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Acronyms

DDR Disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration 

CINEP
Center for Investigation and Popular Education (Centro de Investigación y 
Educación Popular)

CRIC
Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indígena del 
Cauca)

ELN National Liberation Army (Ejercito Liberación Nacional)

FARC
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 
de Colombia)

M-19 19th of April Movement (Movimiento 19 de Abril)

MAPP-OEA
Organization of American States Mission to 
Support the Peace Process in Colombia

OACP Office of the High Commissioner for Peace

OAS Organisation of American States

PDET
Development Plans with a Territorial Approach (Planes de Desarrollo con 
Enfoque Territorial)

PDP Development and Peace Programmes (Programas de Desarrollo y Paz)

PNR National Rehabilitation Plan (Plan Nacional de Rehabilitación)

UP Patriotic Union (Unión Patriótica)
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Colombia Map and Timeline
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Executive summary, key findings 
and main takeaways

While Colombia has faced a long history of 
armed conflict and political violence, it 

has also built a decades-long experience. This is 
the experience of mobilisation, collective action 
and initiatives for peace, dialogue, human rights, 
democracy, diversity and coexistence. 

This case study takes stock of this multifaceted 
history to examine the root causes and drivers of 
conflict and peace. On the one hand, it analyses 
the successive cycles of political violence through 

which the Colombian nation-state has been 
shaped. On the other hand, it analyses the main 
drivers and actors that have influenced the search 
for peace, founded in the 2016 Peace Agreement 
and its current implementation. 

The quest for peace remains a dynamic and open-
ended process; the challenges remain immense. 
However, Colombia has learned from its experience 
and can provide insights relevant to other countries 
transitioning from violent conflict to peace.

Cycles of political violence and 
configuration of the nation-state
To understand the context, it is necessary to 
review the historical expressions of the various 
cycles of violence in Colombia over the past 500 
years. Additional emphasis is placed on the last 
few decades, which looks at the actors and logics 
of power that have driven political violence and 
the resulting war economies. The review begins 
with the pre-colonial and colonial times followed 
by independence. Then outlined is the republican 
stage since the early 19th century and ending with 
the last 70 years. This latter analysis focuses on the 
period of ‘La Violencia’, the ‘Frente Nacional’, the 
revolutionary struggle waged by guerrillas and the 
reaction of the state and the political and territorial 
elites, often with the support of illegal paramilitary 
actors. Finally, it describes, since the 1980s, how 
violence has found new fuel with the growing 
influence of drug trafficking. Small and big drug 
cartels and related criminal gangs – as emerging 
power actors – have been able to intertwine with 
the rest of the state, society and illegal armed 
actors. These changes have been a new twist to 
the cycles of violence in Colombia and making the 
quest for peace an even more daunting task.

To date in Colombia, processes of political change 
have been fundamentally violent. Various political 
actors have used and justified the use of violence 
at various points in history to promote change 
and political transformation or to protect the 
status quo. The feedback loops of action/reaction 
between these antagonistic political forces in the 

framework of power struggles have generated 
several cycles of violence. Nevertheless, in none 
of these cycles did the actors succeed in fully 
achieving the objectives they used as justification. 
On the contrary, beyond its formal expression 
guaranteeing equal rights, there has been no 
consolidated nation-state throughout the national 
territory. Violence has weakened the state’s 
democratic capacity to exercise its authority and 
provide goods and services equitably throughout 
the country.

Moreover, violence has acquired its own dynamics 
beyond political violence. There are now new forms 
of hybrid violence with political, socio-economic 
and criminal elements that have deepened 
political, economic and territorial inequalities. 
For example, the counter-subversive violence of 
paramilitarism, the criminal violence associated 
with illegal economies, or the violence associated 
with local conflicts where the law of the strongest 
prevails. 

Despite various waves of political and democratic 
reforms over the last 40 years, these have not 
been able to put an end to structural factors 
that leave important social sectors marginalised. 
Further continuing are the driving forces that 
make violence an economic option for sustaining 
the interests and privileges of local and national 
power elites, including those that lead the 
various armed options – legal and illegal – in the 
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country. There seems to be no end in sight to the 
political violence. The degradation of violence 
and its macabre repertoire of expressions has 
exponentially increased the number of victims and 
made it increasingly difficult to justify on either 
moral or utilitarian grounds.

These cycles of political and hybrid violence have 
been one of the driving forces behind the shaping 
of the Colombian nation-state as we know it today. 
This phenomenon is not unique to Colombia and 
has characterised all state-building processes 
in the world. The significant difference between 
Colombia and European nation-states, however, 
is that the process of shaping the nation-state in 
Colombia is still incomplete; Colombia has not 
managed to effectively consolidate the rule of law 
throughout the territory. 

The Colombian state does not yet have the capacity 
to effectively control and govern a large part of 
its territory, especially in border areas and in less 
populated territories rich in natural resources. In 
these territories, the state does not provide goods 
and services equally to all its citizens. Moreover, it 
does not guarantee or protect human rights for 
its entire population. The presence of the state in 
many territories is insufficient and fragmented 
resulting in weak or absent institutions necessary 
to guarantee minimum access to justice, the 
creation of citizenship or the protection of the 
most basic human rights vis-à-vis other sources of 
power and authority. 

In these peripheries, different political and armed 
actors, both legal and illegal, compete among 
themselves and against the state to become 
hegemonic through the control of political, 
economic or social power sources and territorial 
control over the population. In practice, political 
and social relations are not only regulated through 
institutional, community-based and democratic 
channels, but are intertwined with other local 
forms of non-democratic governance, ‘shadow 
government’ and coercive influence.

Concerning the broad range of actors, there are 
those aiming to capture the state and those who 
fight against it: there are also de facto powers that 
are the expression of complex clientelist networks 

formed by social, economic and political elites at 
the local and national levels. These have a great 
capacity for control and influence over various state 
powers and take advantage of public resources 
to protect their private interests and privileges. 
Moreover, there are various types of armed actors 
(such as guerrillas, paramilitaries, drug traffickers, 
criminal gangs) who exercise territorial power and 
coercion through violence as part of their political 
and military strategy, territorial control and control 
of illegal economies. Through the dynamics of 
capturing the state or fighting against it, they 
configure diverse networks of authority, power, 
territorial control, resistance and rebellion. These 
networks take different forms depending on the 
history of each territory, the dynamics of settlement 
and the configuration of its local power actors vis-à-
vis political, ecological, economic and community 
dynamics. In these territories, with their specific 
characteristics, power is not imposed by brute 
force alone. Power actors are able to impose their 
logics through coercion, clientelism, co-optation of 
the state and/or partial provision of public goods 
that the state is unable to provide effectively. 

The combination of coercion and the ability to 
provide effective services, goods and a certain level 
of ‘order’ to the population makes the ‘real’ political 
authority of these actors more recognizable in 
the eyes of the local population than the ‘formal’ 
political authority of the state. Nevertheless, 
‘authority’ is fragile and violence is exacerbated 
when these actors clash over control of territorial 
and sources of power. The arrival of drug trafficking 
in the 1980s has further intensified violence to 
extreme levels. 

In the midst of these complex networks and webs 
of power based on implicit or explicit violence and 
coercion, local communities are under pressure to 
adapt and submit to the power brokers. Despite 
these pressures, they seek innovative ways to resist 
these logics and explore possibilities for building 
peace through social mobilisation and alliances 
with other local, national and international actors 
and networks with similar aspirations. The decades-
long search for peace in Colombia emerged from 
these seeds of resistance, organisation and social 
mobilisation.
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Colombia’s quest for peace
Subsequently, this report examines how Colombia 
is seeking to end this long history of political 
violence and to consolidate its nation-state and 
social rule of law, especially since the 1980s.

In the midst of armed conflict, Colombia’s citizens 
have explored new ways of resisting violence 
and seeking peace. It includes a broad set of 
community, social, political and institutional efforts 
to consolidate peace and overcome cycles of 
violence. The push for peace has also been crossed 
and enriched by a series of demands and agendas 
related to human rights, inclusion, gender equality, 
democratic opening and deepening, and the 
integration of the most impoverished populations 
and territories in dynamics of human development, 
good living and social equity and justice.

Peace has become one of the most visible national 
goals. Nevertheless, there is still a long way to go 
in uniting the whole country around this common 
commitment. Currently, there are strong tensions 
about how to achieve, build and consolidate it. 
Despite these contradictions, peace as a political 
ideal and social aspiration has become one of the 
main motors of political change in Colombia. It 
connects the aspirations of communities that have 
suffered repeated armed conflict and violence 
with policies and institutions at the national level 
that respect and seek to develop the rule of law. 
In this quest, Colombia today has an interlinked 
set of actors, organisations, platforms, meeting 
spaces, institutions and policies. They have created 
a real basis for peace allowing actors, who reject 
violence in the communities, civil society and state 
institutions, to lead their peacebuilding processes, 
without being dependent on or subjugated to 
armed actors. It is a solid example of a local-
national peace infrastructure.

The great challenge for peace in Colombia is simply 
to consolidate the nation state without violence, 
rejecting and removing from the equation the 
systematic use of political violence as a means. The 
challenge is still enormous, but Colombia’s quest 

– with its advances, lessons learned and pending 
challenges – is an example for other countries in 
the transition from conflict to peace.

The report then turns to the various paths of 
transformation that have shaped the main drivers 
of this quest for peace. On the one hand, it describes 
local and civil society-led efforts such as community 
initiatives of resistance to violence and active non-
violence throughout the country and the sustained 
efforts of social mobilisation for peace and human 
rights. These latter efforts include a sophisticated 
exercise in strategic litigation to bring the state 
to fulfil its responsibilities as guarantor, protector, 
and promoter of rights, and the mobilisation and 
participatory design of inclusive peace agendas by 
historically excluded social sectors such as women 
and ethnic groups.

On the other hand, it describes efforts led by 
institutions and various branches of the state 
within the framework of political and electoral 
representation. These include a long legacy of 
formal peace processes since the 1980s, one of 
the most solid peace and transitional justice 
infrastructure in the world, the design and 
implementation of programmes and platforms for 
development and peace. These have been achieved 
with a territorial approach or with a gender and 
feminist focus. Led by the Colombian society, the 
international community has accompanied these 
efforts seeking a better articulation between these 
dynamics to advance collective impacts.

The search for peace in Colombia has ultimately 
been driven by Colombian society based on 
the realisation that violence was not achieving 
fundamental changes. The use of violence was 
increasingly difficult to justify in the face of the 
millions of victims, the degradation of violence and 
its capacity to take on uncontrollable dynamics. 
Additionally, the development of global normative 
frameworks for human rights, international 
humanitarian law and the right to peace made the 
use of violence more untenable.
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Innovations in the peace process 
between the government and FARC
Building on this, the report analyses the peace 
process between the Colombian Government and 
the FARC guerrilla, which was signed in 2016. This 
comprehensive peace agreement was signed after 
five years of increasingly inclusive negotiations. 
The peace agreement is a crowning, but not final, 
moment in Colombia’s four-decade quest for 
peace. Further, it analyses is the most innovative 
elements of this process and the resulting 
agreement. Presented is a brief assessment of the 
implementation, considering whether Colombia 
has reached the stage of peace consolidation, or if 
it is entering a new cycle of violence.

Analysts and observers have found the peace 
process and the resulting agreement to be 
innovative in many respects.

Solid peace process design and negotiation 
framework: Clear rules for negotiation were 
established that included a distinction between 
ending the armed conflict (a responsibility of 
the state and the armed actors) and building 
sustainable peace (a participatory process that 
called for a whole-of-society approach). 

Recognition of root causes and driving factors 
of the conflict: This included commitments 
related to addressing the root causes of the armed 
conflict (i.e. access to land or quality of democracy) 
and to tackle the driving factors or triggers of the 
armed conflict (i.e. the problem of illicit drugs).

Recognition and centrality of victims in 
the negotiation and the post-agreement 
peacebuilding phase: The agreement developed 
one of the most sophisticated and comprehensive 
transitional justice systems in the world through 
which the parties to the armed conflict agreed 
to be held accountable for their crimes. This was 
achieved through a robust and comprehensive 
package including  justice, truth and individual 
and collective reparation mechanisms to 
manage victims’ accumulated pain and trauma. 
It established an accountability mechanism for 
those who committed war crimes and crimes 
against humanity, facilitate healing and advancing 
the creation for the conditions for reconciliation. 

Incremental inclusivity: The negotiation process 
was initially quite closed, with few spaces for 
participation beyond the government and FARC 
delegations. However, due to combined pressure 
from Colombian society and the international 
community, the main parties opened up spaces 
for social inclusion and participation during the 
negotiation process. This incremental approach 

was innovative and managed to balance the 
tension between inclusion and efficacy of decision-
making by the parties.

Citizen participation for implementing the 
agreement: Beyond the fora and spaces for civil 
society participation in Havana, the agreement 
mainstreamed citizens’ participation in the 
implementation of the peace agreement in all its 
areas and commitments. 

Guarantees and safeguards for implementation: 
The parties gave due importance to the 
implementation process beyond the achievement 
of a peace deal. They developed in detail various 
legal and constitutional reforms, mechanisms 
and guarantees – including international 
accompaniment – for the implementation of its 
provisions. 

Peace and human rights as two sides of the 
same coin: The agreement considers peace both 
as a human right in itself and a prerequisite for 
all other human rights. The implementation of 
the peace agreement contributes to reinforce 
the synergy between the protection, guarantee 
and promotion of human rights and the 
construction of peace and its sustainability. This 
complementarity is reflected as a cross-cutting 
theme and an interpretative lens throughout the 
entire agreement. This complementarity makes 
the defence, guarantee and protection of human 
rights, both for the state and society, one of the 
ends of peace. This relationship, together with 
the other innovations, means that civil society, 
including frontline human rights organisations, 
social leaders, victims and survivors, ethnic 
communities and peasants, are at the centre of 
the peace process and are not mere spectators of 
a pact led by elites and armed actors. 

Guarantees for non-repetition: Each of these 
innovations is important in itself, moreover, when 
articulated together, they generate an added 
value that should be highlighted. By reinforcing 
each other, they aspire to create a transformative 
peace agreement that lays the foundations 
and guarantees for non-repetition and the 
development of a culture of human rights in 
Colombia. 

Finally, it is important to note that these resounding 
innovations predominately arose, over recent 
decades, from everyday peace practices of the 
unarmed rather than the aspirations, interests and 
maximalism of the elites who negotiate peace on 
behalf of everyone. The meeting point where the 
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government and the FARC found specific solutions 
to the various dimensions of the armed conflict 

was by returning to previously ignored proposals 
and ideas experienced by Colombian society. 

Progress in the implementation
Measuring and speculating on the longer-term 
impact of peace agreements on breaking cycles of 
violence is always a difficult task. The peace process 
has been one of the most serious efforts to build 
and consolidate peace and to break the cycles of 
political violence in Colombia. The peace process 
was innovative and inclusive. It has combined 
both top-down approaches (through normative, 
institutional and public policy adjustments to 
build peace) with bottom-up approaches (through 
the participation of society in the peacebuilding 
process and territorial peace approach). It has also 
developed one of the most advanced systems of 
transitional justice that achieves, perhaps for the 
first time in history, a balance between the needs 
for peace, justice, truth, reparation, guarantees 
of non-repetition and transformation of the root 
causes and drivers of the armed conflict. 

