicia y Paz, including a reparation program for victims. The reintegration of over 

30,000 ex-combatants into the civilian society poses also new challenges for the war-

scattered areas. 

History of the conflict  

The contemporary conflict in Colombia between guerrilla forces and the government, 

dating from the 1960s, started as an ideological conflict, in which the guerrilla fought for 

socialist and communist ideals, and for a redistribution of land. The roots of the conflict 

can be traced back to the middle of the last century, when on April 9, 1948 the popular 

leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was murdered. Consequently a civil war broke out between 

Conservatives and Liberals lasting for one decade. To this period is also referred to as La 

Violencia. After a decade of violence, a power-sharing agreement was signed in 1958 by 

the Conservatives and the Liberals that created the Frente Nacional. Although it was 

thought that the war was solved with this agreement, the new coalition government did 
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not accept new political groups and new armed groups appeared in Colombia which 

formed into different guerrilla groups (Sánchez 2001). 

The guerrilla groups based their struggle on socialist ideologies, like many other 

guerrilla groups elsewhere in Latin America. FARC and ELN were the most powerful 

militarily and the only two remaining nowadays. Since the end of the Cold War however, 

the ideological principles seem to have become less important and control over illicit 

drug networks provided an important source of income for the armed groups in 

Colombia. The conflict in Colombia can be increasingly identified as a factional conflict, 

in which control over territory, illicit and economic resources are prime motivation for 

prolonging the power-struggle of the armed actors (cf. Miall e.a. 1999: 30). Colombia is 

the world leading exporter of cocaine, and the production and transportation has played 

an increasing role in the conflict. The enormous amount of money involved in the 

narcotics trafficking constitutes a virtually endless income for the armed groups. The 

consequence of the presence of the drug trade is that it is much more difficult for the 

negotiations between the government and the guerrilla to succeed because of the 

continuing access to resources (Williams 2001). 

Paramilitary groups 

Paramilitary forces have a long history in Colombia. In 1985 onwards, the Castaño 

brothers started to organize paramilitary structures to fight the guerrilla in Córdoba and 

since then groups emerged in many parts of the country. Paramilitaries are groups of 

armed civilian that are fighting on the side of the government. Unlike in Guatemala, 

where the paramilitary forces PAC were directly organized by the national government 

(see e.g. Remijnse 2001), the paramilitary forces in Colombia were independently 

organized. They explain their own origins in the inability of the state to ‘guarantee public 

security with reference to life, property, and freedom to all citizens’ (Sánchez 2001: 25). 

They see themselves as protectors of the people and property against the insurgency of 

guerrilla groups, and have named themselves therefore Autodefensas, or Self-defense 

groups. 
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The fast-growing paramilitary network used a strategy to transform the society that 

was allegedly supporting the guerrilla and when the paramilitaries became more 

important in the fight against the guerrilla, they received clandestine support from the 

army in weapons and intelligence (Koth 2005: 15). Under the banner of ‘helpers of the 

guerrilla, para-subversivos and civil guerrilleros’, social leaders, local politicians, human 

rights activists and the general population of the conflict areas have been assassinated and 

displaced (Romero 2005: 264). A large percentage of the human rights violations 

committed in the 1990s and early 2000s are ascribed to the paramilitary groups (Romero 

2004). 

Mauricio Romero provides an interesting theory on the powerful appearance of the 

paramilitary groups. Their emergence and growth coincided with the various 

negotiations of the government with the guerrilla groups since the 1980s, in which 

according to Romero regional elites were left insecure. The peace negotiations created 

power vacuums in which the economic elites were attacked, as they were associated with 

the causes of poverty, political domination and social inequality (Romero 2005: 266). 

Land ownership has been for long a large problem in the Colombian history. Partly this 

can explain the emergence of the guerrilla. Few rich landowners owned most of the 

useful land for agriculture and cattle farming, which had made the income gap between 

landowners and poor often landless farmers enormous. This had made landowners an 

important target of the guerrilla, for whom redistribution of land a major political issue 

was. 

Three different political mechanisms can be identified in this period: Polarization 

between the national government and regional elites, since the latter did not support the 

peace negotiations of the government with the guerrilla. Second is the competition 

between narco-traffickers and guerrillas in their local influence on social and political 

movements. And last is fragmentation within the state itself between the central states 

representatives and army officers opposing the negotiations. These three dynamics paved 

the way for the emergence of regional armed groups linked with drug traffic (Romero 
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2004: 103-4; Romero 2005). The regional and local political arenas provided excellent 

places where para-state structures could be organized.  

Historically the state hasn’t had much presence on the countryside. A large part of 

the country side was left without national security forces. In fact, the minimal presence 

of government forces made it much easier for guerrilla groups to become powerful. The 

power vacuum that had been created, and the need for the landowners to protect 

themselves and their property against the guerrillas helped the paramilitary groups to 

gain support from the landowners. The inability of the national army of Colombia to 

effectively fight against the guerrilla made them eager to accept an ally in their struggle. 

It is widely suspected that the army cooperated with the paramilitaries in several 

occasions, through the exchange of information and military support. Besides that, they 

rarely fought each other (HRW 2000). 

Thus while the guerrilla groups emerged in the inability of the State to effectively 

control the territory and to solve important social problems such as the unequal 

distribution of land and political participation, the paramilitary groups emerged in the 

situation that the State and the national army were unable to defend the regional elites 

and their interests. The rise of the paramilitaries was especially strong in Córdoba, where 

they quickly obtained a lot of power in the southern mountainous areas. 

 Paramilitarism in Córdoba 

In Córdoba, paramilitarism rose in the middle of the 1980s. The region, especially the 

south of Córdoba, has been heavily affected by the violence. At the end of the 1980s, the 

guerrilla group EPL was active in this area. After a confrontation with a self-defence 

group led by the Castaños brothers, a precursor of the paramilitaries, they demobilized. 

After the demobilization, the FARC took over many of the territory that was under 

control of the EPL. In response to the activity of the guerrilla, the paramilitary group 

ACCU (Autodefensas Campesinas de Córdoba y Urabá) was formed by the family 

Castaño, which later in 1997 united with other paramilitary groups into the national 

paramilitary group AUC, Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia. Large parts of the 
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mountainous south of Córdoba became under complete rule of the AUC. The region can 

be considered as the centre of the power of the AUC. 

The civil population became caught in the cross-fire in the struggle between the 

guerrilla and the paramilitaries. During the last two decades there was a continuous 

process of displacement.The paramilitaries applied their own forms of justice. In the areas 

under their control, the paramilitaries applied their own forms of justice and they 

assassinated, displaced and castigated thousands of people. People who were killed or 

expelled were mainly accused of forming part of the guerrilla, or of theft. Sometimes 

death lists circulated, including with the reason of the death-sentence. Among the 

victims were community leaders, professors, union-members and members of political 

parties, especially of the Unión Patriótica and the Communist Party (Romero 2005). 

The reasons for assassinations and displacement were diverse. In the more rural 

areas, the armed groups wanted to clean up areas to develop illicit activities, or to secure 

strategic zones. Paramilitaries also displaced people of whom they suspected that they 

had helped the guerrilla. Giving food or shelter to passing guerrillas would be enough for 

heavy castigation, even if the people were forced to give this. Community leaders and 

teachers were killed to remove the social capital and organizational capacities of the 

communities. The AUC also obligated people to pay vacunas; an amount of money that 

people had to pay for their security. Those who did not pay were punished, or displaced. 

During the occupation, many people were forced to leave their lands, or sell their lands 

very cheap. 

Another problem that people faced was the lack of land entitlements, because of 

the recent colonization and lack of administration in the rural and mountainous areas. 

Land entitlements however can be provided by governmental entities. This provided an 

incentive for displacement. People without land entitlements were driven off their land, 

which was then occupied by paramilitary groups. These groups obtained the land 

entitlements easily through corruption of the responsible government institutions. The 

legal procedure for the victims to get their stolen land back is complex, since they never 
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had officially the entitlements to the land they used. Thus while land distribution always 

has been very unequal at the Atlantic Coast, during the paramilitary presence the 

concentration of land has increased. This process still continues, although with less 

violence as before. 

Parapolítica 

With their powerful emergence, the paramilitary groups started to dominate not only 

militarily in the areas they were active. They also started to recruit politicians and 

influence the policy of local governments. Candidates for the elections for major were 

supported to expand their influence. Also government institutions became under 

increasing control of the paramilitary groups. Since the demobilization of the 

paramilitaries, many scandals of politicians and high level officials being linked with the 

AUC have been revealed. Even in the senate politicians have been arrested. In april 2008, 

the number of imprisoned members of congress added up to 291. The infiltration of the 

governments and institutions was especially strong in the Atlantic Coast region. In May 

2007 several mayors in Córdoba and the governor of Córdoba have been imprisoned 

under suspicion of cooperation with the paramilitaries. 

Accords of Santa Fé de Ralito  

Since 1997, when the AUC were formed to concentrate their military power, the 

paramilitary forces have tried to gain a political profile and established AUC as an 

independent political actor. In December 2002, the AUC announced a cease fire to start 

negotiations with the government. For the negotiations between the government and the 

AUC a demilitarized concentration zone for the paramilitary leaders, Zona de Ubicación, 

was formed in Tierralta, a district of Córdoba. In this zone the paramilitary leaders stayed 

during the negotiations, without fear of being arrested since the army and the police were 

not allowed to enter the zone. The Zona de Ubicación is heavily affected by the violence, 

possibly even more than other areas, although in many other areas the state had not been 
                                                   

1 El Tiempo, April 9, 2008. 
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represented by any entity for almost 20 years. Only now after the demobilization, the 

police and army have some (in some areas still very weak) presence. 

The negotiations between the government and the leaders of the AUC led to the 

Santa Fe the Ralito Accord in July 2003, resulting in the demobilization of more than 

30,000 paramilitaries of over 30 blocks nationwide. The accord of Santa Fé de Ralito is 

officially not a peace accord, and is merely an agreement for the demobilization, without 

political demands of restructuring of the national government. It could be considered a 

partial peace, since the other two illegally armed groups FARC and ELN are still far away 

from a peace accord. 