However, during the consultation process 
conducted for this report, major challenges 
and blockages to a sustainable peace were also 
identified. These include and are not limited to 
the following six challenges. First, the resistance 

from some elites to address robustly the structural 
causes of the armed conflict, including access to 
land. Second, the ‘legitimacy deficit’ created by 
a negotiation where the main decision makers 
and gatekeepers were the armed actors. Third, 
the resistance to peace from other armed actors 
including the ELN guerrilla, armed dissidents and 
criminal gangs. Fourth, the strength of illegal 
economies, in particular drug trafficking, which 
have both a devastating and corrupting effect in 
peacebuilding at all levels – locally, nationally and 
internationally. Fifth, the incapacity of the state 
to consolidate the rule of law, the social state and 
protect communities in several regions in Colombia. 
Finally, despite the innovations of the agreement, 
its implementation to date remains dominated 
by the bureaucratic, top-down approach through 
which the state understands its peacebuilding 
responsibility, while dismissing community-driven 
efforts for a more bottom-up, legitimacy-orientated 
peacebuilding dynamic.
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Conclusions and recommendations
Finally, the report summarises the main 
conclusions from the consultation process. Based 
on the participants’ visions for peace in Colombia, 
their assessment of the main obstacles to achieving 
peace and their concrete hopes and aspirations 
for further progress, seven key messages sound 
out from the Colombian experience. These are 
presented for local, national and international 
peacebuilders in other conflict-affected contexts. 
These main takeaways are: 

1. Peace is not a quick fix; it 
is a process of creating and 
sustaining legitimacy

Peacebuilding and peace consolidation in 
Colombia is a multi-generational process that 
does not stop at a single agreement or peace 
process between armed actors. At various levels, 
with strong leadership from society, transitions 
must take place in the political, economic, social, 
cultural and security spheres. This allows violence 
to be removed from the exercise of politics. This 
process is neither linear nor necessarily quick. 
Peace can never be perfect; it requires a sustained 
and ethical commitment to constantly adapt and 
refine it. Peace also encounters many obstacles 
from actors who see peace as the possibility of 
losing power and privilege. Peace, in this sense, 
is a process from the local level through which 
to build, consolidate and constantly re-legitimise 
the social contract focusing on the relationship 
between citizens and political authority and, 
thereby, promotes a legitimate, democratic and 
effective state in the eyes of its citizens. 

2.  The driver of peace is endogenous 
while being reflected in international 
normative frameworks

The drivers of peace connect various endogenous 
processes that often have international normative 
frameworks as a reference such as human rights, 
right to peace, human development and human 
security. These endogenous processes are led by 
local actors who promote political, institutional, 
social and cultural changes and place human 
rights, especially the right to life, at the centre of the 
transformative agenda for peace. It has community 
expressions such as exercising civil resistance 
against war and violence or social mobilisation for 
peace, human rights and democracy. It also has 

institutional and political expressions such as peace 
accords and agreements between the state and 
armed actors or constitutional adjustments and 
reforms. Peace must be finding its richest version 
in contextualised hybrid processes that bring 
together the best of local capacity to lead peace 
and resist violence with the best of international 
human rights and protection frameworks.

3. The whole is more than 
the sum of its parts: multi-
dimensional transitions

Colombia’s multi-dimensional understanding of 
peace shows that peace is not built all at once. It 
is the result of multiple and intertwined efforts 
to build it by a wide range of actors using over 
40 years of diverse experiences of successes and 
learning from failures. It is a truly systemic one. 
For example, the processes of social mobilisation 
for peace, human rights and democracy and local 
resistance have played a very important role in 
preparing the ground on which the Havana Peace 
Process thrived. 

Moreover, in the post-agreement phase, Colombia 
faces the challenge of recognising and organising 
important transitions, for example in the field of 
security (from military to human security) and 
towards a culture of peace. 

4. Time and timelines are crucial 
and expectations count

Most Colombians understand peace as a long-
term, non-linear process. Based on decades of 
experience of what violence cannot bring as well 
as efforts to remove violence, modesty is required 
about the rate of change in the cultural perception 
of peace. Given the long-term efforts, in the past 
till now, through resistance and activism and 
other non-violent political and social approaches, 
success at breaking this culture of violence have 
already been sown.

For Colombia, this means that peace must be on 
the agenda for many more years and that setbacks, 
such as an increase in violence or new conflicts, 
must be dealt with patience, commitment and 
political will. For the international community, it 
will be necessary not to put deadlines on peace 
and post-agreement phases, but to allow for 
smooth transitions when projects, mandates or 
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deployments end. The international community 
should continue to engage, build bridges and apply 
international norms when the state falls short. 

5. Drawing on the diversity of 
local contexts and experiences

The different realities, dynamics and tensions 
between the national and sub-national levels 
have marked Colombia for a long time. This 
implies that not only the geographical, social and 
political contexts are different but also there are 
very different experiences of war and peace. Given 
the great distances, both physical and mental, 
between the elites in the capital and the citizens 
in most areas of Colombia, substantially different 
approaches will be required. 

Drawing on the richness of diverse experiences 
in communities and territories, which were not 
necessarily accessible in Bogotá and internationally, 
was fundamental in the construction of the 
peace process and many different contextualised 
‘peaces’. Alternatively if peacebuilding efforts do 
not take local conditions into account, they may 
fail. For Colombians, the challenge remains to 
operationalise a sufficiently good balance between 
bottom-up and top-down peacebuilding. It will 
also be necessary to listen to the voices of those 
affected and draw on local, regional and national 
experience to address the unresolved factors of 
the conflict. For the international community, it is 
important to accompany the different Colombian 
actors in listening to or being heard, as well as for 
its own efforts to listen to a wider range of actors 
within the international community that goes 
beyond the Western-elite voices. 

6. Inclusivity, participation and 
addressing elite resistance

Colombia is an example of how the participation of 
‘marginalised’ groups, i.e. affected actors beyond 
the main belligerents, has been a cornerstone of 
progress towards peace. The participation of these 
groups at the table and in the implementation 
bodies is crucial as demonstrated by the victims’ 
and women’s delegations in Havana. This gave an 
important impetus to the process and then to the 
results.

Many of these efforts have taken place before, in 
parallel, connected to or even after the negotiation 
process. For both Colombian and international 
actors, it is important to provide the means for 
communities to change the dynamics of violence 
on the ground if they are not initially invited to 

the table. This means supporting the creation 
of spaces outside the peace table. These spaces 
can help prepare, nurture approval, ownership 
and participation and thereby mitigate, to some 
degree, the space for spoilers, such as the those 
that resulted in the popular rejection of the 2016 
referendum.

One aspect on which the Colombian experience 
sheds light is elite resistance to change. In 
Colombia’s history, elites have used violence to 
achieve their goals. This use has been characterised 
by forging exclusionary agreements to maintain 
power, using violence to curb social protest and 
destroy armed power contenders and attacking 
communities under the control of armed groups.

Colombians will have to revive and nurture their 
social pact and realise both the 1991 Constitution 
and the spirit and stipulations of the Peace Accord. 
It will require taking into account all actors and 
directly facing resistance from elites as well as 
armed groups. For international actors, promoting 
inclusion and rights-based approaches proved to 
be a very important accompanying element, even 
if it requires patience and resources. International 
support for peace is especially necessary in times 
of political campaigns, when elites resist change, 
as the timely award of the Nobel Peace Prize to 
President Santos in late 2016 demonstrated.

7. No country can have peace 
in isolation: global and 
regional environment

Colombia’s relations with the international 
community are diverse and have had different 
effects on peace processes. Beyond support to 
armed actors and strategies, there have also been 
countering efforts to support peace. These have 
included facilitating and guaranteeing roles in 
negotiation, long-term engagement, supporting 
civil society efforts by a wide range of external, 
non-governmental organisations and building 
peace infrastructures by states. The role of the 
international community is largely seen as key to 
the peace process if it complements the overall 
local commitment to peace. 

In a middle-income country with a functioning 
democracy, the role of the international community, 
can be to: strengthen and accompany local actors 
working for peace, complement their contextual 
knowledge and experience and build networks. 
Additionally, with their comparative experience, 
resources, normative and political frameworks, they 
can provide leverage vis-à-vis state actors reluctant 
to engage in efforts towards peace. Relationships, 
too, between the international community and 
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local efforts need to be balanced. A central lesson 
from Colombia was that these efforts worked best 
when they ‘walked side by side’ with a rights-based 
and peace-orientated approach, and supported 
communication and joint action on multiple tracks 
and with multiple actors. 

Marginalised actors, such as ethnic communities, 
victims and women, were successfully supported 
by international actors in being heard at the 
table; they will need further support in this post-
agreement phase. Diaspora roles and processes 

were also useful when supported. The whole 
process of establishing, politically backing and 
funding Colombia’s much-lauded transitional 
justice system has benefited greatly from 
international support.

The dynamics of geopolitics and neighbouring 
countries have influenced the conflict and are 
influencing Colombia’s present and future. 
International demand and the business structures 
of illegal economies need to be addressed to 
support Colombia’s peace process.
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1. Introduction

This report forms part of a series of country case studies by the Principles for Peace 
Initiative. This Initiative seeks to improve the effectiveness and legitimacy of peace 

processes by carrying out a multi-step consultative approach in order to reflect on, and 
learn from, diverse experiences in the transition from armed conflict to peace around the 
world. This Case Study on Colombia was produced by the Berghof Foundation based on a 
virtual consultative process conducted in November and December 2021.

The document has the following structure:

 ▶ Introduction (1) outlines the Principles for Peace Initiative and the methodology followed 
for the consultation process in Colombia. 

 ▶ Chapter 2 analyses the root causes of the Colombian armed conflict, the cycles of political 
violence and key conflict actors over the last centuries that have shaped the Colombian 
nation-state. 

 ▶ Chapter 3 describes the important efforts made by Colombians to achieve peace over 
the past four decades. 

 ▶ Chapter 4 focuses on the last major effort to overcome the protracted cycles of violence 
and consolidate peace in Colombia through the negotiations which lead to the 2016 
Peace Agreement between the Colombian Government and the FARC guerrilla. Further 
focus is given to the five-year implementation period afterward. This chapter identifies 
innovations of the peace process and trace them back to the origins in previous 
peacebuilding practices and efforts by Colombian society. 

 ▶ Finally, Chapter 5 summarises the main insights from the consultation process on the 
meaning of peace in Colombia, obstacles to achieve it, and ways forward. It concludes 
by formulating key messages emerging from the Colombian experience for improving 
peace processes in other international contexts.

The report is based on information gathered directly from the consultative process and the 
long-term engagement of the Berghof Foundation and its consultants in accompanying 
peace initiatives and processes in Colombia, both at the national and local levels.

1.1. Principles for Peace Initiative and the 
International Commission for Inclusive Peace
The Principles for Peace Initiative is an independent international effort to develop a new 
set of principles for more effective peace processes, both those driven by the international 
community and local actors. Together with a wide range of partners from civil society and 
international organisations, the Principles for Peace Initiative has organised a consultative 
process around the world to understand better and improve peace processes and 
peacebuilding. The initiative launched by Interpeace is coordinated by an International 
Commission for Inclusive Peace with a secretariat based in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Humanity is still embroiled in dozens of violent conflicts. Ninety per cent of the world’s armed 
conflicts in the 21st century occur in countries that have previously experienced civil wars. 
Peace agreements are not easily reached and, in many cases where they have been, they 

https://principlesforpeace.org/
https://principlesforpeace.org/stakeholder-platform/
https://principlesforpeace.org/international-commission/
https://principlesforpeace.org/international-commission/
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have not been fully implemented and violence has 
returned. Both the international community and 
civilian actors are faced with ever new, emerging 
factors and challenges in peace processes. These 
factors can frequently fuel tension, hinder efforts 
and make peacebuilding a complex task that 
requires adapting to changing realities. There are 
few resources that help document, compile and 
consolidate these changes. The hard consequence 
of this is that the international community applies 
the same solutions to overcome conflicts even 
though they are often ineffective, imposed and 
insensitive to the specific contexts. Civilian actors, 
on their side, remain highly fragmented and often 
promote initiatives that have little impact or fail to 
realise a transformative objective. 

Given these hard consequences, there have been, 
and are, ever growing calls for peacebuilding 
policies and programmes to work on effectiveness 
through emphasis the need for up-to-date 
information and inclusive approaches. These 

calls have been voiced by many different groups 
including peacebuilders, victims and survivors of 
violence, excluded populations, women, youth, 
researchers and politicians.

This momentum to reformulate the current 
approaches to peace processes is growing in light 
of these above calls, pressure from social and 
community actors and a growing political will 
reflected in new normative international policy 
frameworks. Examples can be seen in the UN 
Sustaining Peace Agenda, the Women, Peace and 
Security Agenda and the Youth, Peace and Security 
Agenda. 

It is the belief of The Principles for Peace Initiative 
and its partners that it is important to establish 
new peace principles to serve as a new frame 
of reference, grounding peace processes and 
peacebuilding in a moral and ethical basis as well as 
a guiding their development and implementation. 

1.2. Consultation in Colombia
Coinciding with the fifth anniversary of the peace 
agreement, in November 2021, the overall guiding 
question driving the consultation process was: How 
can peace processes be made more effective 
and transformative in ending armed conflict and 
building higher quality peace? 

The aim of this consultation, in late 2021, has been 
to facilitate a reflection process among various 
stakeholders in order to generate useful inputs 
for the international community while at the 
same time promote a longer-term reflection and 
possible action in Colombia and the broader Latin 
America region. 

This work is based on the conviction that the 
extensive experience in dealing with socio-political 
conflicts specifically in the Colombian setting is 
of great relevance to the world and can showcase 
innovative practices and standards to make peace 
processes and peacebuilding more pluralistic, 
inclusive and transformative.

Within the framework of the Peace Principles 
Initiative, the Berghof Foundation has facilitated 
the consultation process. The Berghof Foundation 
and its team of consultants have been working with 
various actors in Colombia on this issue for more 
than a decade and a half. They have also worked 
in other conflict-affected contexts in Latin America 
and the rest of the world. 

The consultation process was designed along 
several stages including: a virtual consultation 

workshop, in-depth interviews, two focus groups 
and an analysis of the relevant literature. The virtual 
consultation workshop took place on 29th November 
2021. Guided by the methodology of appreciative 
enquiry, the workshop captured the reflections and 
experience of 32 invited participants – 18 women 
and 14 men. There was an explicit decision to 
choose diverse participants to represent, as best as 
possible, the pluralistic reality of Colombian society. 
More than half the participants live outside the 
capital city Bogota, in different regions of Colombia 
and in areas particularly affected by armed conflict 
and violence. Additionally, the participants, of 
various ages, came from different social sectors, 
professions, educational profiles, ethnic and 
regional backgrounds. For example, the group 
included human rights defenders, representatives 
from the security sector, academics, entrepreneurs, 
contractors and state officials. The participants also 
represented all levels of the peacebuilding process 
on the local, national and international levels. 
Also, the facilitating team and members of the 
International Commission, the Principles for Peace 
secretariat and research committee were present 
in different roles. To encourage a diversity of voices, 
the consultation was conducted in Spanish. 

To address the overall guiding question, the 
consultation workshop was designed around three 
sessions, revolving around 1) the roots and core of 
peace in Colombia, 2) challenges to peace and 3) 
hopes and aspirations for the future. Each session 
was guided by a list of key questions (see Annex 1), 
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which aimed to elicit an inductive assessment of 
the last 50 years of conflict and peacebuilding in 
Colombia. 

In addition to the workshop, two focus groups were 
held in mid-December 2021, and relevant literature 
on peace processes in the Colombian context was 

reviewed. Moreover, information was collected from 
13 interviews conducted in the second half of 2021 
in the framework of another project that explores 
the main dynamics promoting or hindering peace 
in Colombia. Further details on the methodology, 
the list of participants and the consulting team are 
presented in Annex 1.
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2. Conflict background: cycles of 
violence and the configuration 
of the Colombian nation-state

In order to grasp the root causes and drivers of the Colombian armed conflict, it is important 
to understand the successive cycles of political violence through which the Colombian 

nation-state has been shaped. This chapter offers a succinct overview of these historical 
dynamics, while the next chapter will focus on the search for peace in Colombia over the 
last 50 years, and the efforts to promote ‘peace’ and order through overcoming the use of 
political violence.

1 Gutiérrez Sanín, Francisco, 2020. ¿Un nuevo ciclo de la Guerra en Colombia? Debate. Penguin Random House Grupo 
Editorial Colombia.

2 Abya Yala means land of full maturity or land of lifeblood in the language of the Kuna in present-day Panama 
and Colombia. The Kuna people used this idea to refer to the territory beyond their own territory, the continent 
known today as America. In their written and oral legacy, the Kuna people proposed to call the territory by this 
name to avoid using names brought from outside and to avoid imposing with language an alien identity brought by 
invaders. Source: Mignolo, Walter, 2005. The Idea of Latin America. Blackwell Publishing. 

3 Mann, Charles C., 2005. 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus. Penguin.

2.1. Cycles of violence in Colombia
Colombia has suffered several cycles of political violence over the centuries: before the 
Spanish conquest, under the rule of the Spanish Crown and throughout the configuration 
of the Colombian republic as an independent nation-state. These cycles of violence do not 
seem to have come to an end. Despite, intermittent periods of order and upsurges of peace 
processes, violence continues to resurface in new forms and different justifications. The 
various waves of political reforms have not put an end to the structural factors that continue 
to keep important sectors of society excluded and marginalised. Processes of change have 
been fundamentally violent and various political actors have justified their use of violence 
with claims to promote social change, political transformation and progress, or as a means 
to protect the status quo.1

• Pre-Colombian America

Pre-Colombian America, called “Abya Yala” according to some sources,2 was a territory 
inhabited by hundreds of indigenous communities. Some communities lived in peace and 
harmony with nature. Others, in more populated territories, formed sophisticated empires 
and competed violently for power and domination. Some local communities violently 
imposed themselves on others, seeking to control the main sources of power: territory, 
material or natural resources and wealth.3

• Spanish Conquest

With the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors came the clash of two worlds. From the 
Spanish conquest to the present time, Colombia has undergone periods of high violence 
interspersed with periods of relative order and peace. The arrival of the Spaniards at the end 
of the 15th century and the consolidation of the colony, from 1492 to 1800, was an extremely 
violent process.

https://archive.org/details/idealatinamerica00mign
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The conquistadors subjugated the local indigenous 
populations to the authority of the Spanish 
Crown with ‘blood and fire’.4 The genocide of the 
indigenous peoples was especially intense during 
the first 70 years of the occupation in the territory 
they called America. The conquistadors justified 
the violence against the local population, and later 
the slaves they brought from Africa, as a way of 
extending the power of the king and the Catholic 
Church. Following their subjugation, indigenous 
communities gained some degree of autonomy as 
‘vassals’ of the crown. Communities that resisted 
or rebelled against the established authority, be 
it the political authority of the king or the moral 
authority of the church, were violently persecuted 
and punished with extreme cruelty in an effort to 
‘civilise’ them.5

• Independence and 
establishment of the Republic

The process of Colombian independence from 
Spanish authority and the subsequent republican 
period, since the 19th century, has also been 
plagued by violent conflicts between different 
sectors of society. Tensions and contradictions 
between the local creole elites and the Spanish 
authorities grew throughout the colonial period. 
Local elites, many of them of Spanish origin, 
began to resist the directives and demands of 
Spanish authority thousands of miles away. The 
Crown ceded little power to the locals. The white 
population of Spanish origin born in the Americas 
aspired to positions of responsibility and power, but 
the Spanish Crown preferred to send authorities 
from the metropolis. Revolts multiplied during 
the 19th century. The independence movement 
took up arms under the new enlightened ideals 
that defended the right to rebel against unjust 
authorities and to create political entities based 
on the autonomy and free decision of citizens.6 
The Spanish response against the revolts of the 
creole elites was again one of high violence and 
cruelty. Spaniards and creoles sought the support 
of indigenous and Afro-descendant communities 
in exchange for concessions related to spaces of 
autonomy (indigenous cabildos) and freedom 
for slaves and tacit acceptance of the palenques 
(communities of free Afro-descendants). 

The success of the independence process 
generated a new structure of Colombian elites at 

4 ibid.
5 Melo González, Jorge Orlando, 2021. Colombia: las razones de la guerra. Crítica Colombia; De Roux, Rodolfo, 1999. ‘La conquista del 

otro: la legitimación de la conquista española de América’. Huellas. Revista de la Universidad del Norte, n.° 56-57.
6 Melo González, Jorge Orlando, 2020. Colombia, una historia mínima. Planeta.
7 Commission for the Study of Violence, 1987. Colombia, violencia y democracia. Universidad Nacional.
8 The National Front was a political pact signed by the liberal Alberto Lleras Camargo and the conservative Laureano Gómez in 

Benidorm on 24 July 1956 and lasted four presidential mandates, over 16 years.

the national and local levels. During the 19th and 
the 20th centuries, Colombia became a republic 
ruled by two hegemonic political parties. The 
Conservative Party represented the forces of order 
and established power with strong support from 
the army, the police and the church. The Liberal 
Party represented the forces of change with strong 
support from the peasants, the growing labour 
movement and the emerging peasant guerrillas. 
They alternated power at both national and local 
levels, occupying all areas of the country. In the 20th 
century, tensions between both parties intensified 
with increasing levels of violence. The struggle 
revolved around the control of institutional power 
in the nascent state and land disputes at the local 
level. Both parties aspired to lead the nation-state 
building process and satisfy the interests of their 
social bases and clienteles.

• Violence and the National Front

Inter-party disputes intensified during electoral 
processes. During the period known as “La 
Violencia” (The Violence) which unfolded between 
1948 and 1958, violence spilled over, especially in 
rural areas where millions of people were killed. The 
trigger for the escalation of this cycle of violence 
was the assassination of liberal presidential 
candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in April 1948 in 
Bogotá. Throughout the country, both political 
parties fanned the flames of hatred by mobilising 
their peasant social bases to usurp the land of 
their opponents and occupy the spaces of power. 
Within a few years, the equivalent of two per cent 
of the population was killed in the midst of all-out 
violence.7

In 1953, General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, the 
conservative president, promoted an amnesty 
that allowed the demobilisation of some liberal 
guerrillas. At the same time, he attempted to 
consolidate a hegemonic and authoritarian power 
based on a populist, conservative and military logic. 
In reaction, the two traditional political parties 
created the National Front (1956-1974),8 allowing 
both parties to share power between them while 
systematically excluding other emerging left-wing 
or peasant-based political forces. The presidency of 
the republic alternated in four-year terms between 
the two parties, which governed in coalition. They 
distributed among their leaders and clientele all 
the spaces of political power in the three branches 
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of state (executive, judiciary and legislature), in 
the oversight bodies, the bureaucracy and state 
employment.

• Revolutionary era and 
current armed conflict 

Although the National Front put an end to the 
violence between conservatives and liberals, it 
sowed the seeds for a new cycle of violence. Adding 
to the historical problem of land access was the 
problem of political exclusion. The power-sharing 
system between the two dominant parties closed 
the doors of political power to new emerging 
political expressions without liberal or conservative 
affiliation. The combination of political exclusion 
and persistent structural inequalities related to 
poverty, lack of opportunities and access to land, 
laid the foundations for the emergence of left-wing 
guerrillas in the second half of the 20th century. 
They were inspired by the successful revolutionary 
struggles in Cuba and later Nicaragua, with 
the political support of the Soviet Union in the 
framework of the Cold War. 

Tensions between the traditional political parties 
remained beyond the onset of this phase. These 
tensions were compounded by new political actors 
opting for arms and political violence as a form 
of rebellion and a means to achieve their political 
goals. These guerrillas emerged in rural and urban 
areas and were comprised of peasants, students 
and intellectuals alike. The FARC (Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia), for example, 
emerged in 1964 from peasant self-defence 
groups which took up arms against a state that did 
not represent them. The ELN (Ejercito Liberación 
Nacional) was founded in 1965 as a political-military 
movement originally influenced by sectors of the 
Catholic Church close to liberation theology. The 
third largest guerrilla was the M-19 (Movimiento 
19 de Abril) was formed in 1970 as a nationalist 
expression of urban intellectual opposition.

Until the 1991 Constitution, the second half of the 
20th century was shaped around the struggle 
between traditional political forces and the 
new political armed movements. The guerrillas 
attempted to promote a revolutionary struggle. 
Their insurgent efforts were confronted with 
counter-revolutionary and counter-subversive 
measures by the state, supported by Colombia’s 
main ally, the USA. The confrontation between the 
traditional elites that controlled the state and the 

9 Deas, Malcolm, 1999. Violent exchanges. Reflections on political violence in Colombia. Taurus. 
10 Government of Colombia. Victims Unit. Registro Único de Víctimas. www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/registro-unico-de-victimas-

ruv/37394. Numbers from other sources can differ.
11 Grupo de Memoria Histórica, 2013. ¡BASTA YA! Colombia: Memorias de guerra y dignidad. Imprenta Nacional. 

new rebellious expressions of political opposition 
consolidated a new cycle of violence.9 The guerrillas 
challenged the hegemony of the traditional 
political parties. They aspired to seize power and 
impose a revolutionary social and political order 
in the image of other emancipatory movements. 
Within the framework of the then Cold War, global 
political system, the guerrilla groups went from 
being local expressions of disaffection and rebellion 
to the clear articulation of revolutionary options 
for the transformation of power and control of the 
state. 

Guerrilla violence and state repression were 
aggravated by the rise of counter-revolutionary 
forces such as paramilitarism. These new forces 
savagely increased the number and scope of 
victims and deepened the armed conflict. Their 
military strategy consisted of sowing terror in 
communities they considered friendly to the 
guerrillas and, in many cases, displacing them in 
order to seize land or other economic resources. 
Local economic interests blended powerfully with 
anti-insurgent military doctrines inspired by USA 
policy. Paramilitarism, in turn, co-opted the state in 
various ways, intensifying its actions and increasing 
human rights violations.

The growing violence by all actors and the 
humanitarian impact on the population was 
aggravated from the 1980s onwards by the growth 
of drug trafficking and the proliferation of other 
war economies around the armed conflict. Drug 
trafficking ended up exacerbating and degrading 
a war that had already entered into criminal logic. 
Violence went from being a means of achieving and 
maintaining political power to a way of controlling 
legal economic resources (through corruption 
and state capture) or illegal ones (through drug 
trafficking, extortion, kidnapping, territorial control 
or the usurpation of natural resources).

The numbers of victims of this historical period is 
devastating. Since official records have been kept, 
more than nine million victims have been counted, 
of which more than eight million were victims of 
forced displacement, 200,000 victims of forced 
disappearance and approximately one million 
victims of homicide.10 According to official data, 
the peak in violence which resulted in the greatest 
number of victims occurred between 2001 and 
2005. All legal and illegal armed actors committed 
serious crimes against humanity and war crimes 
and targeted those they had pledged to protect.11

https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/registro-unico-de-victimas-ruv/37394
https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/registro-unico-de-victimas-ruv/37394
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2.2. Violent configuration of the nation-state 

12 Melo Gonzales, Jorge Orlando, 2020. Colombia, una historia mínima. Planeta. Melo González, Jorge Orlando, 2021. Colombia: las 
razones de la guerra. Crítica Colombia.

13 González González, Fernán E., 2014. Power and violence in Colombia. Odecofi, CINEP. 
14 Idler, Annette, 2020. Battles on the Border. Violence, Crime, and Governance at the Edges of Colombia's War. Oxford University Press.

The cycles of political violence that have shaped 
the Colombian nation-state as we know it today 
are rooted in the relationship between authority, 
power, territorial control, resistance and rebellion. 
Violence has been a constant reality and a 
driving force in the process configurating and 
consolidating the Colombian state. Violence has 
also been used as a means to achieve the political 
(and also economic) ends of various sectors and 
political forces in Colombia. 

Like all states, Colombia was born and evolved 
under the constant tension over who exercised 
political power, how territory was controlled and 
how security and authority over the population 
was both provided and exerted. Political violence 
was not unidirectional, but a multi-level system in 
which various political forces clashed, feeding back 
into diverse expressions of violence.12 This occurred 
in both national and various territorial spaces, 
linked to local logics, conflicts and power dynamics.

In short, political violence was used by various 
actors in the different inter-party spaces to achieve 
different ends:

 ▶ The state and its ruling elites – represented by 
the two traditional political parties until the end 
of the 20th century – used political violence to 
protect the status quo and the privileges gained 
despite competition between them.

 ▶ Insurgent actors, in the second half of the 20th 
century, used political violence to subvert the 
prevailing status quo while establishing a new 
social and political order, justified by the alleged 
right to rebel against illegitimate authorities. 
The right to revolt that the creole elites had used 
to argue for Colombia’s independence from 
the Spanish domination was later used by the 
insurgencies to justify their revolt against the 
traditional political elites.

 ▶ Various actors, such as paramilitaries, local 
political elites and drug cartels emerged and 
aligned with various conflict actors in defence of 
private interests.

Due to the various cycles of violence that have 
taken place, the configuration of the nation state is 
still incomplete in terms of control over territories, 
monopoly of violence, rule of law, provision of 
goods and protection of human rights. The state 
does not yet have the capacity to effectively control 
and govern a large part of its territory, especially 

in border areas (agricultural, maritime and 
forestry borders) and in less populated territories 
rich in natural resources (Colombian Amazon, 
Pacific Coast). It does not have a full and effective 
monopoly on violence within its borders. It has not 
consolidated the rule of law. It does not equally 
provide goods and services to all its citizens. 
Moreover, it does not guarantee and protect 
human rights for all its people. This state of play 
was confirmed by participants in the consultation 
workshop and focus groups, who argued that 
“Colombia is more a collection of territories than a 
state”. As highlighted by respondents, the state’s 
presence in many territories is still insufficient, 
so that the necessary institutions do not exist to 
guarantee minimum access to justice, the creation 
of citizenship or the basic social programmes 
required for the implementation of the peace 
agreement, the consolidation of the state and 
peacebuilding.