A particularity of the situation is that the paramilitaries and the state of Colombia 

have never been direct enemies. Although there had been some armed clashes between 

paramilitary groups and the Colombian national army, these were rather rare. In some 

occasions the national army and the paramilitaries cooperated (HRW 2000). The decision 

to demobilize is a political decision. The paramilitaries accepted the demobilization 

accord as a way out of the war, with relatively low punishment, possibly opting to 

continue to strive for their objectives in the political arena. 

Seguridad Democrática and Uribe 

In 2002, Uribe was elected as president of Colombia, after he had been governor of 

Antioquia in the 1990s. His policy is called ‘Seguridad Democrática’, what can be 

explained as a consolidation of the government, police and army, in order to protect the 

Colombian citizens of violence and the guerrilla, while at the same time improving the 

transparency and functioning of the government. He can be considered as a hardliner 

against the guerrilla. His election followed president Pastrana who had unsuccessfully 

negotiated with the guerrilla and was considered by the economic elites as unable to 

protect the country (Romero 2005). In line with this Seguridad Democrática policy, Uribe 

started negotiating with the paramilitaries. Around Uribe are some controversies 

however. Some of his family members have been accused of parapolítica, while himself 

he had been involved in the creation of CONVIVIR, a paramilitary civilian defense 
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group, during his term as governor of Antioquia. This group later was declared illegal by 

the Constitutional Court and was dissolved. Uribes alleged ties with the paramilitaries 

have put some doubts about his neutrality in the negotiations, and the later designed Ley 

Justicia y Paz. 

Ley de Justicia y Paz and CNRR 

The legal framework for the demobilization and reintegration of the AUC is formed by 

Law 975 of 2005, also named as Ley de Justicia y Paz (Justice and Peace Law or JPL). The 

law directly follows from the accords of Santa Fé de Ralito and is further elaborated by 

government of Uribe. The objective of this law is to support the reincorporation of 

individual and collective demobilized members of illegal armed groups, while the law at 

the same time tries to guarantee the rights of the victims for the truth, justice and 

reparations (Koonings and Nordquist 2005). It includes an agreement on reduction of 

punishment in exchange for full confessions. Paramilitaries who are not suspected of 

human rights abuses get amnesty and those that did commit crimes receive custody of 

five to eight years. Human rights organizations have criticized the JPL that it provides 

largely impunity to the paramilitaries, while they have been responsible for massacres 

and human rights violations (see for instance HRW 2005). 

The law provides an opportunity for victims to receive reparation for the damages 

caused by the demobilized paramilitaries. Therefore they have to denounce in one of the 

legal bodies of the government (see Box 3.1). It will be investigated by a special unit of 

the Public Prosecutors: Fiscalía Justicia y Paz. The accusations will be taken into account 

in the trials against the paramilitary leaders. This will be discussed in more depth in 

chapter four. 

The ley Justicia y Paz is furthermore criticized by NGOs because it lack incentives 

for confession and thus will not establish a comprehensive truth account. Prospects for 

victims will be uncertain. The argument is that without a proper establishment of truth, 

justice cannot be applied and adequate reparation cannot be provided. The discussions 
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around the Justice and Peace Law show the tensions that exist around justice, peace and 

reconciliation. 

As I noted, the JPL addresses not only the demobilization and subsequent 

reintegration. It also orders the government to create the Comisión Nacional de 

Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR). The CNRR is made up of representatives of the 

national government, civil society and organizations of victims. The aim of the CNRR is 

to promote the rights of victims of the illegally armed groups, through reparations and 

reconciliation programs. The JPL provisions that the illegally obtained resources of ex-

combatants are confiscated, what can be used to pay reparations for the material losses of 

victims. The CNRR has the role to regulate the reparations. Reparations to the victims 

involve: Restitution (restitution of a victims property, which was illegally taken), 

rehabilitation (medical and psychological help to the victims), indemnification 

(compensation of the damage of the conflict) and several measures for satisfaction and 

non-repetition. For reconciliation, the JPL gives the CNRR the role to advance national 

proceedings of reconciliation. The CNRR has several regional offices nationwide, one of 

which is in Sincelejo, Sucre, which attends to Córdoba, Sucre, and parts of Bolívar. 

Impact of paramilitary violence and possibilities for DDR 

Since the cease fire announced by the AUC in December 2002 and the subsequent 

demobilization, the violence in Colombia has decreased enormously (UNHCHR 2006). 

However, there are notices of several new armed groups. Some of them are considered as 

rearmed structures of the AUC, others are considered as bandits, or drug-trafficking 

groups. These groups, although more low profile than the blocs of the AUC, carry out 

assassinations, threaten people, force displacement, and control territory. They use drug 

trade as an income source. In the more mountainous areas there is also presence of 

guerrilla groups. There are signs that demobilized paramilitaries and also young people 

get recruited for the new groups (OEA 2006a)    

Although after the demobilization the violence has decreased, the areas controlled 

by the AUC were left in a power vacuum; especially the zones with coca plantations. The 
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new armed groups try to control these zones and the corresponding drug trade. Some of 

these areas are also under threats of FARC. The population in the mountainous parts fears 

that either the FARC will enter the region, or that new paramilitary groups will take over 

control. In February 2007, the FARC had attacked Tierradentro, a village in the south of 

Córdoba previously under control of paramilitaries, killing most of the police officers that 

were stationed there. One of the effects the attack had was that many other communities 

felt left insecure. Although the army built a base in Tierradentro after the attack, it 

cannot protect all villages in the mountains. 

The violence of the paramilitaries has had a tremendous effect on the population 

and the social structures. The civil society organizations almost completely disappeared in 

the North since their leaders were threatened or killed. People became scared of 

organizing themselves, or of speaking openly about human rights violations. The 

struggles in the mountainous areas have caused a stream of refugees towards the cities 

that proved unprepared to provide basic facilities for them. Many refugees (and also 

demobilized combatants) ended up in the poor squatter neighborhoods at the outside of 

the cities, lacking sanitation. These neighborhoods became new areas of domination of 

the armed groups, recruiting new combatants from there. During the paramilitary control 

and also after the demobilization the poor neighborhoods were controlled by criminal 

groups, coercing the population with violence and extortion. 

The modes of operation of the paramilitary and guerrilla caused a general attitude 

of distrust between people. The violence had a high level and became more and more 

arbitrary, and teachers, community leaders and local politicians were easily accused of 

guerrilla activists, without any prove or real suspicion (Romero 2005). While the AUC 

has demobilized, people tend to stay very vigilant on what they say, and try not to get 

involved in any way with the armed groups or the demobilized paramilitaries. The fear of 

the violent retaliations is still very much present. This also makes that the people are 

aloof with organizing themselves. 
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The organization of the civil society can be described as very weak in Atlantic coast 

region, and especially Córdoba. This also counts for the local and regional governments. 

In comparison with the larger cities, and richer regions, the government of Córdoba has a 

very small budget and weak organization. While in Medellín the municipal government 

started programs to enhance the reintegration of ex-combatants and to bring them closer 

to victims (Rozema 2007), this is certainly not the case in the North, lacking budget and 

capacity, apart from the lack of political will and interest. The violent control of the AUC 

of the region has also affected the efficiency of the local governments. 

The demobilization of the paramilitary blocks left a powervoid. During the 

occupation of the paramilitaries, the government forces were largely absent in the 

mountanous areas in the area of the research. While the paramilitaries did aply some sort 

of justice and control (be it with an iron hand), the demobilization left large parts of their 

former territory without judicial control or police surveillance. The government forces 

did not however enter the areas immediately, leaving a judicial void in these areas. The 

community project Conciliemos, which will be discussed in chapter five, tries to enhance 

informal mediation by local leaders. 

To support the collective demobilization and the reintegration of the more than 

30,000 paramilitaries, the government composed a program for the collective 

demobilization that includes a trajectum of 18 months of financial allowances to 

overcome the initial income difficulties. During this period, the paramilitaries are 

supported by a Centro de Referencia y Oportunidad (CRO), which can also provide 

educational training and other non-material support. In order to make the demobilization 

program more comprehensive, the government appointed the High Commission of the 

Reintegration (Alta Consejería de la Reinserción, ACR), which has taken responsibility 

for the program. As part of the reintegration programs, initiatives have started for 

economic projects with the ex-combatants in which they can participate to obtain work 

experience and earn a salary. Chapter six will discuss the reintegration process and these 

economic projects for ex-combatants. 
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Box 3.1 Box 3.1 Box 3.1 Box 3.1 ––––    OrganizationsOrganizationsOrganizationsOrganizations    working with demobilization and peace processworking with demobilization and peace processworking with demobilization and peace processworking with demobilization and peace process    

Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR)Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR)Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR)Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR) – The National Commission of Reparation 
and Reconciliation, formed upon the Ley Justicia y Paz, is charged with the reparation process. 
The Commission is formed out of representatives from different sectors; the government, civil 
society organizations and victims organizations. 

    
Alta Consejeria de la Reintegracion (ACRAlta Consejeria de la Reintegracion (ACRAlta Consejeria de la Reintegracion (ACRAlta Consejeria de la Reintegracion (ACR) – High council for the reintegration. Is charged with 

(responsible for) policies on the reintegration of the demobilized paramilitaries. They have local 
offices, Centro de Referencia y Opertunidad (CRO) from which the interests of the demobilized 
population is served. 

    
Fiscalía Justicia y PazFiscalía Justicia y PazFiscalía Justicia y PazFiscalía Justicia y Paz – Public prosecutors that are charged with the investigations of the 

denouncements of victims against the former paramilitaries. 
    
ProceraduriaProceraduriaProceraduriaProceraduria – Public prosecutors that are charged with denouncements against government officials. 
    
Defensoría del PuebloDefensoría del PuebloDefensoría del PuebloDefensoría del Pueblo – Government organization that is charged with the protection and 

endorsement of human rights for the Colombian population. 
    
Centro de Referencia y Oportunidad (CRO)Centro de Referencia y Oportunidad (CRO)Centro de Referencia y Oportunidad (CRO)Centro de Referencia y Oportunidad (CRO) – The Center of Reference and Opportunity is charged 

with support for demobilized combatants (of both paramilitaries and individually demobilized 
guerrillas).  