In the peripheries of the country, different political 
and armed actors, both legal and illegal, have been 
trying to become hegemonic through seizing 
political power and territorial control over the 
population.13 In some territories, this has led to 
the consolidation of state and democratic order. 
In others, however, the state is only a promise 
and a formality. In practice, political relations are 
intertwined with other local forms of ‘shadow 
government’ and public influence, rather than 
managed through democratic channels.14 De facto 
powers and complex, clientelist networks, formed 
by social, economic and political elites at the local 
and national levels, have a high capacity for control 
and influence over various branches of the state. 
These actors take advantage of public resources to 
protect their private interests and privileges.

This is compounded by various types of armed 
actors (such as guerrillas, paramilitaries, drug 
traffickers, criminal gangs) exercising territorial 
power and coercion through violence as part of 
their political, military and/or criminal activities. In 
many cases, there are relationships of convenience 
between these legal and illegal actors. These 
shadow relationships are based on common 
interests in any given territory, such as to control 
political or economic resources, or to violently 
oppose other actors – both those seeking to control 
power and resources, and those resisting their 
authority in defence of the rule of law, democracy 
and peace.



19

These power networks establish relationships of 
convenience through which they capture the state 
on the local and national levels. This occurs on 
the local level through electoral dynamics related 
to political representation in public institutions 
(mayors’ offices, ministries, agencies) and in popular 
representation bodies (councils, departmental 
assemblies, national congress). On the national 
level, this can be seen in security and justice 
institutions (security forces, judges) or in oversight 
bodies whose function is to prevent these abuses 
(ombudsman’s office, public prosecutor’s office, 
comptroller’s office). The territorial configurations 
take different forms depending on the specific 
history, power players and political, ecological and 
economic dynamics.15 The box below presents 
some concrete examples of these power structures.

Box 1: Examples of power brokering dynam-
ics affecting conflict and peace in Colombia

◆ Narcotrafficking by criminal national and 
transnational organisations has flourished 
since the 1980s to control the drugs business 
(particularly cocaine). These organisations – 
in many occasions co-opting and corrupting 
sectors of society, state and illegal armed ac-
tors – have been effective in controlling the 
whole cycle of drug trafficking. This includes 
cultivating and processing coca plants into 
cocaine and derivates, transporting, commer-
cialising and distributing the drugs national-
ly and internationally and money-laundering 
the proceeds through complex white-collar 
schemes. 

◆ Paramilitarism emerged as a response to 
guerrilla violence and consolidated itself as 
a power structure between local elites, eco-
nomic actors, landowners and drug traffick-
ers. This occurred in alliance or coexistence 
with military and police forces. At the height 
of its power at the end of the 20th century, 
paramilitarism as a political-military phe-
nomenon controlled various state and social 
institutions. This was especially at the local 
level including, amongst others, the mayors’ 
offices, municipal councils, governors’ offic-
es, universities, health institutions and trade 
unions. They also extended their power at the 
national level by ‘legal’ means through elec-

15 González González, Fernán E., I. Bolívar and T. Vásquez, 2002. Violencia política en Colombia. De la nación fragmentada a la 
construcción del Estado. CINEP.

16 Ronderos, María Teresa, 2014. Guerras Recicladas. Una historia periodística del paramilitarismo en Colombia. Penguin Random House 
Grupo Editorial.

17 La Silla Vacía, 2018. Sweet Power. How politics works in Colombia. Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial.
18 FIP and Adelphi, 2021. A dangerous climate: Deforestation, climate change and violence against environmental defenders in the 

Colombian Amazon. WWF Germany. https://ideaspaz.org/media/website/WWF_ColombiaAmazonas_2021_ES_WEB.pdf;  International 
Crisis Group, 2021. A Broken Canopy: Preventing Deforestation and Conflict in Colombia. Crisis Group Report N°91. www.crisisgroup.

toral access to the Congress of the Republic, 
or by occupying high-ranking positions with-
in various state institutions.16

◆ Clientelist networks strongly affect nation-
al and local politics and represent another 
interweaving of legal and illegal power. Cli-
entelism is a key channel for coming to and 
maintaining power; it is a mechanism that 
produces and reproduces power. This mech-
anism feeds on itself and serves as a contain-
ment for abrupt changes or fundamental 
transformations. Through clientelist practic-
es, political parties and their candidates gain 
access to institutional and representative 
power at all levels. The constant exchange of 
favours between voters, politicians, elected 
representatives and state authorities gener-
ates a low-quality political dynamic, in which 
ideologies, debate and public deliberation 
are not the main drivers of social change and 
progress. As the digital newspaper La Silla 
Vacía puts it, it is this system that character-
ises any political process in Colombia, includ-
ing peace processes: any political decision 
is the fruit of multiple transactions, and the 
resources, motivations and vigour to achieve 
the desired transformations are diluted along 
the way.17

◆ Deforestation in the Colombian Amazon 
has its roots in more than 50 years of armed 
conflict, the presence of illegal armed groups 
and inadequate management and exploita-
tion of natural resources, along with deep so-
cial, economic and political inequalities and 
weak state presence in these territories. This 
long-standing process has been exacerbat-
ed in recent years, and the dynamics of en-
vironmental degradation have changed sig-
nificantly since the signing of the 2016 Peace 
Agreement. A complex and fluctuating net-
work of illegal armed groups, private actors 
and corrupt officials has taken advantage of 
the power vacuum left by the demobilisation 
and disarmament of much of the FARC to 
expand its power and illegal economic activi-
ties. As a result, the magnitude, intensity and 
speed of resource exploitation in the Colom-
bian Amazon have increased.18

https://ideaspaz.org/media/website/WWF_ColombiaAmazonas_2021_ES_WEB.pdf; 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/andes/colombia/091-broken-canopy-deforestation-and-conflict-colombia. 
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In the midst of these complex networks and 
interweaving power structures, local communities 
are pressured to adapt and submit to the power 
exercised by these actors. Power is not imposed by 
brute force alone, it is combined with the provision 
of public goods that the state is unable to provide 
effectively and transparently. The combination 
of coercion and ability to effectively provide 
goods, services and a certain level of ‘order’ to the 
population makes the ‘real’ political authority of 
these actors more recognisable in the eyes of the 
local population than the ‘formal’ political authority 
of the state.19

It is not uncommon to see in many regions and 
villages in Colombia, both in urban and rural areas, 
that access to formal and informal employment, in 
the private and public sector, or access to public 
goods such as scholarships, study quotas, among 
others, is mediated between local politicians and 
their clienteles, often with the tacit acceptance of 
state authorities. It is also not uncommon to see 
in rural areas that access to justice and conflict 
resolution mechanisms, or the provision of a certain 
degree of security and order, is in the hands of 
armed actors, who gain recognition as an authority 
by the population.

This situation creates a paradox between the centre 
and the peripheries. The political centre insists on 
a modern reading of Colombia: as a social state 
governed by the rule of law; as an upper-middle 
income country that is part of the OECD; as a country 
with democratic institutions, electoral processes 
and political alternation; where the security forces 
use violence and coercion as a legitimate exercise, 
respecting the limits established by international 
treaties; with effective mechanisms to protect 
human rights and where cases of human rights 
violations are due to ‘bad apples’ and isolated 
cases; and with effective mechanisms to ensure 
that corruption and illegality are sanctioned by 
the justice system and oversight bodies. The 
formal discourse reiterates that the institutions are 
guarantors and protectors of rights and capable 

org/latin-america-caribbean/andes/colombia/091-broken-canopy-deforestation-and-conflict-colombia. 
19 Paladini Adell, Borja and Idler, Annette, 2014. ‘When Peace Involves Engaging the ‘Terrorist’: Peacebuilding in Colombia through 

the Transformation of Political Violence and Terrorism. In: Tellidis, Ioannis and H. Toros (Eds.), Researching Terrorism, Peace and 
Conflict Studies. Interaction, Synthesis and Opposition. Routledge; Mitchell, Christopher, 2018. ‘By What Right? Competing sources 
of legitimacy in intractable conflicts', in: Hancock, Landon E. and C. Mitchell (eds.), Local Peacebuilding and Legitimacy: Interactions 
between national and local levels. Routledge. Arjona, Ana, 2016. Rebelocracy: Social Order in the Colombian Civil War. Cambridge 
University Press.

of designing and implementing public policies 
through a corps of highly capable public officials. In 
several peripheral and border territories. However, 
this formal reading of the state has many nuances 
and shadows. And the democratic state is being 
configured around local powers and elites, without 
breaking them apart, as described above.

Box 2: Effects of power networks highlight-
ed during the consultation process

Insecurity, mistrust and reconfiguration of 
armed actors and illegal economies

◆ The presence of the state in the territories 
is still very weak, and as a result, social order 
is governed by the authority of the strongest. 

◆ There are no guarantees for security and 
protection and human rights violations con-
tinue, nor is there a clear policy to control 
armed actors. 

◆ Many of the tensions that feed irregular 
armed groups in the border areas are due 
to the absence of the state. This has allowed 
them to thrive on the availability of unregu-
lated resources. For example, in the Orinoco 
region, irregular armed groups are extracting 
gold and minerals. These schemes are man-
aged by the ELN and other irregular groups. 

◆ High levels of corruption are linked to the 
presence of illicit economies (coca, extractive 
mining, deforestation, among others). In sev-
eral cases, the state, civil society and commu-
nities are co-opted. 

◆ People without opportunities are highly vul-
nerable to the opportunities created by illicit 
economies, which are attractive especially to 
young people and children. These contexts 
further provide a platform for recruitment 
used by armed and criminal groups.

http://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/andes/colombia/091-broken-canopy-deforestation-and-conflict-colombia. 
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Weak democratic culture, participation, 
state and citizenship

◆ There are sectors of the elites that dominate 
and co-opt the state, while blocking peace. 

◆ There is a weak and fragile democratic cul-
ture, dominated by a reductionist conception 
of politics driven by personal and clientelist 
rather than collective interests.

◆ There is a historical distrust of the state and 
institutions that is growing because of cor-
ruption.

◆ There are new social conflicts. These are 
fuelled by the emergence of social discon-
tent, state’s inability to regulate them and 
other actors using coercion or violence.

2.3. Social and community response
Given the above analysis of power configuration at 
the central and local levels, it is important to analyse 
how the population responds to these dynamics of 
violence and territorial control. Three key responses 
can be seen: first, citizens adapt to existing power 
relations seeking ways to move their lives forward. 

Second, people organise and mobilise demanding 
to be recognised and integrated into the 
democratic logic of the state, including by being 
subject to human rights protection and guarantees. 
Since political intermediation through local 
authorities and political parties is as yet ineffective 
in the Colombian case, communities seek direct 
interaction with national authorities and bypass 
the intermediation of traditional politicians and 
state officials at the local level. This has required 
the development of civil society organisations, 
networks and platforms.

Third, communities, especially in the most violent 
territories, find allies in national and international 
organisations and NGOs with a presence on the 
ground. Despite the tensions that exist in the 
somewhat colonial ways of providing cooperation 
and humanitarian aid, international organisations 
are the only effective space through which 
communities can interact effectively with human 
rights protection and guarantee frameworks. 
For example, it is common to hear in Colombia 
that the United Nations Blue Flag is an element 
of protection. Additionally heard is that the UN is 
also an actor that mediates and seeks to generate 
effective spaces of encounter and relationship 
between communities and the state.
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3. A long legacy of peace initiatives

Amidst protracted conflict, citizens and the Colombian state have explored new and 
innovative paths in the search for peace over the last 50 years. These have included a 

wide range of community, social and political efforts to consolidate peace and overcome 
cycles of violence in the country since the 1980s. Many of these efforts were highlighted 
in the consultation workshop and interviews that form the basis of this report. Peace has 
become a national purpose, from society and from the state, although there are strong 
tensions over how to achieve and build it. The drive for peace has been intersected by a 
series of additional demands related to human rights, inclusion, democratic openness 
and the integration of Colombia’s most impoverished populations and territories. This is 
especially relevant in terms of integration into the economic dynamics that generate a 
higher quality of life and greater social justice. 

Peace as a political ideal and social aspiration has become one of the drivers of political 
change in Colombia. It connects the aspirations of communities that have repeatedly 
suffered from violence with the political, institutional and policy programmes at the 
national level. Colombia has made progress in recent years in consolidating a solid peace 
infrastructure by converging social and community efforts with state-led efforts.

Box 3: Meanings of peace

During the consultation, several meanings of peace and its multiple dimensions 
emerged. The participants described peace as:

◆ existence and recognition of political pluralism and social diversity: “Peace is to 
exist and to be respected”. 

◆ the guarantee of fundamental and basic rights, including the right to life: “Don’t 
kill us!”.

◆ the right to life in a broad sense and perspective that considers the relationship 
with nature and the natural world.

◆ social justice where the rights are lived and enforced: right to work, right to food, 
right to health, education and right to partake in society.

◆ the experience of building full democracy, guarantees for a dignified, individual 
and collective life. 

◆ good living in everyone’s territory: “Buen vivir” based on autonomy and self-man-
agement.

◆ “the possibility of developing collective life projects”.

◆ the reconstruction of the humanity and the understanding “that war took [away] 
… the capacity to move from a conception of the other as an enemy to be torn apart 
and eliminated, to another with whom I have to enter into dialogue in order to bet-
ter understand reality and interact with it.” 

◆ the possibility of building a relationship in which hatred is not the prevailing emo-
tion. 

◆ the recovery of lost political rationality and building other imaginaries of the coun-
try. 
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◆ human security “[involving] a move from 
militarised security to security processes 
that are closer to the people, more human. 
Redefine the meaning of security in peace 
towards an inclusive security with a gender 
focus.” 

◆ a peace processes: “Peace implies under-
standing that peace agreements are political 
processes, political instruments of change. 
It is not a technical endeavour. It is a public 
matter, a collective transformation, not just 
something between armed groups.”

There is a set of interrelated actors, organisations, 
platforms, spaces and policies that have created 
a real basis for peace. This basis has empowered 
other non-violent actors – from local institutions to 
grassroots organisations and civil society actors – 
to lead their own peacebuilding processes, without 

20 Paladini, Borja, 2012. ‘From coalitions for peacebuilding and human development to infrastructure for peace in Colombia’. In: Unger, 
Barbara, S. Lundström, K. Planta and B. Austin (eds.). Peace Infrastructures – Assessing Concept and Practice. Berghof Handbook 
Dialogue Series No. 10. Berghof Foundation. https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-assessing-concept-and-
practice.

21 Hernández, Esperanza, 2009. ‘Resistencia civil artesana de paz. Experiencias indígenas, afrodescendientes y campesinas’. Revista 
Paz y Conflictos. Número 2; Bouvier, Virginia, 2006. Harbingers of Hope: Peace Initiatives in Colombia. USIP. www.usip.org/
publications/2006/08/harbingers-hope-peace-initiatives-colombia

22 Kaplan, Oliver, 2017. Resisting war. How communities protect themselves. Cambridge University Press. Masullo, Juan, 2015. The Power of 
Staying Put: Nonviolent Resistance Against Armed Groups in Colombia. International Center on Nonviolent Conflict. 
www.nonviolent-conflict.org/resource/the-power-of-staying-put-nonviolent-resistance-again-st-armed-groups-in-colombia/.

depending on or being subjugated to armed 
actors.20 As a consequence, there are now hundreds 
of territorial and community-based initiatives to 
advance peacebuilding in Colombia, outside of 
formal peace processes.