    
Personería MunicipalPersonería MunicipalPersonería MunicipalPersonería Municipal – Representative  of the Ministerio Público at local level, that provides support to 

victims of human rights violations, displaced population, etc. The Personería can receive 
denouncements of victims. 

    
Misión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz de la Organización de Estados Americanos (MAPPMisión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz de la Organización de Estados Americanos (MAPPMisión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz de la Organización de Estados Americanos (MAPPMisión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz de la Organización de Estados Americanos (MAPP----OEA)OEA)OEA)OEA) – 

International support mission to the peace process in Colombia, of the Organization of 
American States. This delegation is charged with the verification of the demobilization and 
reintegration of the paramilitary groups in Colombia. They were also present at the negotiations 
in Santa Fe de Ralito. Apart form the verification, the MAPP-OEA developed some small 
projects to enhance the peace process at local level. 

Verification of the demobilization 

Another organization that is occupied with the reintegration and peace process in 

Colombia is the Misión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz, under mandate of the Organización 

de los Estados Americanos (MAPP-OEA). Its role is the verification of the cessation of 

hostilities and the DDR-process of the paramilitaries, as well as to provide support the 

peace initiatives of the national government and local initiatives in the affected regions 

(Koonings and Nordquist 2005).This includes also monitoring the implementation of the 

Ley Justicia y Paz. Now the demobilization of the cooperating paramilitary groups is 
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finished, the focus of the MAPP-OEA changes more towards the support of communities: 

‘One of the main components of the Mission’s work is to support local initiatives in 

conflict zones, by promoting measures to encourage trust and reconciliation in a culture 

of democracy, peace, and peaceful settlement of disputes, as well as the identification, 

formulation, and management of socially oriented initiatives and projects in those areas’ 

(OEA 2006). The community project Conciliemos, in which over 50 community leaders 

in Tierralta, Cordobá, were trained as conciliators (consiliadores en equidad), has also 

been an initiative of the MAPP. The project has the object to counter the lack of 

administration and justice. 

Towards peace? 

The accord of Santa Fé de Ralito is however just a small step towards peace, as the largest 

guerrilla group FARC is far from reaching an accord with the state. While the 

demobilization of most of the paramilitary blocks has resulted in a decrease of violence, it 

also left Colombia with new challenges. Over 30,000 ex-combatants need to reintegrate 

into the war-affected society, while the war between the government and the two 

guerrilla groups FARC and ELN and newly arising criminal groups continues. The 

problems of victims and displaced people are also far from solved. Given the social 

destruction due to the violence of the civil war, it can be expected that a social 

reconstruction process encounters many obstacles. 

In the next three chapters I will explore the interventions that enhance peaceful 

relations and rebuild the social structure in northern Colombia. During the research, the 

employed interventions were limited to the Ley Justicia y Paz, which regulates justice, 

truth and reparation, a community justice project and the reintegration program for the 

ex-combatants. So far international organizations hesitate to set up projects in this part of 

Colombia and the local civil society is fragmented due to paramilitary violence. In 

chapter four I will start with the analysis of the implementation the Ley Justicia y Paz. 
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Chapter 4 - Reparation and the Ley 

Justicia y Paz 

    

One of the difficult parts of a peace process is the question how to deal with the crimes 

committed during the war, and how to repair the relations between the perpetrators and 

their victims. The punishment that demobilized leaders of armed groups have to face is 

often an important part of a negotiated settlement. While leaders of illegally armed 

groups tend to see their own actions, including responsibility for war crimes, justified in 

the realm of war and therefore negotiate to get away without any punishment for their 

past crimes, this would be unacceptable for the government which is also acting on behalf 

of the victims. On the other hand, a reduction in punishment could be a necessary term 

for leaders of an armed group to accept the demobilization and dismantlement of their 

army. Out of this dilemma rose the accord of Santa Fé de Ralito. 

When the agreement between the paramilitary leaders and the government was 

signed, the Ley Justicia y Paz (JPL) was designed as its legal framework. In the settlement 

it was agreed that the paramilitaries could obtain a reduction in punishment if they 

would confess all crimes they committed when they were in the ranks of the paramilitary 

group and hand in all their illicitly obtained property. The Constitutional Court however 

declared later that the ex-paramilitaries should not only hand in their illicitly obtained 

property, but all their property. Furthermore, it decreed that the time the paramilitaries 

stayed in the Zona de Ubicación for the negotiations could not be understood as a part of 

the time in custody, since they were staying there voluntarily2. To advance the 

                                                   

2 Constitutional Court: Sentence 370 of 2005. 
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reconciliation process and enhance justice, the JPL also includes a program of reparation 

for the victims of the AUC. Victims that denounce against demobilized paramilitaries 

should get reparation for their harms from the confiscated property of the paramilitaries. 

Besides this juridical reparation, it also orders to the Comisión Nacional de Reparación y 

Reconciliación to make a proposal for a program of collective reparation, which can have 

the form of administrative reparation for victims of the AUC. 

Justice 

The demobilized paramilitaries who were responsible for crimes during their pertinence 

to the illegally armed group, can obtain a reduced penalty for their crimes when they 

make a full declaration of their crimes in a so called versión libre. The Ley Justicia y Paz 

provides large benefits for demobilized paramilitaries who choose to be sentenced under 

this law. Those who have committed crimes during their participation in the armed 

group, if there are charges, and if they cannot be sentenced under Law 782 of 20023, they 

are eligible for this law. The charges are accumulated, what means that punishment will 

be given for one crime, instead of all of the committed crimes. As a result, someone who 

for instance was involved in 30 murders will be judged for just one. In addition, the 

punishment will be reduced to minimum 5 and maximum 8 years in custody, plus half of 

that on probation. In fact, only the commanders of the paramilitary groups are charged to 

be sentenced. Low level ex-combatants are mostly left out of juridical procedures, except 

for those of whom their involvement in crimes was denounced. 

Those demobilized paramilitaries that are processed under the Ley Justicia y Paz 

can also loose the benefits. If in the version libre lies are told, or crimes are concealed, an 

ex-paramilitary can loose the benefits of the law, although only crimes with importance 

for the peace process will be considered as problematic. Another reason for the 

withdrawal of demobilized paramilitaries of the benefits of the JPL is when he continues 

to be involved in criminal or paramilitary activities. It is important to note that when a 

                                                   

3 Law 782 of 2002 is an older law for demobilized combatants 
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paramilitary is withdrawn from the Ley Justicia y Paz, the Colombian government can 

extradite him to the United States to be sentenced for involvement in trafficking cocaine. 

Many of my informants consider the way how the ex-paramilitaries are judged as 

impunity. People do not have any confidence in the judicial system, what makes them 

also very skeptical about whether the punishment proposed by the JPL will take place, 

and that the eight years maximum for involvement in massacres, murders, disappearances 

and forced displacement crimes is righteousness. Also is thought that the ex-paramilitary 

leaders, although under custody in a jail in Itagüí, do not live here under bad conditions 

and are able to keep control over their networks. 

Truth 

Paramilitaries have to confess all their committed crimes during their time in the ranks in 

the Version Libre, in exchange for the punishment reduction. Through this way, the law 

tries to find a compromise between the reduction and the truth telling about the crimes, 

in order to enhance the reconciliation process. Because the Versión Libre part is of the 

juridical processes against the paramilitary leaders (and some low-ranked soldiers), the 

truth told in these versions can be considered a ‘juridical truth’. It contains confessions, 

but with awareness of the paramilitary leaders that it will be used in the trials against 

them and that it can have consequences for themselves or others around them. Therefore 

their confessions can have political complications. An example of this is the revelations 

and consequent imprisonment of politicians and government officials because of their 

links with paramilitary groups. Besides this, juridical truth is fact focused. The question 

‘why’ can form a part of the version libre, it is not one of its main objectives, while 

exactly this question can be very important for the victims. 

It is generally believed by the population that chances are very small that the 

paramilitaries will confess all their crimes in their version libre. In fact, it will be very 

hard for the Prosecutors to find convincible evidence for crimes that were committed 

years ago, in areas where there was no judicial entity around. Thus it is expected that the 

paramilitaries will not confess all of the crimes they committed. 
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The diffusion of what paramilitaries confess in the versiones libres is very weak. 

Most of the victims I spoke with were unaware of what was confessed, or even aware that 

it was happening. The CNRR could play a role in providing information about this, but 

especially on the rural side their representation is minimal. The general participation of 

victims in the veriones libres is thus very low. While victims are allowed to attend to the 

versiones libres in Medellín and Barranquilla, most of them are not able to cover the 

expanses of the trip. 

Reparation 

With the Ley Justicia y Paz, the government of Colombia tries to find a balance between 

justice, truth and reparation. As I explained before, the questions of justice, truth, 

reparation and peace form very complex problems in a post-settlement situation, and 

hang together in often contradictory ways. This also applies on the reparation program 

for victims of the AUC. The Ley Justicia y Paz provides two different forms of reparation: 

individual and collective reparation. In this part about reparation I will focus on 

individual reparation to victims of the AUC, because this element of reparation was the 

most important at the moment of the research, and the collective reparation had not 

given form yet. The individual reparation process is a judicial procedure. Victims 

denounce to the Public Prosecutors, or to the other relevant government institutions, 

who will investigate the denouncements. The confessions of the paramilitaries can help 

with the clarification of the events. Eventually the judges who are charged with the 

process against the paramilitaries will decide upon the validity of the denouncements and 

assign the reparation. Reparation will be provided from the Fondo de Reparación, which 

is filled with the seized property of the demobilized paramilitaries. It is widely assumed 

that this fond will not be enough for decent reparation for all victims.  

Not all victims of the armed conflict are included for the program of reparation 

provided by the Ley Justicia y Paz; it is only for victims of demobilized blocs of the AUC. 

Victims of crimes of the guerrilla, police, army or common crime are excluded from this 

initiative of reparation. Also, victims need to know who was responsible for the crime. In 
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several occasions it is not clear whether it was a paramilitary group, state agents, or a 

guerrilla group who committed the crimes. 

 The field research in Colombia was carried out on the moment that the process of 

reparation was in the phase that victims were denouncing against the paramilitaries. 

While the Ley Justicia y Paz itself was criticized for its impunity and lack of guarantees 

for victims; in its implementations several complications can be witnessed. Most of the 

victims of the armed conflict in the north of Colombia live under very difficult 

circumstances. Internal refugees ended up in the squatted neighborhoods in the bigger 

cities, or in other villages where they meet certain levels of distrust of the rest of the 

population. Most victims are from the rural and poor parts of the region, lacking 

education and economic possibilities. Refugees lost virtually all their possessions. The 

divulgation of information on the poor rural areas is difficult. Villages of the mountainous 

areas have not been visited by government institutions in years due to the armed conflict, 

while many victims are from these areas. In this situation, the judicial reparation process 

shows some difficulties. 

Obstacles for reparation 

Lack of knowledgeLack of knowledgeLack of knowledgeLack of knowledge    

Many victims have a lack of knowledge about the law and the process of reparation. This 

problem is greater in the rural areas. There is a lack of distribution of information. Some 

victims who want to denounce, do not know where. Many victims complain that the law 

and the process are very unclear. Many of them do not know about the process of the 

versiones libres and what is said by the paramilitaries in these. The lack of information 

also cause that victims feel that they have no control over the process. Not only victims 

have a weak knowledge of the procedures. In several occasions members of the 

institutions who should be able to help victims with their denouncements did not know 

exactly how the law works, and some victims had been sent from one entity to another 

without being helped properly. 
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Problematic securityProblematic securityProblematic securityProblematic security    

Most of the victims do want do denounce, but fear repercussions. In the period of the 

research several victims have been threatened, in order that they would not denounce. At 

the 31st of January 2007 Yolanda Izquierdo, who represented 700 displaced people in the 

reclamation of land taken by a paramilitary group of Mancuso, was assassinated in 

Montería after several threats. A week later, another victim who prepared legal claims for 

reparation was killed in Apartadó, exactly 12 years after her husband was killed4. In 

Córdoba, and in whole Colombia, their deaths caused an enormous increase in the fear of 

the victims to place denouncements. After the death of Yolanda Izquierdo, the numbers 

of victims placing denounces dropped dramatically in Córdoba. El Tiempo noted in June 

2007 that at least six victims were killed because of their denouncement to obtain 

reparation5. Because of the fear, many victims wait with their legal claims to see what 

happens. The state does not give sufficient security guarantees for the victims, nor would 

it be able to. It would be simply impossible to for instance arrange a bodyguard for all 

victims. Many victims wait with their denouncements, hoping that the situation will 

become more secure. 

    

Distrust in state institutionsDistrust in state institutionsDistrust in state institutionsDistrust in state institutions    

The people do not trust the institutions that handle the denouncements. The institutes 

that can handle denouncements are the Fiscalía Justicia y Paz, the general Public 

Prosecutor, the Defensoría del Pueblo, the Procuradoría and the Personería Municipal. 

Victims are afraid that because of corruption in these institutions, the ex-paramilitaries 

will know about their denouncements. One victim said: “Will I denounce to the 

Defensoría? If I do that, I will be killed”. 6 The same counts for the other institutions. In 

Cartagena precisely those computers of the Defensoría were stolen, that contained 

                                                   

4 El Tiempo. February 9, 2007 
5 El Tiempo. June 17, 2007 
6 Informal conversation with victim in a village in the Montes de María, Sucre.  
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information about the denouncements of the victims of demobilized paramilitaries7. It is 

said that people working for the demobilized paramilitaries make photographs of 

everyone entering the offices of these institutions. The CNRR, that tries to promote the 

rights of the victims in this process, is neither totally accepted nor trusted. The main 

critique on this organization is that it has too many ties with the government. The 

current coordinator of the regional office in Sucre is by some people not accepted because 

of his former political posts in the local government. Combined with the precarious 

security situation, the general distrust of these entities makes victims more preserved in 

doing their denouncements. 

    

FearFearFearFear    

General fear poses another difficulty for the process. Victims fear to speak out loud. They 

fear to organize meetings. They fear to speak to others about reparation. Distrust within 

communities cause that there is little communication about the Ley Justicia y Paz and the 

demobilization. Everyone has to find out by himself about how make a denouncement 

and how to claim reparation. This is very much constraining for the distribution of 

information about the law, while for its success it is very important that people are 

correctly informed about the Law 975. There are several organizations working with the 

Law 975, and especially the Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (CNRR). 

Some NGOs however, who work with the law in Sucre, giving legal advice to victims, do 

not work in Córdoba. They consider it too dangerous for them to enter the rural areas 

which were, and possibly still are, under control of the AUC, and thus do not reach the 

population living in these areas. 

 

Deceitful lawyersDeceitful lawyersDeceitful lawyersDeceitful lawyers    

There have been incidents in which lawyers offered their help to victims in the 

procedures to obtain reparation, while their objectives are not as honourable as they 

                                                   

7 El Universal, Cartagena. March 27, 2007 
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claim. These lawyers for instance charge victims for their services, make them pay for 

free forms, and promise that the victim will receive much more than is realistic. The 

appearance of these deceitful lawyers is a consequence of the lack of knowledge of the 

victims of legal procedures. In their vulnerable position, some are eager to accept help of 

someone offering his services with big promises. The largest problem here is that it can 

lead to a re-victimization, because of the betrayal of these lawyers. To prevent this, more 

capacitating about the JPL and legal guidance of the victims is needed.  

 

Economic dependencyEconomic dependencyEconomic dependencyEconomic dependency    

While fear, distrust, or insufficient knowledge of the procedures could discourage victims 

to denounce, there are also other reasons that victims decide not to. An example of this is 

economic dependency of people related to the paramilitaries. A woman I spoke with, 

whose husband was killed by the paramilitary group holding control of that area, 

explained that she feared to denounce. She was currently working on a farm of an 

influential patron, who possibly was involved in the murder on her husband, and he had 

a strong connection with the paramilitary group controlling the area. Going to the main 

village, to fill in her denouncement could bring her in serious trouble, since this wouldn’t 

stay unnoted. Thus while the paramilitary forces are demobilized, this does not mean that 

their influence has diminished. The support networks around the paramilitaries are still 

existent. 

    

PolarizationPolarizationPolarizationPolarization    

Another impediment for reconciliation is the enormous polarization. Victim 

organizations do often not agree with one another, and cooperation proves difficult. Even 

the catholic and the evangelic church are polarized. Although there is some cooperation, 

the CNRR for instance is seen as an catholic organization because the archbishop of 

Sucre, Monseñor Beltran, forms part of the CNRR. In a reaction, the evangelical church 

in cooperation with several other organizations wanted to start a parallel organization. 
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For reconciliation initiatives in the future, cooperation between the two churches will 

not be self evident, although this could have a very positive effect on the reconciliation 

process. But in my own experience it is unlikely to happen in the near future. 

 

Weak organization of victimsWeak organization of victimsWeak organization of victimsWeak organization of victims    

The weak organization of victims and of the civil society in general is not only out of fear. 

Another reason for this is political clientalism. Wherever an organization starts, there is a 

person with political ties who tries to benefit from the organization. An example of this: 

In a certain village in Córdoba displaced people formed several organizations. At the top 

however there was one person, controlling all the displaced people organizations. He 

himself had entered the municipal government. By controlling most of the information, 

he was able to use his position to strengthen the support by people, making them believe 

that they received benefits because of his efforts, while in reality they are part of a 

program provided by the national government. This form of clientalism can be a strong 

obstacle for organizations to become more powerful and efficient, as often just a few 

people control the whole organization and do not share information they obtain as leader 

with others within the organization. 

 

Consequences of distrustConsequences of distrustConsequences of distrustConsequences of distrust    

NGOs working with the reparation process think that many victims will stay out of the 

reparation process for the reasons I described above. Victims who did not denounce out 

of fear will not obtain reparation. There is a time limit for the denouncements in order to 

be able to obtain reparation. The exact time limit however is not clear, and even well 

informed staff members of organizations involved in the reparation process do not agree 

or are not sure about the time limit. It is clear that denouncements have to be done 

before the final sentence of the responsible paramilitary is outspoken. There are victims 

who wait with the denouncement to see what will happen. There is a great risk that they 

will not be able to obtain reparation. Even more so, as one official feared, because of the 
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large number of victims, the once who have not denounced now, will be left out of the 

process, because of procedural reasons.  

    

Land entitlementsLand entitlementsLand entitlementsLand entitlements    

Another problem that people faced was the lack of land entitlements, because of the 

recent colonization and lack of administration in those areas. Land entitlements however 

can be provided by governmental entities. This provided an incentive for displacement. 

People without land entitlements were driven off their land, which was then occupied by 

paramilitary groups. These groups obtained the land entitlements easily through 

corruption of the corresponding government agencies. The legal procedure for the 

victims to get their stolen land back is complex. Thus while land distribution always has 

been very unequal at the Atlantic Coast, during the paramilitary presence the 

concentration of land has increased. This process still continues, although with less 

violence as before. For those who lost their lands because of the violence, chances are 

considered low that they will get it back. Several victims I spoke with however expressed 

their hope that they would get their land back as reparation. They were not aware of 

these complex and uncertain procedures. 

Interests of victims in truth, justice and reparation 

Not all victims have the same demands. For displaced people, economic reparation can be 

of primary interest. At the other hand family members of disappeared people want to 

know the truth about what happened at the first place. Others find most important that 

the ones responsible for the crimes get punished. The demands of victims differ thus from 

person to person. There are also victims who just want to forget the past and go on with 

their lives.  