Colombia has also developed a set of norms, 
institutions and policies and one of the strongest 
institutional architectures in the world to 
support the transition from armed conflict to 
peace, including a sophisticated and innovative 
transitional justice framework. 

This chapter will analyse the main expressions 
and results of this process of social and political 
mobilisation and institutional development for 
peace, as well as the main actors behind them. It 
is structured thematically around the main topics 
highlighted during the consultation workshop and 
the focus group discussion.

3.1. Resistance to violence and active nonviolence
One of the main sources of change promoting 
peace has been the civilian response to the 
increasing violence and degradation into armed 
conflict. Exercises of resistance and active 
nonviolence have deep roots in Colombia. This 
includes efforts from indigenous communities 
resisting the control of other, more powerful 
indigenous peoples before the Spanish conquest, 
to the hundreds of community and civilian 
experiences that have promoted peacebuilding 
alternatives across the country. One study describes 
these civil resistance actions as initiatives of local 
peacebuilding, autonomy from armed actors and 
self-determination.21 Many of these initiatives have 
remained localised and context-specific, but others 
have grown to a national scale, such as the socio-
political movement of the Regional Indigenous 
Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indígena del 
Cauca - CRIC). Many communities in Colombia 
have taken immense risks to protect themselves 
and resist the logic that armed actors sought to 
impose to them. 

This exercise of active nonviolent resistance seeks 
to influence armed actors and curb violence. It is 

pursued through a wide range of public or covert 
practices, such as avoiding encounters with armed 
groups, developing cultures and norms of peace, 
managing local conflicts, deception, protest 
and negotiation. These actions are based on the 
autonomy of communities, which underline their 
desire to maintain their civilian status outside the 
armed conflict, thus avoiding reprisals from armed 
actors. From this point of view, civilians are not just 
defenceless victims. They have an agency that they 
seek to activate in order to resist, protect their lives, 
influence armed actors, reduce violence and create 
autonomous and independent spaces free from 
coercion.22

Box 4: Cultural resistance and community 
self-management practices highlighted in 
the consultation

◆ Peace as the quality of the social fabric 
(tejido social) and civil community: the pow-
er of peace processes depends on the quali-
ty and cohesion of the social fabric and the 
capacity to accept that society is plural and 

https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-assessing-concept-and-practice
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-assessing-concept-and-practice
https://www.usip.org/publications/2006/08/harbingers-hope-peace-initiatives-colombia
https://www.usip.org/publications/2006/08/harbingers-hope-peace-initiatives-colombia
http://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/resource/the-power-of-staying-put-nonviolent-resistance-again-st-armed-groups-in-colombia/
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diverse. Community cohesion mechanisms 
have a long history in Colombia. Despite be-
ing weakened by violence, the peace process 
has helped to strengthen them again.

◆ Culture is fundamental: it should be un-
derstood as a sense of belonging, which is 
key to peacebuilding processes. The creation 
and development of a culture of peace al-
lows the culture of violence to be unlearned.

◆ Self-management: to understand peace 
in the context of Colombia, it is necessary to 
see it from the perspective of territorial au-
tonomy and the capacity of communities 
to self-manage, develop their resilience and 
capacity to resist against violence, armed ac-
tors and the abandonment of the state the 
market. Self-management is the capacity of 
people to be in solidarity with others, to build 
alliances and achieve collective impacts. 

◆ An alternative for a dignified life: in the 
absence of the state and in the presence of 
illegal violent actors, resistance takes the 
form of self-management, the construction 
of alternatives for a dignified life and forms 
of livelihood that respect the environment. 
Communities have survived given their resil-
ience and unwavering desire for peace.

◆ The peace process gave a sense of pur-
pose to the diaspora community: “The 
peace process served to strengthen us [the 
diaspora] as a Colombian community in the 
country, overcoming many distances that 
existed before. The war separated us; the 
practices of peace are bringing us together. 
Our organisational process allowed us to in-
fluence the peace process and its actors.”23

A well-known form of community resistance to 
violent domination in Colombia are the peace 
territories. The first one was the Asociación de 

23 A participant in the consultation workshop who has been based outside Colombia for years expressed this idea.
24 Lederach, John Paul, 2005. The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Peacemaking. Oxford University Press.

Trabajadores Campesinos del Carare (Association 
of Peasant Workers of the Carare). They declared 
their community as a ‘peace territory’ and opposed 
any attempt of subjugation by different armed 
actors with the motto “we will die rather than kill”. 
Many of their leaders were killed over the years, 
but the community became an example of how to 
break the cycles of violence and the logic of war 
and instead generate new paths and options.24 
Hundreds of similar experiences have emerged 
throughout the Colombian territories, led by local 
indigenous, Afro-Colombian, peasant or women’s 
associations. Often, they have had the sustained 
support of the Catholic Church or other Christian 
churches such as the Mennonites in their most 
local expression such as rural priests, bishops of 
regional dioceses, missionaries, religious orders 
and pastors.

Colombia has also developed solid frameworks 
for civil protection and humanitarian assistance. 
Originally led by solidarity organisations, for example 
the Catholic Church’s Pastoral Social, such efforts 
gradually developed within the state’s institutional 
and normative frameworks. Since the 1990s, this 
development has received strong support from 
international humanitarian organisations and the 
United Nations. These protection frameworks have 
accompanied victimised or at-risk communities 
through programmes and initiatives to support 
strategies of resistance to violence, prevention of 
displacement, emergency humanitarian assistance 
(once violence has engulfed communities) or early 
recovery and durable development-orientated 
solutions.

Behind these efforts lies a deep sense of humanity 
that calls for peace, war de-escalation, safety for 
civilians and, at the very least, for armed actors to 
respect the protection frameworks of international 
humanitarian law. These efforts demonstrate that 
communities have the capacity and mechanisms 
to resist war and violence and to recover from its 
most dramatic consequences, thus generating a 
thread of hope in the midst of tragedy.
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3.2. Sustained social mobilisation for 
peace, human rights and democracy

25 García-Durán, Mauricio, 2006. Movimiento por la Paz en Colombia. 1978-2003. CINEP.
26 Sarmiento, Fernando et al., 2016. Mobilisation for Peace in Colombia. A key social infrastructure for the post-agreement. CINEP / 

Programa por la Paz. www.cinep.org.co/publicaciones/PDFS/20160302.Informe_Datapaz.pdf;
 Pfeiffer, Silke, 2014. Peace infrastructure in Colombia. In: Unger, Barbara, S. Lundström, K. Planta, B. Austin, 2013. Peace infrastructures 

- Assessing concept and practice. Berghof Handbook Dialogue Series No. 10. Berghof Foundation. https://berghof-foundation.org/
library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia.

27 CINEP/PPP, 2016. CINEP Databank. CINEP; Paladini, Borja, 2012. From coalitions for peacebuilding and human development to 
infrastructure for peace in Colombia. In: Unger, Barbara, S. Lundström, K. Planta, B. Austin, 2013. Peace infrastructures - Assessing 
concept and practice. Berghof Handbook Dialogue Series No. 10. https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-
assessing-concept-and-practice.

28 Paladini Adell, Borja and Naranjo, Carolina, 2017. Monitoring the progress of human rights in the Colombian peace process. Política 
de Paz. Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies. https://peacepolicy.nd.edu/2017/10/11/monitoring-the-progress-of-human-
rights-in-the-colombia-peace-process/.

At various moments in Colombia’s recent history, 
social mobilisation for peace and human rights 
has been a determining factor in moving forward 
the political agenda for peace and influencing 
the government and armed actors to curb their 
war strategies and tactics and bring them to the 
negotiating table.

• Mobilisation for peace 

Since the 1980s, social mobilisation for peace has 
grown steadily. Colombia has witnessed one of 
the strongest social mobilisations for peace in the 
world.25 This dynamism has created a solid social 
infrastructure for peace in the country, which in 
turn pushed the development of an institutional 
infrastructure for peace. Social mobilisation was 
driven by a broad set of civil society actors at the 
national and local levels. These were articulated 
through social, political and cultural networks and 
platforms composed of diverse social sectors, public 
entities, churches, political parties, businessmen, 
ex-combatants and international agencies.26

These actors and sectors have accumulated a wide 
and varied repertoire of actions, ranging from peace 
education to political participation, social protest 
and nonviolent civil resistance. This accumulated 
collective experience has pushed the national 
government and armed actors to prioritise peace 
as the main national objective, opt for political and 
dialogue-based solutions to the armed conflict 
and, finally, consider the rights of victims.27

• Mobilisation for human rights 

Colombia has also developed a strong social 
mobilisation for human rights. Various social 
sectors, including victims’ organisations, have 
spoken out collectively to demand that the state 
fulfil its functions of protecting, promoting and 

guaranteeing human rights, as well as providing 
effective justice mechanisms to investigate, 
prosecute and punish human rights violations.

• Convergence around human 
rights-based peacebuilding 

The impact of these two sources of social 
mobilisation has been very important in 
consolidating the possibility of peace as a national 
project. These two sources of social mobilisation 
did not always coordinate their actions and there 
were tensions between their competing demands. 
Nevertheless, in the last decade, their agendas 
have converged around a common understanding 
of peace and human rights as two sides of the 
same coin. This is mirrored in the developments of 
international norms that consider peace, human 
rights and development as synergetic processes. 
Civil society organisations in Colombia consider 
peace as a basic human right and a prerequisite 
for the exercise and guarantee of all other human 
rights.

This convergence reached its peak in the peace 
process between the government and the FARC 
guerrillas between 2012 and 2016 (see Chapter 
4). The peace agreement establishes a clear 
complementary relationship between peace and 
human rights and its implementation. Thereby, 
it directly contributed to strengthening the 
synergy between the protection, guarantee and 
promotion of human rights with the sustainability 
of peacebuilding. This complementarity is a major 
cross-cutting theme and interpretative lens of the 
entire agreement.28

This centrality of human rights in peacebuilding 
has succeeded in placing the victims of the conflict 
at the centre of peacebuilding in Colombia. The 
peace agreement is explicit in this regard. Frontline 
human rights organisations, social leaders, victims 

http://www.cinep.org.co/publicaciones/PDFS/20160302.Informe_Datapaz.pdf
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia 
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia 
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-assessing-concept-and-practice
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructures-assessing-concept-and-practice
https://peacepolicy.nd.edu/2017/10/11/monitoring-the-progress-of-human-rights-in-the-colombia-peace-process/
https://peacepolicy.nd.edu/2017/10/11/monitoring-the-progress-of-human-rights-in-the-colombia-peace-process/
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and survivors, ethnic communities and peasants 
are at the centre of the narrative of the agreement. 

Their participation in the peacebuilding process is 
essential to advance accountability for violations, 
abuses and crimes against humanity and war 
crimes, in addition to reducing impunity and 
generating guarantees of peace, non-repetition, 
coexistence and reconciliation. Addressing the root 
causes of the conflict and protecting, promoting 

29 Velandia, Carlos, 2021. Todas las paces. Una mirada a la paz en Colombia. Desde el Palenque al Acuerdo del Teatro Colon. ABCPAZ. 

and guaranteeing the rights of victims and social 
leaders is essential to sustaining peace. These 
advances would not have been possible without 
the constant, repeated, growing and sustained 
mobilisation of social movements for peace and 
human rights in Colombia. Unfortunately, despite 
the advances described above, victims and social 
leaders are those most ‘suffering from peace’, as 
growing targets of threats and assassinations since 
the agreement.

3.3. Inclusive peace agendas and 
proposals by excluded social sectors
Other distinctive elements of the peacebuilding 
processes in Colombia have been the 
organisational processes led by ethnic 
communities (indigenous and Afro-Colombian 
peoples), women’s organisations and the feminist 
movement and the victims. The 1991 Constitution 
opened the doors to these historically excluded 
populations and guaranteed their rights. Ethnic 
groups and women have taken advantage of this 
normative opening to gain political space, build 
their agendas for advocacy and transformation, 
and occupy spaces of power and real influence in 
decision-making. Today, both ethnic communities 
– especially indigenous communities – and women 

are power actors with the capacity to mobilise 
and influence decision-making spaces. Another 
marginalised social sector that has organised itself 
and plays a strong advocacy role in Colombia are 
the victim groups represented through hundreds 
of national and local organisations. Although these 
pursue diverse agendas and do not always act in 
a coordinated manner, they have developed a 
strong advocacy capacity. This advocacy has been 
supported by the passage of the 2011 Victims and 
Land Restitution Law, which aims to guarantee 
their rights to reparation. As a direct result, they 
were able to play an important role in the peace 
process with the FARC (see Chapter 4).

3.4. Long history and practice of 
formal peace processes
Throughout its recent history, in parallel to and 
often conditioned by counter-insurgency policies, 
Colombian Governments have engaged in multiple 
peace negotiation processes with insurgencies 
and other illegal armed groups.29 

The recent peace process between the government 
and the FARC is not a unique initiative. Through 
multiple negotiations since the 1980s, political 
conditions were created for the reincorporation of 
several guerrilla groups into democratic political 
life, substantive institutional reforms and legal 
adjustments were promoted, and the intensity 
of the armed conflict was reduced. These peace 

processes have had a predominantly top-down 
approach. Government and guerrilla elites 
negotiated peace and (limited) power-sharing 
deals that sought to reintegrate the guerrillas 
as political parties in Colombia’s democratic life 
especially through electoral processes. From this 
logic, the last nine presidents have developed, with 
greater or lesser intensity and political conviction, 
numerous contacts and negotiations with the 
armed actors. Civil society mobilisation for peace, 
democracy and human rights was a driven force 
pressuring the different presidents and the armed 
actors to explore the political solution to the armed 
conflicts.
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Table 1: Summary of peace negotiation processes by presidential periods30

30 This table lists various peace processes along presidential terms, given the fundamental and exclusive role of the presidency in 
setting peace processes in motion in Colombia. See Pizarro, Eduardo, 2017. Changing the future. History of the peace processes in 
Colombia, 1981-2016. See also: García Durán, Mauricio, Vera Grabe Loewenherz and Otty Patiño Hormaza, 2008. M-19’s Journey from 
Armed Struggle to Democratic Politics: Striving to Keep the Revolution Connected to the People. Berghof Foundation. https://berghof-
foundation.org/library/m-19s-journey-from-armed-struggle-to-democratic-politics-striving-to-keep-the-revolution-connected-to-
the-people 

31 Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2018. Everything happened in front of our eyes. The genocide of the Unión Patriótica, 1984 - 2002. 
CNMH. https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/todo-paso-frente-a-nuestros-ojos-genocidio-de-la-union-patriotica-1984-2002/. 

Presidencies Peace processes and initiatives

Julio César 
Turbay Ayala 
(1978–1982)

Turbay’s government pushed for action under a peace narrative only in a 
very limited way and against the tide of policies that went in the opposite 
direction. In 1981, it set up a Peace Commission to talk with the guerrillas. 
This was the first institutional mechanism of Colombia set up to explore 
avenues for political negotiation. This initiative was dwarfed by the state’s 
National Security Statute (Estatuto de Seguridad Nacional), which gave 
the army extraordinary powers and increased repression. The Statute 
sought to subdue the guerrillas and curb their growth, regulate and limit 
social protest, impose a state of siege, grant judicial police powers to 
the military and remit trials of civilians to martial courts. This context of 
increasing repression gave rise to the first human rights organisations and 
platforms resulting in an increase in mobilisation and social protests. 

Belisario 
Betancur 

(1982–1986)

The first coherent and focused peace policy was proposed by Conservative 
Party President Betancur. In 1982, at the government's initiative, Congress 
passed an Amnesty Law establishing norms for the reestablishment and 
preservation of peace (Law 35 of 1982). With this law, peace talks with the FARC 
were explored. In 1984, Betancur and the FARC signed the La Uribe Accords, 
in which a bilateral ceasefire, the suspension of kidnapping and the opening 
of political spaces for the guerrillas were agreed. Both parties agreed to jointly 
seek a political solution to Colombia’s internal armed conflict. Following this 
agreement, the FARC created its political wing, the Patriotic Union (Unión 
Patriótica, UP). The UP was an effort to articulate an alternative political proposal 
bringing together diverse social forces that did not feel represented by the two 
hegemonic political parties. The UP did well in the 1986 presidential elections 
and became the third political force. However, the process failed in the face of 
the FARC's persistence in combining political struggle with armed struggle, and 
the resulting onslaught against UP leaders. From the birth of the UP in 1984 
until 2002, there were large scale assassinations and disappearances throughout 
the country including: two presidential candidates, eight congresspersons, 
13 deputies, 70 councillors, eleven mayors and more than 4,000 grassroots 
militants. This onslaught was carried out by the joint action of paramilitary 
groups, politicians, sectors of the army and drug traffickers.31 Betancur’s 
efforts failed, despite his will. The genocide of the UP created a very difficult 
precedent for future peace processes. One of the main conditioning factors 
for any future negotiations has been the guerrillas' fear of being eliminated 
after signing the peace agreement and handing over their weapons.

Virgilio Barco 
(1986–1990)

Under Barco, the Colombian government initiated contacts with the M-19 
guerrillas in 1988 and signed an amnesty law to facilitate these talks. In 
1990, the M-19 signed a peace agreement with the state, surrendered its 
weapons, reintegrated into civilian life and became a legal political force. 
The peace process with the M-19 is one of the significant antecedents 
that facilitated the 1991 constitutional reform process together with the 
civil society effort “la séptima papeleta”. In May 1990, Colombia held a 
referendum on organising a Constitutional Assembly together with the 
presidential elections. The proposal was approved by 96 per cent of the 
voters, which gave them a mandate for the next presidential period.

https://berghof-foundation.org/library/m-19s-journey-from-armed-struggle-to-democratic-politics-striving-to-keep-the-revolution-connected-to-the-people
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/m-19s-journey-from-armed-struggle-to-democratic-politics-striving-to-keep-the-revolution-connected-to-the-people
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/m-19s-journey-from-armed-struggle-to-democratic-politics-striving-to-keep-the-revolution-connected-to-the-people
https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/todo-paso-frente-a-nuestros-ojos-genocidio-de-la-union-patriotica-1984-2002/. 
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Presidencies Peace processes and initiatives

César Gaviria 
(1990–1994)

In 1991, the government-initiated talks with the FARC and ELN guerrillas in 
Venezuela and Mexico, did not reach an agreement. Other, smaller guerrilla 
groups signed peace agreements with the state and began their demobilisation 
process. This included The Popular Liberation Army, the indigenous guerrilla 
Quintín Lame, the Revolutionary Workers' Party and a dissident faction of 
the ELN. During Gaviria's presidency, the 1991 Constitution was adopted, an 
innovative effort that some analysts have described as a ‘peace-agreement’ 
constitution.32 The new constitution is perhaps one of the most tangible results 
of peace policies and citizen mobilisation in Colombia. The importance of the 
1991 Constitution as a peace treaty is further developed in the next section.

Ernesto Samper 
(1994–1998)

During this period, civil society promoted a series of dialogues with the ELN 
guerrillas in Spain and Germany. These dialogues were accepted by the 
government but did not prosper. The war worsened characterised by growing 
influence of drug trafficking cartels. Despite the efforts of various civil society 
actors and the international community, substantial progress in pacification 
and negotiation was prevented by the increase in violence by all armed actors. 
Nevertheless, during the Gaviria and Samper presidencies, fatigue with the 
war resulted in a growing social mobilisation for peace (see section 3.2.).

Andrés Pastrana 
(1998–2002)

In 1998, the government initiated peace talks with the FARC. This was one 
of Pastrana’s main presidential campaign promises arising from social 
pressure including a ground-breaking referendum organised by children 
across Colombia to demand peace. Children appropriated one of the political 
participation mechanisms of the 1991 Constitution to declare themselves 
in resistance to the violence of the armed conflict.33 The talks with the 
FARC took place over four years in a 42,000 square kilometre clearance 
zone that served as the site of the negotiations (Zona de Despeje en El 
Caguán). The Caguán Process failed when both the government and the 
FARC took advantage of the lull in the war to reinforce their military forces 
without being fully convinced of the viability of these negotiations. During 
his presidency, Pastrana also held preliminary talks with the ELN.

32 Bell, Christine, Catherine O'Rourke and Sissela Matzner, 2015. Chronology of peace processes and agreements in Colombia. Briefing 
Paper 1, 2015. Political Accords Programme Consortium. www.politicalsettlements.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/2015_BP_1_
Bell_ORourke_Matzner_PA-X-Columbian-Chronology-2.pdf. 

33 See https://comisiondelaverdad.co/actualidad/noticias/mandato-ninos-ninas-paz-no-dejaban-votar-lo-hicimos-favor-pais-paz. 

http://www.politicalsettlements.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/2015_BP_1_Bell_ORourke_Matzner_PA-X-Columbian-Chronology-2.pdf. 
http://www.politicalsettlements.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/2015_BP_1_Bell_ORourke_Matzner_PA-X-Columbian-Chronology-2.pdf. 
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Presidencies Peace processes and initiatives

Álvaro Uribe 
Vélez 

(2002–2010)

The failure of the Caguán Process meant that President Uribe came to power 
with a militaristic agenda focused on defeating the guerrillas by force. In the 
first months of his term, he launched his Democratic Security policy. During 
his two terms as president, the security forces were reinforced under a counter-
insurgency and anti-terrorist ideology with USA support. The pressure from 
the security forces displaced the guerrillas to more peripheral territories and 
improved security indicators in the country’s urban and more populated 
areas. In parallel, Uribe advanced a peace process with paramilitaries and 
subdued the various paramilitary fronts. Following the government's initiative, 
Congress passed the Justice and Peace Law (Law 975 of 2005) to try leaders 
of armed groups who had committed serious crimes against humanity and 
who submitted to justice through a demobilisation process. The law was 
heavily criticised by human rights groups, among other reasons, because 
it did not guarantee truth and full confession of crimes during the judicial 
process and imposed light sentences. The Uribe government also maintained 
contacts with the ELN under the mediation of Venezuelan President Hugo 
Chávez. The Office of the High Commissioner for Peace (OACP) also had 
open channels of communication through facilitators to explore possible 
humanitarian agreements with the FARC. These channels were key to the 
subsequent opening of the peace process with the FARC under the presidency 
of Santos, who was Minister of Defence during the Uribe government.34

Juan Manuel 
Santos

(2010–2018)

The peace processes with the FARC or Havana Process (2012–2016) and ELN 
(2016–2018) were defining factors of the presidential mandate. President Santos 
and the FARC reached a comprehensive peace accord in November 2016 
(called ‘the Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable 
Peace’), which has allowed the demobilisation of this guerrilla group and its 
incorporation into political life. For the first time in Colombia, a comprehensive 
peace agreement was signed, defining a broad agenda of reforms and 
transformations to address the root causes of the conflict. This went beyond the 
narrow frameworks of previous agreements on disarmament, demobilisation, 
power-sharing, implementation, verification and security procedures. The 
agreement also defined a peacebuilding model that would open up spaces and 
possibilities for grassroots peacebuilding. President Santos received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in recognition of his leadership in the peace process at a time when 
a national referendum rejected the original peace accord by a narrow margin. 
Negotiations with the ELN, however, did not come to fruition (see Chapter 4). 

Iván Duque 
Márquez 

(2018–2022)

President Duque won the presidency on a political platform opposed to the 
peace agreement. During his presidential term he promoted the policy of 
Peace with Legality (Paz con Legalidad) to continue the implementation of 
the peace agreement with the FARC. His government has been particularly 
critical of some of the instruments of the peace agreement and in particular 
the Comprehensive System of Truth, Justice and Reparation, especially the 
Special Justice for Peace. In the last months of his mandate, however, his 
government publicly expressed, in international fora and in Colombia, that 
it had been faithful to the implementation of the agreement and claimed 
that they had made more progress than the previous government.35 

34 Acosta Patiño, Henry, 2016. El Hombre Clave: El secreto mejor guardado del proceso de paz de Colombia. Penguin Random House.
35 Independent data on the areas of progress and difficulties can be found here: Five Years of Peace Agreement Implementation in 

Colombia: Achievements, Challenges, and Opportunities to Increase Implementation Levels. December 2016 - October 2021. Peace 
Accords Matrix/Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies/Keough School of Global Affairs: https://doi.org/10.7274/0c483j36025.

https://doi.org/10.7274/0c483j36025
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3.5. Institutional and normative 
infraestructure for peace 

36 Hernández, José Gregorio, 2016. The 1991 Constitution: 25 years of a humanist and democratic project. Razón Pública. https://
razonpublica.com/la-constitucion-de-1991-25-anos-de-un-proyecto-humanista-y-democratico/. 

37 Berghof Foundation, 2017. National Dialogue Handbook. A Guide for Practitioners. Berghof Foundation Operations. https://berghof-
foundation.org/library/national-dialogue-handbook-a-guide-for-practitioners.

38 Silke Pfeiffer, 2013. ‘Peace infrastructure in Colombia’, In: Unger, Barbara, S. Lundström, K. Planta, B. Austin, 2013. Peace 
infrastructures - Assessing concept and practice. Berghof Handbook Dialogue Series No. 10. Berghof Foundation. https://berghof-
foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia. 

39 See https://dev.comisiondeconciliacion.co. 
40 Fisas, Vicenç, 2004. Procesos de paz y negociación en conflictos armados. Paidós. Mitchell, Christopher, 2008. ‘Mediation and the end of 

conflict’. In: Darby John and Mac Ginty, Roger (eds). Contemporary Peacemaking. Palgrave Macmillan.

Another element that distinguishes Colombia 
from other contexts is the wealth and interplay of 
institutions for peace. These interesting institutional 
and normative advances from mobilisation efforts 
are representative of Colombia’s growing peace 
infrastructure. The most significant development 
came with the adoption of the new Constitution of 
Colombia in 1991 that restructured the Colombian 
state and legal system after more than 100 years of 
the 1886 Constitution. One of the main reasons for 
the National Constituent Assembly was the need 
to seek peace and re-establish public order, which 
had been seriously undermined by drug trafficking, 
subversive organisations and paramilitarism, 
and by the inability of traditional political parties 
to consolidate a more inclusive and modern 
democratic state.36 The Presidential Decree 1926 
of 1990, which established the framework for the 
National Constituent Assembly, motivated some 
guerrillas to lay down their arms, sign a peace 
agreement with the state and join the democratic 
political process by participating in the constituent 
assembly.

The 1991 Constitution is a rich document that 
modernised the Colombian political system 
and brought it up to international standards of 
democratic rule of law. It resulted from a broad 
process of dialogue and national consultation.37 
It created, at least on paper, a pluralist, 
more participatory political system aimed at 
guaranteeing, protecting and promoting human 
rights, including international humanitarian law, 
and various measures to guarantee the rights of 
minorities. 

In addition to the 1991 Constitution, Colombia has 
developed other relevant institutional, normative 
and political frameworks for thinking about, 
achieving and consolidating peace.38 For instance:

 ▶ Colombia has been perfecting a set of 
government institutions to assist the design 
and implementation of each government’s 
peace policy. The most concrete example is the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Peace 

(OACP), which has been in charge of leading the 
negotiation processes with armed actors and 
the reincorporation of demobilised combatants 
into civilian life. Other examples include the 
Presidential Human Rights Programmes 
and the Comprehensive Policy against 
Antipersonnel Mines.

 ▶ Since the Turbay Ayala government (1978–
1982), several subsequent governments have 
created Peace Commissions to advise and 
guide approaches to armed actors or to support 
the verification of peace agreements. These 
commissions have also promoted amnesty laws 
as an incentive to facilitate peace negotiations. 
Over the years, the various governments have 
also facilitated, or at least tolerated, civil society 
led efforts to facilitate peace talks through 
mechanisms and commissions organised for 
this purpose. The most relevant examples have 
been the National Conciliation Commission, 
created by the Catholic Church in 1995.39

 ▶ Beyond the warmongering rhetoric, all 
governments have maintained unofficial 
channels of communication with the guerrillas 
to explore peace talks. Colombia has a rich 
network of insider mediators, facilitators and 
‘gestores de paz’ (community leaders engaging 
for peace) with the capacity to fulfil the different 
mediation roles necessary to make any peace 
process viable.40 These societal bridge-builders 
explore all possible ways to create the conditions 
for realising peace. They include, amongst others, 
political leaders, religious leaders, academics, 
social leaders, activists and entrepreneurs. In 
recent years, Colombia has also developed a 
strong technical capacity through individuals 
and networks specialising in the design of peace 
processes through mediation support units. 

 ▶ Colombia has a solid normative framework 
for the protection of human rights. The 1991 
Constitution creates this framework, which has 
been developed through internal normative 
adjustments and adherence to international 
normative frameworks. 

https://razonpublica.com/la-constitucion-de-1991-25-anos-de-un-proyecto-humanista-y-democratico/. 
https://razonpublica.com/la-constitucion-de-1991-25-anos-de-un-proyecto-humanista-y-democratico/. 
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/national-dialogue-handbook-a-guide-for-practitioners
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/national-dialogue-handbook-a-guide-for-practitioners
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia. 
https://berghof-foundation.org/library/peace-infrastructure-in-colombia. 
https://dev.comisiondeconciliacion.co
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 ▶ Colombia has also developed one of the 
strongest policies in the world to protect victims 
and restore or redress their rights through 
transitional justice mechanisms. The latest 
iteration was the Comprehensive System of 
Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees 
of Non-Repetition, derived from the Havana 
Peace Process (see Chapter 4). Based on a solid 
institutional framework of transitional justice, 
it brings together different judicial and extra-
judicial mechanisms seeking to satisfy the rights 
of the victims of the armed conflict. As a result, 
it ensures a transition from armed conflict to 
peace through contributing to guarantee 
coexistence, reconciliation and non-repetition 
of the conflict.

 ▶ Furthermore, Colombia has developed 
innovative public policies and programmes 
on peacebuilding and development. These 
complement top-level efforts to negotiate 
peace with local peacebuilding efforts. The most 
significant programmes have been the National 
Rehabilitation Plan, during the Betancourt 
presidency, the Peace Laboratories and the 

41 See www.reincorporacion.gov.co/es/agencia/Paginas/ARN-en-cifras.aspx.

Development Programmes with a Territorial 
Approach (PDET) included in the 2016 Peace 
Agreement with the FARC. These models have 
enriched the concept of peace as something 
that goes beyond the end of violence and 
armed conflict, requiring the participation of 
citizens, victims and local communities, as well 
as an agenda of socio-economic development, 
human development and inclusion (see Table 2 
below).