Most of the victims I interviewed found reparation the most important aspect of a 

reconciliation process. Due to the hard economic situation of victims, economic 

reparation is very much needed for them. Many of the displaced people live in very 

difficult conditions. Those who came to the cities live mostly in poor suburbs, in so called 
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barrios de invasion8, deprived of most public services. In the study of Laplante and 

Theidon (2007) to reparation and reconciliation in Perú many similarities can be 

observed with the process of reparation in Colombia. The greater interest in economic 

reparation was also observed in Perú by Laplante and Theidon: ‘While not every person 

interviewed by the authors sought retributive justice in the form of criminal 

investigations and trials, everyone expressed the desire for restorative justice through 

reparations’ (Laplante and Theidon 2007: 240). While in Argentina, mothers of the 

disappeared denied monetary reparation and continued to demand truth and justice, in 

Perú ‘poverty denies [victims] the option of refusal. Here, the social, economic, and 

historical location of the victim-survivor clearly molds his or her conceptions of justice 

and of its attainability’ (Laplante and Theidon 2007: 243). This situation is similar to 

many of the victims in Colombia. Lacking many basic provisions, such as clean water, 

electricity and education, monetary compensation for the loss of a family member, or a 

compensation for the lost land would be eagerly accepted, vesting a hope to escape the 

poor conditions. 

It should be noted that the little importance that victims showed for the 

punishment of the paramilitary leaders can also have to do with the fear many still have. 

During the occupation it was very dangerous to speak openly about the armed groups. 

And this fear continues. As we will see in the chapter 6, people avoid speaking about 

problems with demobilized paramilitaries. 

Meaning of reparation 

Although for victims monetary reparation is of major importance, the process has also 

other meanings for victims. It is the first time that in Colombia such a reparation program 

has been set up for victims of the armed conflict. Many victims had very bad experiences 

with the institutions of the State, especially the juridical institutions - while they were 

designed to protect them. The reparation process awakes the hope of many victims that 

                                                   

8 Squatted neighborhoods 



 51 

for the first time their voice is heard and that they are acknowledged as the ones that 

have suffered from the armed conflict. This acknowledgement can be very important for 

victims. During the occupation of the AUC they had to be silent about what happened. 

Displaced people were ostracized in their new communities. Without acknowledgement 

of their suffering and status as victim it can be very hard to regain self-respect and 

dignity. 

The possibility to denounce and receive reparation restores the participation of 

victims in the legal system. With the AUC controlling most of the institutions, or 

impeding their victims from denouncing to relevant institutions, most victims lost the 

connection to the legal system. Apart from that, a great part of the rural population is 

unaware of legal procedures. The change in attitude of the legal institutions towards 

victims can show a transition in which the State wants to overcome its mistakes of the 

past and get rid of the (active or passive) denial of the suffering of the victims and their 

right to receive reparation. 

In Peru a similar situation was found: ‘For many victim-survivors their 

participation in the [Truth and Reconciliation Commission] was the first time they 

received recognition form a state entity and were treated with interest and respect’ 

(Laplante and Theidon 2007: 238). And ‘[f]or poor marginalized sectors of the population, 

the national legal system may be viewed with suspicion especially since it failed to 

protect them during years of political violence’ (Laplante and Theidon 2007:243). It can 

be argued that the symbolic meaning of reparation is most important for victims, being 

part again of the national system, acknowledged as people with citizenship rights.  

Promises and expectations 

When a victim denounces, he expects that it will be followed with concrete actions by 

the judicial entities and that his position as a victim is acknowledged, followed by 

reparation. This expectation brings also a risk for the process. If it turns out that the 

process is flawed – because of disappointing reparation, or because the judicial entities are 

not capable of proving all crimes of the paramilitaries – the process can lead to more 
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frustration and disillusion to the victims. It would make reconciliation between victims 

and the State a lot more difficult, and victims will loose the little hope in the institutions 

they had. Because of this, it is very important that victims are well informed about the 

procedures and possibilities. 

Laplante and Theidon concluded that ‘among the most disappointed – those who 

outrightly rejct the work of the TRC – are victim-survivors who mistakenly believed 

their testimony would result in immediate compensation for their suffering (Laplante and 

Theidon 2007: 241).’        This was caused by misinformation, especially in rural areas. The 

misinformation in the rural parts of Colombia can thus be problematic for the success of 

the process.  

Conclusion 

This chapter will be concluded with the following question: How does the Ley Justicia y 

Paz advance the reconciliation process? As I showed in this chapter, it is a very 

complicated process, which shows to have many constraints for Córdoba where 

paramilitary groups still exercise control. There have been victims killed, because of their 

denouncements, others have received threats. The process of reparation, a juridical 

process, has thus brought an increase of violence. As a process between the paramilitaries 

and the victims, at this moment it has fueled new conflicts and new violence. How it will 

influence the process on the long term is speculative. Acknowledging the difficulties that 

the process of reparation has, there are also positive elements. In Colombia this is the first 

time there is such a large program for reparation for victims of the armed conflict. The 

provision of reparation for victims can have several positive effects on social recovery. 

The reparation process is not only a process between the paramilitaries and their 

victims. It is also a process between victims and the government institutions that handle 

the reparation. Given the distrust in these organizations and the corruption in the past, it 

can bring these institutions and the victims closer to one another. In my opinion, based 

on experiences in the field, this aspect is the most important for the reconciliation 

process. The government has promised a lot to the victims, and now it has an opportunity 
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to show that it is able to handle this process fair and successfully. However, given the 

high expectations of some of the victims, the process has a risk of re-victimization. If 

expectations of participating victims are not met, or are not fulfilled in any way; the 

positive effects of the participation will back fire, affirming their distrust in the State and 

other organizations. 

Although not all victims are participating in this process yet, because of the 

reasons I described in this chapter, at least they are being recognized as the ones that 

suffered damages from the conflict, and it is acknowledged that they should receive 

reparation for this. Monetary reparation will not solve all of their economic and social 

problems, especially of the internal refugees, but it can help to overcome the feeling of 

helplessness. Reparation is an opportunity for the state institutions to prove that there is a 

transition going on, and that the influence of the paramilitaries is of the past. 

As I showed in this chapter, the relation between peace, justice, truth and 

reconciliation is very complex. The agreement of demobilization was made with a certain 

level of reduction in punishment of the paramilitaries. Truth has become part of the 

juridical processes against them, leading to doubts whether their confessions will reveal 

everything about what happened during the armed struggle of the AUC. The fact that the 

conflict still continues makes it much more difficult for victims to speak out loud. The 

reparation process, in which individual victims need to make denouncements, leads to 

new violence and conflict. The process is also constrained by the previous corruption and 

infiltration by the paramilitaries. It is not only a process between the AUC and their 

victims, but probably even more important, it is a process between the victims and the 

State and its institutions. 
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Chapter 5 - Conciliemos, a Community 

Justice Project 

 

Social structures in affected communities have deteriorated under the armed conflict. 

Before the conflict started, government institutions were represented weakly in the rural 

parts, and since the AUC has taken control of large parts of the northern Atlantic region 

in many communities no police or other representatives of the State have been seen. The 

violence targeted community leaders and professors, leaving communities without 

leadership. In the areas under their control, justice was carried out by the paramilitaries 

with iron hand. In the case there was a problem between members of the community, 

they generally sought help to the local paramilitary commander to solve their problems. 

There was no control of official legal bodies. 

When the paramilitaries demobilized, the police and juridical institutions did not 

enter all areas. The security and juridical bodies are not fully functional in the rural areas, 

while the paramilitary rule has disappeared with the demobilization. There is still a gap 

between the rural population and the juridical bodies of the state. In the affected 

communities, small disagreements between for instance neighbors have a potential risk to 

become violent and with grave consequences if there is no person or body available to 

mediate and settle the problem. In reaction to this problem, the MAPP-OEA started in 

2004 the community-justice project Conciliemos in the Zona de Ubicación, the 

concentration zone where the paramilitaries gathered during the negotiations with the 

government. The project also contributes to their verification activities, the main role of 

the MAPP-OEA, by providing them access to these communities and building trust with 

the local population. In Conciliemos, community leaders are educated in mediation in 
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order to solve conflicts between community members in a non-violent way. Building 

social capacity of communities strengthens the social cohesion and reduces tensions 

within the communities (Coletta and Cullen 2000). This can have a positive effect on 

trust and cooperation in the communities. 

Zona de Ubicación 

The Zona de Ubicación of Santa Fé de Ralito in Tierralta, Córdoba, was used as a 

concentration zone for the AUC during its negotiations with the government. Since late 

1970s, guerrilla forces were active in this area, and later the area was occupied for years 

by paramilitaries. The commanders of the different blocks stayed in the concentration 

zone with their security forces without the risk of being imprisoned or attacked by 

government forces. During this period the police and army were not allowed to enter, 

and any government institution could not enter without permission of the paramilitary. 

The only authority was the paramilitaries. People have been killed, there are mass graves, 

and many people were displaced from this region. Before the area became a concentration 

zone, it was also scenery of the war. And the problems that this zone copes with can be 

generalized for most communities that were occupied by AUC forces. The MAPP decided 

to set up this project in this area, because they were already working here when the 

negotiations were proceeding, and also because it had been very hard affected by the 

violence. In the contemporary situation, all the paramilitaries demobilized, but the police 

and army still are not present in large parts of the regions. In fact, in some communities 

the police had not entered for over 15 years. 

Justice of paramilitaries 

In the areas where paramilitaries had control, like in the concentration zone, they applied 

their own justice on the people. If there was a conflict they solved it often in a harsh way, 

and with violence. As a community member explained: “They decided who was guilty 
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when there was a problem. They ruled like dictators.”9 In some occasions people still call 

upon the help of demobilized paramilitaries. This can be illustrated by the words of a 

former paramilitary:  

“When we had control, we carried out justice. Now, we don’t do that anymore, but still 

people knock on my door if there is a conflict. A few weeks ago there was a small fight, 

and they woke me up to decide who was wrong. (…) But now, we cannot respond 

anymore to these demands”10 

When the paramilitaries demobilized, the communities were left without this sort of 

justice. Many community leaders had fled or killed. There was thus a need for an 

alternative community justice system. A danger of neighbor conflicts, or people within a 

community, is that, if left unsolved, the conflict grows bigger. And as tensions grow, 

conflicts can even become violent. It is important to note that violence was not only 

conflict related. In the realm of impunity and no control of police, many deaths were acts 

of vengeance.  