 ▶ Finally, Colombia has accumulated considerable 
experience in the disarmament, demobilisation 
and reintegration (DDR) of armed actors 
and has accompanied more than 76,000 ex-
combatants in their process of laying down their 
weapons and reintegrating into civilian life over 
the last 20 years.41

The implementation of the peace agreement of 
2016 connected to, renewed and duplicated in 
parts many mechanisms linking various sectors 
and levels. This formed a broad infrastructure; its 
effectiveness will be determined by the political 
will and context dynamics.

3.6. State-society partnerships and platforms 
for peace and territorial development
In addition to the above achievements, Colombian 
society and successive governments have 
developed a series of institutional mechanisms 
that vertically links both the processes of grassroots 
social mobilisation for peace and high-level 
negotiation processes. Peace has been sought 
beyond negotiations between elites or through 
social demand and enforceability. Different 
actors have also developed initiatives that seek 
to integrate national and local peace processes. 
The following highlights the various ‘peace and 
territorial development’ policies promoted in 
Colombia over the last 30 years.

The state and civil society, often with strong support 
from international cooperation, have developed 
peace and development programmes. These have 
aimed to complement the dialogue processes 
with armed actors with separate peacebuilding 
initiatives in the territories, especially those most 
affected by the armed conflict. Over the last 40 
years, several programmes have been developed, 
three of which will be highlighted: the National 
Rehabilitation Plan (PNR), the Development and 
Peace Programmes (PDP) and the PDETs (see 
Table 2).

http://www.reincorporacion.gov.co/es/agencia/Paginas/ARN-en-cifras.aspx
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 Table 2: Examples of key peace and development programmes

Programme Description

National 
Rehabilitation Plan 

Plan Nacional de 
Rehabilitación, 
(PNR)

During the Betancur, Barco and Gaviria governments, the presidency 
of the Republic led an initiative to establish state presence in the most 
segregated areas of the country. Originally framed within the process of 
civilian reincorporation of the guerrillas amnestied in 1982, the programme 
shifted its focus to a model of ‘bringing the state to the most deprived 
areas’, especially those most subjected to the violence of the armed conflict. 
Over time, the PNR became a strategy of state-building and presence in 
the disputed territories. Through participatory processes between state 
institutions, communities and local governments, it sought to develop social 
investment initiatives and public goods such as tertiary roads, sewage, 
electricity connections, social, educational and health infrastructures, 
and economic projects. For many communities, the PNR was the only 
civilian state presence in their territory, while previously they had only 
known the state through its military and police in the context of the armed 
conflict. The Plan was implemented in more than 400 of the country’s 
1,100 municipalities and became a valued alternative for communities to 
the traditional logics of power dominated by local and national clientelist 
elites. Over time, however, the initiative became a bargaining chip in 
the framework of political negotiations between the government and 
political parties and lost its reformist and transformative essence.

Development and 
Peace Programmes 
Programas de 
Desarrollo y 
Paz, (PDP)

The first PDP was established in the Magdalena Medio region under the 
leadership of the Catholic Church, the Society of Jesus and think tank CINEP 
(Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular) in 1995.42 The PDP emerged 
as a result of dialogues between an oil workers’ union in the region and the 
Colombian oil company ECOPETROL. It originated as a research initiative 
led by CINEP for identifying ideas and recommendations to address the 
social and economic problems of Barrancabermeja, a city with an oil-
centred economy, and the municipalities in the region. From this process, 
the PDP emerged as an alliance of institutions, actors and communities 
seeking to take control of their own socio-political development while 
pursuing peace and war resistance. By 2022, it is a platform of community 
and social organisations including universities, businesses, churches, local 
state institutions, national support entities and international donors.

Replicating the Magdalena Medio experience, more than 20 PDPs have 
emerged throughout the country, in regions most affected by the armed 
conflict, and have developed a national platform, the Redprodepaz.43 Due 
to their high level of legitimacy, the PDPs have been supported by different 
governments, international agencies and private companies as a platform 
for channelling resources and programmes, for example through the 
EU Peace Laboratories Programme and the Colombian Government.

42 See www.pdpmm.org.co/index.php/item/programa-de-desarrollo-y-paz-del-magdalena-medio-20-anos-defendiendo-la-vida.
43 See https://redprodepaz.org.co/_web/Site/web/. 

http://www.pdpmm.org.co/index.php/item/programa-de-desarrollo-y-paz-del-magdalena-medio-20-anos-defendiendo-la-vida
https://redprodepaz.org.co/_web/Site/web/
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Programme Description

Development Plans 
with a Territorial 
Approach 

Planes de 
Desarrollo 
con Enfoque 
Territorial,  (PDET)

These plans are a new version of Colombia's effort to build state legitimacy 
and develop the social contract without imposing it through violence. 
Colombia’s 16 PDETs are being promoted in the 170 municipalities most 
affected by poverty and exclusion, weak state institutions, the presence 
of coca crops and victimisation. Their objective is to build the peace and 
development agenda of the territories and link community, local, national 
and international resources, including part of the national budget, for at 
least 15 years. The PDETs have only been in existence for a few years but 
have already generated hope in Colombia, by demonstrating the state’s 
commitment to support bottom-up processes with broad participation 
by communities and society. Despite still a recent innovation, some 
major challenges of this programme can be reviewed (see Chapter 4).

Despite the diversity of programmes, they have 
their limitations and have not always been able to 
take precedence over the devastating dynamics of 
armed conflict such as the illegal economies and 
the logic of co-optation of the state by corrupt 
elites and private interests. They have shown, 
nevertheless, that there are alternative pathways 
with hope for doing things differently. For 
example, the development of the rule of law and 
its legitimacy from below, and the consolidation of 
a social contract that guarantees peace, security 
and equity.

Some of the common themes that ran through 
the consultation workshop and focus groups 
point to the centrality of bottom-up peacebuilding 
schemes which have taken shape in past decades 
through a territorial approach. These were beyond 
the logic of elite-led peace accords. According to 
many participants, these territorial practices have 
been able to demonstrate how peace can be built 
through the integration of difference and pluralism. 
Facilitating the convergence of divergent points of 

view and positions to build peace and development 
agendas, there were processes, before and in 
parallel to political negotiations, enabling dialogue 
between ethnic communities, civil society entities, 
state institutions, regional universities, trade and 
business sectors. Participants are also adamant 
that the state must accompany and strengthen 
consultation processes allowing communities to 
build peace from their own capacities. In particular, 
the PDETs have generated great expectations 
for transformative and participatory practices. 
It is necessary to see them as the institutional 
construction of democratic participation and state-
building allowing for the dialogue between formal 
institutions and ethnic-territorial organisations. As 
stated by one participant, “Colombia is a country 
of regions, with a high cultural and geographic 
diversity, and [these regions are] affected differently 
by armed conflicts and violence”. Therefore, peace 
in Colombia must emerge from “a dialogue at 
the intersection between territorial proposals and 
political agreements negotiated between the state 
and armed actors.”

3.7. International accompaniment
Finally, another important development worth 
mentioning has been the role of the international 
community. Unlike other countries in transition 
from war to peace, Colombia today has a strong 
central state and an organised and active civil 
society with its own peace and development 
proposals and agendas. Colombia has also 
sought international legitimacy vis-à-vis other 
countries. The combination of a country seeking 
to be accepted in the society of nations and an 
active and strong civil society has led Colombia 
to adopt and implement a normative framework 
that respects international human rights agendas. 
It follows global trends on economic opening 

and globalisation, the fight against climate 
change, the modernisation of the state, the fight 
against terrorism and the inclusion of sustainable 
development objectives. This acceptance of 
multilateralism and its normative expressions 
has allowed Colombia to maintain high levels of 
sovereignty in defining its domestic policies in 
various areas including peace.

There have been major international actors 
engaged in the various processes. For example, 
in terms of security over the past 20 years, 
the Colombian state has relied the USA as a 
fundamental ally to strengthen its armed forces, 
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develop counter-insurgency policies and reinforce 
the fight against drug trafficking. The USA has 
also been an important partner in the financing 
of various social policies related to access to land, 
reparations for victims, institutional development 
of the state and access to justice. Additionally, 
Colombia has received strong support from the 
EU and bilateral cooperation with European 
states in promoting policies related to key issues 
of the peace process and peacebuilding including 
land, economic development, demobilisation 
and reincorporation of armed actors, alternative 
development, democracy building, human rights, 
the fight against deforestation and the protection 
of the Amazon. 

Other significant international peace efforts worth 
mentioning are:

 ▶ individual countries supporting the peace 
process: Norway and Cuba, as guarantors and 
facilitators of the peace process between the 
government and the FARC. They accompanied 
the entire process throughout its secret phase, 
public phase and agreement implementation 
phase. Their role has been fundamental in 
helping the parties to sustain the negotiations, 
overcome many crises, finance the process and 
maintain trust between them. Venezuela, Brazil, 
Ecuador and Chile, among others, have also 
played supporting roles in the various peace 
processes. 

 ▶ multi-national organisations and bilateral 
cooperation programs: The UN agencies, funds 
and programmes (since the 1990s) and the 
United Nations Political Mission (since 2016), as 
well as countries such as Switzerland, Sweden, 
UK, Germany, Spain, and Canada, have been 
fundamental in accompanying communities, 
organised civil society and the state in their 
search for peace. This wide-ranging support 
covered all areas described previously, such as 
civil resistance and protection, humanitarian 

assistance, social mobilisation, development 
of peace infrastructures, support for peace 
processes and implementation, and support 
for justice mechanisms. The Organisation of 
American States (OAS), through its Mission to 
Support the Peace Process in Colombia (MAPP-
OEA), has also provided solid support to the 
various social and institutional efforts that have 
worked to consolidate peace in Colombia.

 ▶ agencies supporting justice and human rights: 
the International Criminal Court has played a 
key role in monitoring and accompanying of 
Colombia’s national transitional justice process 
and mechanisms. This includes the 2005’s Peace 
and Justice Law, the 2011 Victim’s and Land 
Restitution Law and the 2016 comprehensive 
system of truth, justice, reparation and non-
repetition included in the Havana Peace 
Agreement. The Interamerican and UN human 
rights systems as well as non-state human rights 
organisation were further crucial for monitoring 
Colombia’s human rights situation.

International funds were channelled to not only 
the national government but also non-state 
programmes and initiatives with a diversity of actors 
often creating multi-actor spaces for interaction 
and concertation. Moreover, the international 
community itself has strengthened exchange 
among themselves with the latest effort aimed at 
fostering the peace agreement implementation 
during Duque’s government.

Given Colombia’s quest to comply with 
international standards, its geostrategic placement 
and the armed conflict, it has garnered much 
international interest and effort especially during 
the last decade of the peace process. Colombia 
and international actors have held the country 
up as an example to follow, which has resulted in 
channelling significant cooperation especially for 
peace and related issues despite being an upper-
middle-income country



35

4. The Havana Peace Process: 
consolidating peace or entering 
a new cycle of violence?

Between 2012 and 2016, the Colombian Government and the FARC guerrillas conducted 
an extensive peace and negotiation process to put an end to the armed conflict. The 

official narrative presents this process as a linear exercise in which the government, with 
President Santos, and FARC commanders were able to overcome mutual distrust and 
hatred in a pre-negotiation exploratory phase. This was through initial confidential contacts 
between 2010 and 2012, followed by open formal negotiations between 2012 and 2016. 
These culminated in the signature of a comprehensive peace agreement on behalf of all 
Colombians in November 2016. The agreement is considered, by observers, as one of the 
most comprehensive and detailed peace accords ever signed.44 This chapter will look at 
the innovative elements of the process before turning to the implementation phase and its 
challenges. It will conclude with a broader reflection on prospects for consolidating peace 
by breaking the endless cycles of violence.

44 See .
45 Herzbolheimer, Kristian, 2016. Innovations in the Colombian Peace Process. NOREF. https://noref.no/Publications/

Regions/Colombia/Innovations-in-the-Colombian-peace-process.

4.1. Peace process innovations
Analysts and observers have found the peace process and the resulting agreement to be 
innovative in many respects.45

• Solid design and negotiation framework

In the design of the peace process, clear rules for negotiation were established. Among 
others, a distinction was made between ending the armed conflict and building sustainable 
peace. This distinction specified that the responsibility of the state and the guerrillas was 
to put an end to the violence through negotiation and the peace agreement but that the 
responsibility for peacebuilding would belong to the entire Colombian population. Both 
parts also agree upon two procedural elements that proved helpful to the success of the 
talks: the principle that ‘nothing was agreed until everything was agreed’ and the decision 
to proceed with formal negotiation without a preceding bilateral ceasefire.

• Recognition of root causes and driving factors of the conflict 

The parties explicitly included in both the negotiation agenda and the agreement various 
commitments related to addressing the root causes of the armed conflict. Specifically, these 
were the issues of access to land, rural development, state presence in the most abandoned 
territories, democratic openness and guarantees for citizen participation in social, political-
democratic and peacebuilding processes.

On the other hand, the parties also paid attention to the driving factors or triggers of 
the armed conflict. Particular focus was given to the fight against illicit economies and 
the phenomenon of drug trafficking while, at the same time, paying attention to deeply 
excluded communities that rely on coca leaf cultivation as sole means of livelihoods.

https://noref.no/Publications/Regions/Colombia/Innovations-in-the-Colombian-peace-process
https://noref.no/Publications/Regions/Colombia/Innovations-in-the-Colombian-peace-process
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The peace agreement itself is an extremely 
substantive document of more than 300 pages, 
organised along the main agenda points, which 

46 The system has been accepted by the Colombian Constitutional Court and has received strong support from the International 
Criminal Court and the UN Security Council. Both institutions have expressed confidence that it can be fully developed.

were predefined by the parties during the informal 
negotiation stage.

Table 3: Chapters of the Peace Agreement

Chapters Description

1. Comprehensive 
Rural Reform

Rural development, land-use planning and access to land, including 
Territorially Focused Development Plans (PDET) and sectoral 
plans to provide public goods and services in the most deprived 
rural areas affected by the armed conflict and state weakness. 

2. Political Participation 
and Democratic 
Openness

Improving the quality of political and electoral processes and 
guarantees and security for the exercise of democratic and electoral 
political action, including guarantees for opposition parties.

3. End of the Conflict Bilateral ceasefire, laying down of arms and reincorporation 
of guerrilla combatants with security, legal and socio-
economic guarantees and security mechanisms to protect 
demobilised fighters from opponents of peace. 

4. Solution to the 
Problem of Illicit Drugs

Comprehensive strategy to combat drug trafficking, including a long-
term socio-economic support strategy for small farmers to replace their 
coca crops with other products and a strategy to prevent consumption. 

5. Victims and 
Integral System

Comprehensive system of truth, justice, reparation 
and guarantees of non-repetition (see below). 

6. Implementation, 
Verification and 
Endorsement

A series of mechanisms, safeguards and guarantees to implement 
the peace agreement and to provide implementation with an 
inclusive logic, promoting gender equality and women’s rights, as 
well as guaranteeing the rights of ethnic and peasant communities.