Conciliemos 

In the project Conciliemos community leaders were trained as Conciliador en equidad 

(mediator in fairness). In order to identify natural leaders, the conciliadores were chosen 

by their communities through popular assemblies. Community members could call upon 

a conciliador to negotiate in the case of a conflict if they were not able to solve it 

themselves. The idea is that the conciliador mediates between the involved parties until 

an accord is reached about how to solve the conflict. Once an agreement is reached, it is 

taken to the judge in Tierralta who certifies it. A case attended by the conciliador and 

solved through mediation cannot be taken to court to be judged again later when a person 

changed his mind. The concept of Conciliadores is also articulated in the Colombian 

Constitution, what makes it a legally accepted method. The involved community 

                                                   

9 Informal conversation with community member. Woman. 
10 Demobilized paramilitary. Man. 
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members in the conflict are obligated to follow the agreement that had been reached by 

the conciliador. 

The objective of the project is not to solve past conflicts or to remove tensions 

between the demobilized paramilitaries and the population (although a conciliador could 

be able to help in these occasions as a community leader). The focus of the project is on 

contemporary conflicts in the community, which can be solved through mediation. 

Cases attended by conciliadores 

Most of the conflicts that the conciliadores have solved have to do with animals. For 

example in this case with a pig: 

“A member of my community had a pig. The pig used to eat yucca from the fields of his 

neighbour, who got really frustrated by this. After some time, the neighbour killed the 

pig. That is when they called me to help in this conflict. I spoke with both of the 

neighbours, and tried to find a solutions for this. After some more meetings with both 

of them, I proposed that the neighbour who killed the pig, should pay for what the pig 

was worth, minus the worth of the yucca that was destroyed by the pig. Both agreed.”11 

In another case, a community member built a road on the edge of his territory. However, 

his neighbor complained that the road was partly on his land. The cases are thus possibly 

very easily solved through third party mediation, when the two parties involved cannot 

solve the problem themselves. 

Community members are not obligated to call upon a conciliador, or to cooperate. 

The principle is that the conciliador mediates, and facilitates a non-violent solution of the 

conflict. When someone does not want to cooperate, community members can still call 

upon the police. That this is not always positive for the involved people explains the 

following example in which someone did not accept the mediation of a conciliador: 

“He had broken something in the house of someone. When I went to him to listen to 

his version, he acknowledged that had broken it, but refused to pay for the damages 

                                                   

11 Conciliador. Man. 
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and refused also any mediation. The other went therefore to the police. It resulted that 

the man had to pay double the amount of what he had broken.”12 

The difficulty to reach the police or prosecutors is one of the reasons why people go to 

conciliadores to mediate in their conflicts. The police and fiscalía do generally do not 

reach the smaller villages in the area, and to travel to the town can be a costly investment 

for the people, while it is unclear if the case will be attended at all. Conciliemos can be 

interpreted that people get closer to the institutions and on the other hand to get the 

institutions closer to the people. Although a conciliador is in no sense a representative of 

the institutions, he communicates with both and provides a sense of institutionality and 

leadership. 

Successes 

A project like Conciliemos does not need a lot of investment. Once the conciliadores 

were capacitated, they could work in the communities as mediators. To ensure their 

impartiality and legitimacy in the community, they were chosen by popular assemblies. 

The involvement of an international organization in this project is not problematic, but 

can work as a plus. Given the violence towards community leaders in the past, the 

involvement of the MAPP-OEA in the project can give a feeling of protection for the 

conciliadores. The organization also sets up regular meetings with the institutions that 

deal with the project, such as the judge of Tierralta and the police. 

The success of the project depends on the will of the people to participate. As I 

noted before, some people do not want to solve conflicts in a non-violent way. Therefore, 

regular meetings with the community in which they are explained what the conciliadores 

do, are important. It is also very important that the conciliadores are respected members 

of the community to maintain its impartiality. 

The project, which has been started as an intervention of an international 

organization can in time become a locally supported grassroots initiative. Since the 

                                                   

12 Conciliador. Man. 
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education provided to the conciliadores is given by local teachers, it can be taken up by 

other communities. The fact however that an international organization, charged with 

the verification of the peace accords, has organized the project can be an incentive for 

people to participate and feel safe, in the aftermath of the demobilization of the 

paramilitaries. After all, with the years of violence and repression, many communities can 

be a bit reluctant to accept new ways of handling community justice.  

Weaknesses 

The concept of mediation has its weaknesses also. It is not obligatory for community 

members to call upon a conciliador in case of a disagreement or quarrel. When a 

conciliador is not accepted for any reason by a certain part of the population the project 

looses its function. A reason for not accepting the mediation could be because of 

assumptions of a conciliador as being not impartial. Therefore it is vital that neutral 

persons are elected to become a conciliador. Re-elections of the community leaders 

through popular assemblies can be a solution for this problem. Participation of the 

community is very important for this project. People need to be aware of the role a 

conciliador can play. Activities for the whole community can give more acceptance of the 

method of mediation. 

As I pointed out before in this chapter, many communities have a large history of 

authoritarian justice. This has affected the way people interprets justice, and also their 

demands. One conciliador pointed out that some people do not like the way conciliadores 

operate (equally based, unbiased mediation), and prefer an authoritarian local leader who 

decides in cases of quarrels, which had been done by the paramilitaries. For the success of 

the project it is thus very important to educate people about the benefits of the concept of 

mediation. 

In some communities people tend to be very reluctant to this project. I attended in 

one meeting in which it took a long time before people showed up. It turned out that the 

members of the community preferred to see who else was going to the activity, before 

deciding themselves whether to go. Still, not many people turned up. While other 
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communities had been more enthusiastic about the activities, the reluctance in certain 

communities can be explained by fear. In the past (and potentially even now), it could 

have been dangerous to attend to meetings like this one, since it does promote non-

violent ways of solving conflict, opposed to the way of control the illegal armed groups 

had imposed. 

Social reconstruction and Conciliemos 

Conciliemos promotes social ties in communities in various ways. First, it improves the 

position of community leaders. Second, the project promotes non-violent conflict 

mediation. People learn how to recognize problems, and how to solve them peacefully. 

As I noted before, villages affected by the armed conflict often lack mediation 

mechanisms. At sight small problems can become violent and increase tensions in the 

community if they are not solved. Non-violent mediation means that people are supposed 

to communicate and solve their problem on the base of consensus, instead of imposed 

sentences as by armed groups previously. Third, people are encouraged and helped to 

solve conflicts by themselves instead of calling upon authorities (as the paramilitaries 

before, or the police now). Apart from the non-violent problem solving, the project 

Conciliemos can also be understood as peace education. The need for this education can 

be illustrated by what one conciliador said: “Some people are not used to non-violent 

conflict resolution. They prefer the hard way, like the paramilitaries did.” By promoting 

mediation, it can enhance a culture of non-violent conflict resolution. 

The institutional void that has existed for many years (if not forever since the 

colonization of the rural areas) is being bridged partly by the installation of the 

conciliadores. Because of their regular communication with the juridical entities, and 

with government entities that defend human rights such as the Defensoría del Pueblo, 

the conciliadores can bring the communities closer to the institutions. For instance, when 

they observe certain irregularities in their community, they can inform the relevant 

institutions about it. By doing so, the institutions are much more aware of the situation in 

the rural areas, which would be more or less impossible with the current capacity they 
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have available. Furthermore, the conciliadores can inform the community members 

about how the institutions function and can provide help. In this way, conciliadores can 

function as a broker between the community and the institutions. However, it involves of 

course the voluntarily effort of the chosen conciliadores how they will take up this task. 

Conclusion 

The central objective of the project Conciliemos is find mediated non-violent solutions to 

small local problems between community members. Through training, provided by the 

organizers of the project, chosen community leaders are equipped to mediate between 

members of the community. With this project, the MAPP reacts to a niche in the 

connection between the poor rural communities that had been heavily affected by the 

civil war and the legal institutions of the state. When the paramilitaries demobilized, 

their way of justice also disappeared, while the former community leaders had been made 

powerless. With the high costs to go to the police or juridical body, because of the travel 

distance, many small scale problems were unattended. Through the conciliadores, 

communities are provided with a certain level of institutionality and support in their 

social organization. It is hoped that through the mediation, (violent) escalation of disputes 

can be prevented.  

Although the investment for this project had not been very high, it can have a very 

positive effect on the communities. Although it is sensitive for factors such as enduring 

conflict and the will to cooperate with the conciliadores, communities can develop their 

own capabilities of non-violent conflict resolution. With time, the intervention of the 

international organization can be taken up like a grassroots initiative and sustained by its 

participants. 
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Chapter 6 - Reintegration of Demobilized 

Paramilitaries 

 

The reintegration of the paramilitaries is a very important process for the peace process. 

As I explained in chapter two, a faltering reintegration process can affect the security 

situation. In Colombia, the risk of a faltering reintegration process is not only that ex-

paramilitaries could become involved in criminal activities, but also that they would re-

join illegally armed group, hereby damaging the peace process severally. For successful 

reintegration, the economic opportunities for ex-combatants are vital (Gleichman et al 

2004). Many former paramilitaries returned to their neighborhoods, or came to live in the 

poor urban suburbs, the same suburbs where many of the displaced people live. In 

Montería, the capital of Córdoba, over four thousand paramilitaries settled, what makes it 

one of the highest concentrations of demobilized paramilitaries of the country. Not all of 

them necessarily fought in the paramilitary blocs that controlled the mountainous parts 

of Córdoba, since many of them had been ‘exported’ to other parts of the country. 

To facilitate the social and economic reintegration, the government set up the Alta 

Consejería de la Reintegración, which developed a policy that should help the ex-

combatants to reintegrate into civilian life. The demobilized paramilitaries receive a 

monthly payment by the government, the so called ayuda humanitaria, to be able to 

cover their living costs for the first period so that they can prepare themselves to become 

economically self sufficient. To generate an honest income for the ex-paramilitaries, the 

government set up projects in which ex-combatants could participate, alongside with 

victims and civilians. These projects are called Proyectos Productivos. This chapter treats 
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these projects, and the proceeding of the social and economic reintegration in the 

Atlantic Coast region. 

Proyectos Productivos 

As part of the demobilization policy of the government, there is an amount of money 

available to start up proyectos productivos. These projects are meant to create an honest 

income for the ex-combatants. One form that was proposed was that a proyecto 

productivo should exist of 50 percent demobilized, 25 percent farmers or civilians, and 25 

percent displaced persons. For every participant, the project is supported with around 

two million pesos (700 euro). The initiative was heavily criticised by NGOs because it 

would be like a ‘forced reconciliation’, because of the participation of displaced people in 

the project, alongside with the perpetrators of the violence. In the Atlantic coast there are 

some experiences with projects with mixed populations. In Córdoba there are two large 

agrarian projects with mixed population. Promoting victims, farmers and demobilized to 

work together in projects can enhance an approach of both sides and thus advance trust 

and reconciliation, but the experiences in these projects vary.  

A first problem they encountered that it was difficult to find enough displaced 

people to cooperate in the projects. This had various reasons. Displaced people, as well as 

farmers do not receive a monthly subsidiary as the demobilized paramilitaries do. Because 

projects need a period to start up, there was not enough money to pay the participants 

immediately. Another reason was that many displaced people hesitated to participate in a 

project that was administrated (indirectly) by former paramilitaries. 

In the projects, several tensions rose between ex-combatants, farmers and displaced 

people. Some farmers complained about the laziness of the ex-combatants. “Once they 

learned how to manage a weapon, they never want to work the land anymore. After that 

they handled a gun they do not return to a machete (…)”13 And a leader in one of the 

projects: “For every campesino [farmer], I need five demobilized to get the same job 

                                                   

13 Farmer. Man. 
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done.”14 For victims on the other hand, it can be very difficult to have to work together 

with their victimizers, without proper accompaniment. One farmer said: “Imagine that 

one has to work with the ones that have murdered your family … there were many 

tensions in the beginning. However, after some psychosocial workshops things are going 

better.”15 This positive experience with workshops about peace and tolerance is reflected 

by more demobilized combatants, but one demobilized I conversed with was more 

sceptical: “There are always tensions between demobilized and displaced.”16 Another 

farmer notes the problems in the different attitudes of populations: “Demobilized wants 

to have control and manage others. This has caused many conflict between the 

demobilized and the rest.”17 

However, experiences were not only negative. Especially in the smaller (parts of 

the) projects, in which for instance one displaced works with one farmer and one 

demobilized, the experiences were better. Small scale social situations seem to be much 

better manageable for the people. Also in the larger projects some were more optimistic 

about the cooperation: “We learn from each other, we all have a different background. 

Campesinos for instance can learn the others about the techniques of tools”18. 

During the research the demobilized still received their monthly support, but it was 

foreseen that this would stop soon. The stop of the ayuda humanitaria can become 

problematic for the demobilized if they had not found a way to generate income, as well 

as it can become a problem for the proyectos productivos. The fear is that some of the 

demobilized will go back to el monte19 and enter the new armed groups again. The 

sustainability of many of the projects is doubtful, because of a variety of problems. 

                                                   

14 Farmer. Man. 
15 Farmer. Man. 
16 Demobilized. Man. 
17 Farmer. Man. 
18 Displaced person. Man. 
19 ‘se fue al monte’ is a expression that is used to say that a demobilized paramilitary went back to the 
mountains and picked up his weapons again 
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The projects were started just after the demobilization of the AUC. The change for 

demobilized paramilitaries was enormous, while there was no time to get used to the 

civilian life, outside of the ranks. To start up this kind of mixed projects so soon after the 

demobilization, without proper guidance and accompaniment, can cause several problems 

because of unsolvable tensions, including the economic failure of the projects. A manager 

of one of the projects: 

“It sounds really nice to rebuild the social web, but the reality is different. To 

improve the social web, a permanent accompany is needed in a project like this 

one. (…) The projects would work better if there would be one for demobilized 

people, and one for displaced.” 

The experiences with the proyectos productivos with mixed population to promote 

reconciliation are thus diverse. Tensions and distrust between victims, farmers and 

demobilized can also enhance problems, and increase distrust. As an initiative it could 

have sounded nice. But without the proper guidance, and with the rule of the market for 

the sustainability of the projects, it can be doubtful if this concept of proyectos 

productivos should be used as an initiative to promote reconciliation. 

Apart from these problems, the projects also experienced some other issues for the 

two large agrarian projects. When the projects were set up, it was not totally clear who 

provided the land and who had financial investments in the projects. After a while, the 

Public Prosecutors revealed that the lands were possession of the former paramilitary 

bosses who controlled that area, Mancuso and Don Berna. Because all property of the 

former paramilitary heads was subject to seizure, the projects were consequently 

prohibited to proceed with any activities. At the moment of research, the projects were 

not functioning anymore because of this and the prospects for continuing were not very 

positive. 

Social and economic reintegration 

Apart from the projectos productivos, the demobilized paramilitaries received a monthly 

allowance. Also, the ex-paramilitaries received some basic education, and education 
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meant to prepare them to obtain a job. For most of the former paramilitaries it turned out 

to be very complicated to find a job. This had several reasons. The economic 

circumstances in the Costal region are very difficult. There is a high unemployment rate. 

With a lot of poverty there is a surplus of low-educated labor. The former paramilitaries, 

who entered the ranks often at a young age, lack a proper education. Many of them do 

not have a secondary school diploma. While the education offered to the demobilized 

was meant to prepare them for a certain profession, many complained that the education 

did not suite their demands.  

But not only was the lack of education a problem the ex-paramilitaries 

encountered. Because of their history in an armed group, employers were very reluctant 

to give them a job. There have been even occasions in which, when an employer found 

out that a person was an ex-paramilitary he fired him after just several weeks of working. 

While the political and economic elite in Córdoba had supported the emergence of 

paramilitarism, ironically now they have demobilized the elite does not help the 

demobilized to reintegrate into the civilian society. Economic perspectives are thus very 

limited for the demobilized. The reintegration program has not been able to change this. 

Unlike in Medellín, where the local government designed a special program to advance 

the reintegration process, the governments of the northern regions do not have the 

resources to interfere in the national designed program, and to set up additional projects. 

The reintegration program is thus totally dependent on the Alta Consejería de la 

Reinserción. 

Ex-paramilitaries themselves are also not very positive about the process. It should 

be noted that their demobilization was not individually voluntarily, but an order of their 

commanders when the accords of Santa Fé de Ralito were signed. Many ex-combatants 

feel a bit disappointed about the process. The fact that their leaders are in prison is by 

some interpreted as betrayal of the government. The insufficient economic opportunities 

temper the hope for a successfully restart of their lives. 
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Acceptance of demobilized paramilitaries 

The ex-paramilitaries experience a lot of distrust and also rejection in the society. Not 

only, as I explained from potential employers, but also within the receiving communities. 

The demobilized are for example blamed for the rising crime. The general perception of 

them is that they just want to make easy money and are not able to work honestly. While 

paramilitarism was supported by many people of the economic and political class in 

Córdoba, the demobilized paramilitaries are now not supported in their return to civilian 

life. 

The new armed groups and the participation (or supposed) participation of 

demobilized paramilitaries in these groups pose a big problem for the reintegration and 

the reconciliation process. People have many doubts of the demobilization process. One 

staff member of a social organization remarked: 

“We would like to start working with the demobilized, but people fear them a lot. It is 

not clear whether they are demobilized for real. How can we start a reconciliation 

process when the intentions of the other [former paramilitaries] could be differently?” 

For people this doubt can form a reason that they restrain from any approach to the 

demobilized. It adds also in the distrust. 

The tension between demobilized paramilitaries and the civilian population is a 

very delicate subject. In my research I experienced several occasions that my informants, 

although a certain level of rapport was established, avoided this subject and turned quiet 

when I touched it. An important reason for this is the fear of people for demobilized 

paramilitaries, because of their former power, and also because people fear them knowing 

that they are able to kill and their possible persisting networks of coercion. People avoid 

speaking about the demobilization between them. Their prime fear is to suffer reprisal for 

speaking badly about the demobilized. 

Social organizations that work in poor neighborhoods with displaced people or 

children of displaced people are very reserved to work with the demobilized youth. They 

would have facilities to work with them, but because they are already working with 
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displaced people it would not be accepted. A staff member of a social organization 

explains: 

“We have thought about the possibility to work with the demobilized youth. But we 

work with children of victims. If we would organize workshops for the demobilized 

here and the people would notice this, they would withdraw their children from 

other activities we have. People are afraid that the demobilized have a bad influence 

on their children. Therefore we did not set up anything for the demobilized yet.”  

As these factors point out, a general distrust and rejection towards the ex-paramilitaries 

can be witnessed. It should be clear that for the ex-paramilitaries themselves this makes it 

a lot more difficult to successfully reintegrate into civilian life. A feeling of being rejected 

could diminish the hope of the ex-combatants to find a job and to become a citizen like 

any other civilian. 

Reintegration policy and receiving communities 

The policies of the government with regard to the demobilization are considered to be 

short coming and many people were scared by the sudden return of the combatants in the 

society. Communities were very weakly or not informed about the demobilization. In 

those suburbs, people were confronted with the demobilized. As one displaced person 

who lives in a poor suburb of Sincelejo, Sucre, explains: 

“They [the former paramilitaries] were dropped in the streets. With the money of the 

government they went out drinking rum in the streets, terrorizing the 

neighborhoods.”  

A consequence of that the communities were not informed about the demobilization is a 

greater rejection and exclusion of demobilized in their communities. 

In the context where many displaced people, victims of the conflict and of the 

paramilitary groups, have to live under very difficult economic circumstances, these 

payments to ex-combatants were received as very unjust; their victims often do not 

receive any economic help by the government. Although the acceptance has grown while 

time passed to these payments, there is still a feeling of unjustness by victims of the 
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paramilitaries. It should be added though, that there is a lot of ignorance and resentment 

to benefits that other groups (supposedly) receive. I have encountered demobilized 

complaining that victims receive much more than they do, and victims of paramilitaries 

complaining that victims of the guerrilla receive much more than they do. Anyhow, clear 

is that all of them live under difficult conditions, and the help available to them is clearly 

not sufficient to cover their problems. On the other hand however, some people are 

aware that it is necessary that the demobilized paramilitaries are helped to cover their 

initial costs. The commotion around the allowances appeared especially because the 

victims live in similar or even worse positions than the demobilized. Some people 

expressed it like this: 

 “Why are the victimizers better of than the victims?” 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen in this chapter runs the reintegration process in Northern Colombia into 

several obstacles. The proyectos productivos, designed to enhance reconciliation and 

stimulate economic activities for demobilized, as well as farmers and displaced people, 

were not very promising. The concise guidance (especially on the social and psycho-social 

area) was clearly not enough to avoid tensions and enhance cooperation between the 

groups. 

The lack of provision of information about the demobilization and reintegration of 

the paramilitaries, caused fear and resentment within the receiving communities, often 

poor neighborhoods with a number of people displaced by the violence. One of the 

consequence is that the sudden appearance of the ex-combatants in the streets only 

confirmed the negative stereotypes of the people. The tensions that arose around the 

demobilized are not subject for open discussion within the communities. People fear 

repercussions. 
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The demobilized reacted positive on the monthly allowances and the education 

provided by the government program. However, they noted that the education was 

insufficient to find a job. The lack of job opportunities and the difficulties they 

experience on the labor market has increased the fear that they will return to the ranks of 

an illegally armed group, which makes it even more difficult for NGOs to start 

reconciliation initiatives with participation of demobilized. 

The policies of the government can thus be considered short coming. The 

government was not sufficiently prepared for a collective demobilization of over 30.000 

paramilitaries countrywide. Instead of fostering social relations between the ex-

combatants and general population, the demobilization did not increase the trust between 

the different groups and possibly even worsened the situation. The failure to restore a 

certain level of trust through the reintegration process of the ex-combatants will 

complicate other aspects of reconciliation, such as the social cohesion and the economic 

development in the communities. The hampering reintegration program will thus 

complicate a successful social and economic reintegration and reconciliation process on 

the long run. 

 



 71 

 

Chapter 7 – Conclusion 

The demobilization of the paramilitary group AUC has posed the Colombian society new 

challenges. The war devastated social structures and networks and corrupted institutions. 

Forced displacements, death threats and atrocities disrupted families and communities. 

The settlement of the AUC commences a new phase in the conflict, in which Colombia 

faces the challenge of how to rebuild the damaged social relations and structures. This 

thesis gives an overview of the social processes in the aftermath of the demobilization, by 

focusing on the major interventions that have been undertaken to advance social 

reconstruction and reconciliation in Córdoba, Sucre and Bolívar. The main question is 

formulated as: What interventions are employed, how do they advance or influence the 

process, and what obstacles are there to the social reconstruction and reconciliation 

process? So far not many international organizations have started projects in the Atlantic 

Coast region in Colombia. The local civil society has been disrupted and disorganized by 

the war and encounters difficulties to organize initiatives to social recovery. The main 

interventions that were being implemented during the fieldwork were framed by the 

Colombian government. MAPP-OEA, the verification mission of the settlement, 

organized a community justice project in the former concentration zone that was used for 

the negotiations. The spectrum of interventions to social reconstruction and 

reconciliation is thus rather limited. 

In chapter two the goal of social reconstruction was defined as the construction of 

institutions and networks that are capable of managing conflict and can provide security 

to those who live within its boundaries (Fletcher and Weinstein 2002: 634). 

Reconciliation is the process of changing and redefining relationships, in the path 

towards sustainable peace. Social reconstruction and reconciliation and their 

interventions were anatomized in different aspects: DDR, justice, reparation, truth, 
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memory, social capital and social cohesion. All of these aspects can be related to the 

studied interventions. 

The Ley Justicia y Paz regulates the justice to the paramilitaries, as well as 

reparation for their victims. It also claims to secure the truth about their criminal 

activities and atrocities through the confessions that the paramilitary leaders make in 

their trials. The discussions around the law show the tensions between justice, truth, 

reparation and peace. The Ley Justicia y Paz is a result of the accord of Santa Fé de Ralito, 

in which a punishment reduction for crimes committed by the paramilitaries of between 

four and eight years imprisonment had been agreed upon. It is well possible that without 

the punishment reduction, the paramilitaries would not have accepted the agreement. 

The processes for reparation and truth follow judicial procedures. Victims of the AUC 

and NGOs do not expect that the whole truth about all crimes will be confessed. 

Furthermore the access to the versiones libres is very limited and the possibility for 

victims to ask for clarification about crimes is considered inadequate. The procedures for 

the reparations for victims of the AUC encounter many obstacles. The two largest 

obstacles are the distrust of victims for government institutions and the limited 

knowledge of the procedures. The connection between the reparation program and the 

trials against the paramilitary bosses has also lead to new violence. Several leaders of 

victim organizations have been killed related to their denouncements, and others have 

received death threats. The distribution of reparations may be the first time that this 

group has been acknowledged for their suffering during the conflict. However, due to 

many obstacles, the reparation program may insufficiently serve victims, leading to 

further erosion of trust and even re-victimization.  

The community justice project Conciliemos of the MAPP-OEA has a focus on the 

poor access of rural communities to judicial institutions. By training community leaders 

as mediators, the project promotes peaceful conflict management at community level. 

The project reacts to the institutional void that has arisen with the demobilization of the 

paramilitaries, who imposed rules and justice often with an iron hand. Rural communities 
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were left without control mechanisms for intercommunity disputes, while the judicial 

institutions do not have sufficient capacity to cover these communities. Through 

introducing peaceful mediation, and training local leaders, Conciliemos advances social 

capacities and social capital of communities and at the same time shortens the gap 

between the communities and the institutions.   

Chapter six showed us major shortcomings in the reintegration program for ex-

combatants. The economic projects with ex-combatants, displaced people and farmers 

lacked proper guidance. Communities were not informed about the arrival of ex-

paramilitaries into their neighborhoods, leading to an augmentation of tensions towards 

the demobilized. Lack of economic opportunities and the rejection experienced by former 

combatants complicates a successful reintegration. The government institutions were not 

prepared, or not willing to set up a more coherent program of reintegration. Failure of the 

reintegration process will increase the likelihood that ex-combatants return to fight for 

an illegally armed group or get involved in criminal activities. Faltering reintegration will 

result in prolongation of the war and severely damage the peace and reconciliation 

process. 

Central to all interventions is the distrust in the institutions, along with their 

incapability and general deficiency. During the conflict, these institutions have been 

damaged, corrupted and largely absent in the contested areas. Now, in the post-

settlement phase, this forms a big obstacle to the reconciliation process. The gap and the 

distrust between the people and the institutions suggest that when we speak about 

repairing relations in the studied region, one should not only think of relations between 

victims and ex-paramilitaries, but also, if not primarily, about the relations between the 

population and the institutions. Although the paramilitaries were responsible for the 

crimes and violations of human rights, the government was incapable of providing 

security for the citizens. Interventions to social reconstruction should thus not only focus 

on the relations between the ex-paramilitaries and their victims, but on the institutions as 

well. The new phase that Colombia has entered with the accords of Santa Fé de Ralito 
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will be an opportunity for the government and its institutions to regain the trust of the 

population and rebuild its capacities in the rural parts. The analysis of the interventions 

however shows that especially the rural parts still have an inadequate provision of 

necessary attention.  

Specifically security problems are obstacles to social reconstruction and 

reconciliation. Several victims had been killed after they denounced crimes of 

paramilitaries in order to obtain reparation. The state of Colombia has not been able to 

protect all victims in this process. Due to fear, many victims wait or refrain from 

denouncing and stay out of the reparation process. Even more threatening for the process 

of reconciliation is the emergence of new armed groups that take over the drug 

trafficking networks that have been left by the paramilitaries. Doubts arise as to whether 

or not it can be trusted that ex-paramilitaries are really demobilized, and if cooperation is 

possible. People refrain from working with demobilized paramilitaries. Problematic 

security furthermore impedes the emergence of a healthy civil society, what could 

advance the process. For the process, it is very important that the security situation is 

improved, that impunity is ended and that victims are sufficiently protected. A certain 

level of security will be necessary for other reconciliation interventions or initiatives to 

be started. 

The process of social reconstruction and reconciliation will be complex, long and 

painful. The interventions that are being undertaken show us that the society is changing. 

Nevertheless, the steps are not taken without setbacks or risks. This thesis has 

demonstrated a discrepancy between programs and laws designed at the national level 

and local level reality. Even if the Ley Justicia y Paz would be considered as the highest 

achievable compromise, bearing in mind the urge for demobilization at the time of 

negotiations, it is the implementation at local level that encounters serious shortcomings. 

The program of demobilization showed shortcomings at the local level. While neglect of 

the poor rural regions had been one of the root causes for the Colombian conflict, 

insufficient attention to the local level now seriously hampers social reconstruction. 
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Epilogue 

 

Since the end of the research, the situation in Colombia has changed a lot. In May 2008, 

fourteen of the former paramilitary leaders, who were in the process of confessing in 

order to be sentenced under the Ley Justicia y Paz, were extradited to the United States 

facing charges for drug trafficking. The benefits of the Ley Justicia y Paz, including the 

suspension of extradition, were withdrawn due to violations of this law, such as 

continued involvement in paramilitary activities, narco trafficking and insufficient 

cooperation with the Ley Justicia y Paz. Among the extradited are Salvatore Mancuso and 

Don Berna, who were leaders of the paramilitary groups in Córdoba. 

The extradition will complicate the process as defined by the Ley Justicia y Paz 

severely. Since the extradited paramilitaries will not have any incentive anymore to 

cooperate with the versiones libres, it is not expected that the former paramilitary leaders 

will continue with their confessions. The Inter American Commission for Human Rights 

has expressed its concerns about the extradition, and notes that the Colombian State’s 

obligation to guarantee the victims’ rights to truth, justice, and reparations for the crimes 

committed by the paramilitary groups is heavily affected (IACHR 2008). The Colombian 

prosecutors, who were involved in the trials against the paramilitary leaders, are planning 

to continue the process of confessions even though they are now in the United States. 

Three months after the extradition however, the Colombian prosecutors have not been 

permitted by the United States to arrange a meeting with the former paramilitaries20. 

                                                   

20 El Tiempo. August 23 2008. 
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