• Recognition and centrality of victims

The parties came to emphasize the importance 
of putting the victims of the armed conflict at the 
centre of the negotiations, the agreement and 
its implementation. Moreover, the agreement 
developed one of the most sophisticated and 
comprehensive transitional justice systems in the 
world through which the parties to the armed 
conflict agreed to be held accountable for their 
crimes. This was the Comprehensive System of 
Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees of 
Non-Repetition. This system seeks to support 
Colombia and its victims to manage the pain 
and trauma of the past, for the parties to make 
an act of healing in the present and to create the 
conditions for a reconciled future. The transitional 
justice system is comprehensive, inter-related 
and conditional. It allows for significant progress 
in achieving a balance between the need for 

peace, truth, justice, reparation and guarantees 
of non-repetition.46 The system establishes 
complementary mechanisms that are expected to 
work harmoniously, simultaneously and under a 
regime of conditionality, thereby guaranteeing the 
broadest possible rights of victims. These include:

 ▶ A transitional justice and accountability 
framework obliges those who have committed 
serious crimes to be brought to justice. It has 
been accepted by those who committed serious 
crimes (security forces, guerrillas, third party 
actors).  

 ▶ Mechanisms to promote truth include the 
three most significant: the Truth Commission, 
the Acts of Recognition and the creation of a 
special unit to search for the disappeared. 

 ▶ Individual and collective mechanisms for 
the reparation of victims including the 
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reinforcement and prolongation of the 2011 
Victims and Land Restitution Law.

• Incremental inclusivity 

The negotiation process was initially quite closed, 
with few spaces for participation beyond the 
government and FARC delegations. However, due 
to combined pressure from Colombian society and 
the international community, the government and 
the FARC negotiators opened-up spaces for social 
inclusion and participation during the negotiation 
process. For example, a gender sub-commission 
was created, which facilitated the mainstreaming 
of gender and women’s rights in the content 
of the agreement. This was comprised of 
representatives from the main parties and support 
from civil society the international community. 
The negotiating table in Havana was also open to 
the direct participation of women’s, victims’ and 
ethnic communities’ delegations. Additionally, in 
Colombia, with the support of the United Nations 
and the National University, spaces for mass 
participation were organised at the national and 
territorial levels that allowed civil society to send 
proposals to the negotiating table in Havana. 

This incremental approach was innovative 
and managed to balance the tension between 
inclusion and efficacy of decision-making by 
the parties.47 Unfortunately, peace agreement 
contrarians used some of the advances in inclusion 
within the agreement to construct a false narrative 
against the gender and inclusive language of the 
agreement and put people against the peace 
deal. These narratives emphasised the idea that 
the agreement was going to mainstream ‘gender 
ideology’ and go against children and families. This 
resulted in the rejection of the agreement during 
the ratification referendum in October 2016.

• Citizen participation for 
implementing the agreement

Beyond the fora and spaces for civil society 
participation in Havana, the agreement 
mainstreamed citizen participation in the 
implementation of all its areas and commitments. 
For example, it contains various instruments 
promoting direct popular participation in 
peacebuilding:

47 See Schädel, Andreas and Véronique Dudouet, 2020. Incremental Inclusivity: A Recipe for Effective Peace Processes? Research Report. 
Berghof Foundation; Humanas Colombia / CIASE, 2017. Experiences, contributions, and recognition: Women in the peace process in 
Havana.

 ▶ Development programmes with a territorial 
approach (PDET): these plans are a new version 
of Colombia’s effort to build state legitimacy 
and develop the social contract without 
imposing it through violence (see Table 2). 
Colombia’s 16 PDETs are being promoted in 
the 170 municipalities most affected by poverty 
and exclusion, the institutional weakness of 
the state, the presence of coca cultivation and 
victimisation (see Chapter 3).

 ▶ Participation in political-democratic 
processes through various mechanisms: 
consultation, deliberation, design, monitoring, 
evaluation of policies and programmes related 
to peacebuilding and social development. 

 ▶ Participation of victims in political-electoral 
processes: for example, through Special 
Electoral Circumscriptions for Victims. 

 ▶ Direct participation in transitional justice 
mechanisms: in interaction with the institutions 
of the Comprehensive System of Truth, Justice, 
Reparation and Non-Repetition through various 
channels. 

 ▶ Inclusive monitoring instruments: such as 
the High-Level Women’s Instance and the 
High-Level Ethnic Instance to follow up on the 
implementation of the agreement. 

• Guarantees and safeguards 
for implementation 

The parties gave due importance to the 
implementation process beyond the achievement 
of a peace deal. They developed in detail various 
legal and constitutional reforms, mechanisms and 
guarantees for the implementation of its provisions. 
To sustain the presented political agreement of 
the government, the congress approved more 
than 100 normative changes including five partial 
constitutional reforms. The agreement also brought 
further development of the Colombian peace 
infrastructure including several new implementing 
government-led agencies, additional participatory 
bodies and committees, and new policies. 
Additionally established were various mechanisms: 
first, national and international mechanisms for 
the implementation, oversight, verification and 
promotion, and the resolution of disputes that 
may arise. Second, wide-ranging mechanisms 
allowing the accompaniment, by the international 
community, of the peace agreement politically, 
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technically and financially. Specifically, this 
included a UN mandated Special Political Mission, 
and specific commitments from various countries 
to support the implementation of several aspects 
of the agreement.

• Comprehensiveness, guarantees of 
non-repetition and human rights

Each of these innovations is important in itself; 
when articulated together, they generate an 
added value that should be highlighted. By 
reinforcing each other, they aspire to create a 
transformative peace agreement that lays the 
foundations and guarantees the non-repetition 
and the development of a culture of human rights 
in Colombia. 

Implicitly, the agreement links peace and human 
rights as two sides of the same coin. It considers 
peace, as an international standard,48 both as a 
human right in itself and a prerequisite for all other 

48 The normative integration of rights with peace has been articulated in numerous UN declarations over the decades and has recently 
been highlighted in the UN Sustainable Development Goals, which consider peace, rights and development as a fully synergistic 
process. 

human rights. The implementation of the peace 
agreement contributes to reinforcing the synergy 
between the protection, guarantee and promotion 
of human rights and the construction of peace 
and its sustainability. This complementarity makes 
the defence, guarantee and protection of human 
rights, both for the state and society, one of the 
ends of peace. This relationship, together with 
the other innovations, means that civil society are 
at the centre of the peace process and not mere 
spectators of a pact led by elites and armed actors. 

Finally, it is important to note that these resounding 
innovations predominately arose, over recent 
decades, from everyday peace practices of the 
unarmed rather than the aspirations, interests and 
maximalism of the elites who negotiate peace on 
behalf of everyone. The meeting point where the 
government and the FARC found specific solutions 
to the various dimensions of the armed conflict 
was by returning to previously ignored proposals 
and ideas experienced by Colombian society.

4.2. Post-agreement implementation: consolidating 
peace or entering a new cycle of violence?
The implementation of the peace agreement has 
been a process with important advances but major 
problems and challenges remain. 

Areas of progress:

 ▶ Latin America’s largest guerrilla has become a 
democratic political party in record time, trading 
bullets for votes. This is the essence of any peace 
process; a major outcome in itself. The process 
of laying down arms and reincorporation, for 
all its difficulty and complexity, was exemplary, 
including the role of the United Nations. Despite 
the resurge of dissent forces, more than 90 per 
cent of the ex-combatants who laid down their 
weapons are still in the peace process, 

 ▶ The peace agreement has become, as 
was stipulated in the agreement itself and 
subsequent decrees, a dominant agenda 
for modernisation and transformation in 
Colombia for the next 20 years. The government 
of President Duque (2018-2022), for example, has 
moved from a strong rejection of the agreement 

to a narrative and demonstratable actions 
illustrating that how they are implementing the 
agreement is even better than the government 
of President Santos. The peace agreement 
has become a transformative agenda that will 
remain in Colombia for the future.

 ▶ Progress is being made on important issues 
of rural transformation, including the 
multi-purpose cadastre, rural development 
programmes and national levels of public goods 
and services. These issues represent 80 per 
cent of the budget needed to implement the 
agreement. Their implementation schedule will 
run over 15 years. 

 ▶ The most sophisticated and comprehensive 
system of transitional justice, accountability 
and reparations for victims in human history 
is being fully implemented. For the first time, 
individuals who committed crimes against 
humanity and war crimes have agreed to 
submit to a judicial process in which they risk 
up to 20 years in prison if they do not cooperate 
with truth, make reparations for victims or 
accept the penalties that this system will 
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impose on them. Both the government and 
the FARC have accepted that the UN will verify 
effective compliance with the sentences of the 
special justice for peace system. Colombia has 
shown the world a possible way to balance the 
need for justice with the need for coexistence, 
reconciliation and individual and collective 
reparation for the victims.

 ▶ The government and FARC continue to sit 
regularly at various tables where they discuss 
implementation challenges together and 
seek to resolve difficulties through dialogue. 
The two actors have moved from waging a 
vicious, violent war to a process of debate and 
deliberation based on words, ideas and political 
visions. 

 ▶ The international community, including 
all countries in the UN Security Council, 
unanimously continues to support the peace 
process and the peace agreement. Colombia 
continues to be good news for the world and 
an example to follow in the practice of peace 
processes.

Many of these improvements are not always visible 
and appreciated domestically in a highly polarised 
Colombian context, in the face of the immense 
challenges and threats that remain. Nevertheless, 
a pervasive war logic cannot be changed in a few 
years: it is a generational effort. Colombia is taking 
solid steps forward, achieving in a short time what 
other countries have taken generations to achieve.

Measuring and speculating on the longer-term 
impact of peace agreements on breaking cycles of 
violence is always a difficult task. After five years 
of implementing the Havana Peace Agreement, 
the following successes need to be recognised: 
sustained effort, innovation and the advancement 
of transitional justice. Specifically, the peace 
process has been one of the most serious efforts to 
build and consolidate peace and to break the cycles 
of political violence in Colombia. The peace process 
was innovative and inclusive. It has combined 
both top-down approaches (through normative, 
institutional and public policy adjustments to 
build peace) with bottom-up approaches (through 
the participation of society in the peacebuilding 
process and territorial peace approach). It has also 
developed one of the most advanced systems of 
transitional justice that achieves, perhaps for the 
first time in history, a balance between the needs 
for peace, justice, truth, reparation, guarantees 
of non-repetition and transformation of the root 
causes and drivers of the armed conflict. 

However, during the consultation process 
conducted for this report, major remaining 
challenges and blockages to ensuring peace is 
sustainable were also identified.

Main challenges:

 ▶ Resistance from some elites continues to 
hinder peace. In relevant and powerful sectors of 
the political, economic, judicial, media, military, 
ecclesiastical, guerrilla or drug-trafficking, elites 
seek to defend a series of interests, privileges 
and positions of power, which they see as 
threatened through the modernisation and 
democratisation process. These elites threaten, 
criminalise, stigmatise or subjugate all those 
actors who seek to promote change. They 
continue to resist deep reforms based on the 
common good.

 ▶ The peace agreement hence suffers from 
a legitimacy deficit. An important part of 
Colombian society rejected the agreement 
under the leadership of key political figures 
who did not accept the terms of the agreement. 
These elites reject peace as a political project for 
the nation, given that they may lose privileges 
and that a social and political order that has 
historically benefited them may be reformed. 

 ▶ The progress towards achieving ‘paz 
completa’ (complete peace) is slowing 
down, given that the peace process between 
the government and the ELN has stalled, and 
illegal armed groups seeking to control illegal 
economies have multiplied and fragmented.

 ▶ The strength of illegal economies, in particular 
drug trafficking, have had a devastating effect 
on the local and national level. They generate 
corruption at all levels of society and directly 
impacts the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
democratic governance. Tackling these issues 
will require a more forceful and coordinated 
approach by Colombia and the international 
community. 

 ▶ These dynamics hinder the state’s ability to 
consolidate the rule of law, provide justice 
services and protect communities from 
emerging armed actors in the territory. 

 ▶ While the overall rate of deaths has declined 
with the peace agreement, insecurity in some 
territories has worsened. The departure of the 
FARC as dominating armed actor, the state’s 
slowness in occupying the territory with public 
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goods and services, and the destructive power 
of illegal economies have led to various illegal 
armed actors and criminal gangs fighting 
for control of these territories. These have 
also included dissidents of the FARC. Most 
worrying is the increase in number of threats 
and murders of social, ethnic, peasant and 
environmental leaders, peacebuilders and 
leaders of land restitution processes. According 
to data of the UN in Colombia in 2021, 196 killings 
of social leaders were reported to them.49 The 
assassination of more than 300 former FARC 
combatants in the process of reincorporation is 
also a cause for concern, especially considering 
what happened with the Unión Patriótica (see 
Chapter 2).

 ▶ The violence and conflicts in the territory make 
it very difficult to implement the agreement 
in all regions of Colombia. This is especially the 
case along border areas with Venezuela and 
Ecuador. The situation is worsened by the lack 
of coordination and communication between 
Caracas and Bogotá as well as the closing of the 
borders forcing migrants and refugees to access 
irregular crossing points where armed groups 
such as the ELN have greater capacity.

 ▶ Despite the progress made in the PDET, 
the implementation process lacks 
comprehensiveness and joint vision across 

49 UN Verification Mission in Colombia, Report of the UNSG to the UNSC S/2021/1090, 13 January 2022. See report and infographic 
here: https://colombia.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/informe_sp_n2139927.pdf https://colombia.unmissions.org/sites/default/
files/13.01.22_esp_infografia_informedic2021.pdf.

50 In the last few years, there has been an increase in social protest and mobilisation in Colombia, including several episodes of violent 
revolts that where harshly repress by police. The organisations leading part of these mobilisations coin the upsurges of protest as 
Paro Nacional or National Strike.

national and local institutions, due to insufficient 
dialogue and transparency about existing 
resources. Instead of providing additional funds 
to implement the agreement, the central 
state imposes on local authorities to finance 
development plans with their own limited 
resources.

 ▶ It was not possible to ensure that all state 
institutions understood the roles they had to play 
in the implementation of the agreement. There 
was a deficit in this regard, partly caused by 
misinformation about the content and scope 
of the agreement. Public authorities failed to 
understand the transformative dynamics that 
allowed the peace process to benefit not only 
those who laid down their arms but also the 
country as a whole.

 ▶ The issues that are most delayed in the 
implementation are those that have to do with 
the root causes and drivers of the armed 
conflict: land restitution, land access, rural 
development, coca crops substitution and the 
strengthening of democracy. The social protests 
and the National Strike or “Paro Nacional”50 
have put these on the agenda. This has met with 
mixed results, by state and civil society actors, in 
advancing both content and constructive ways 
forward for dealing with future conflictividades’.

https://colombia.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/informe_sp_n2139927.pdf
https://colombia.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/13.01.22_esp_infografia_informedic2021.pdf
https://colombia.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/13.01.22_esp_infografia_informedic2021.pdf
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5. Peace in the Colombian context: 
conclusions and key messages

What can Colombians and internationals learn from Colombia to improve peace 
processes and peacebuilding in the world? A few themes emerged from this case 

study and consultation which are relevant for the global Principles for Peace Initiative. This 
final chapter will summarise the main insights drawn from the consultation workshop 
and focus groups. It will be structured around the three guiding questions drawn from 
the appreciative enquiry methodology (see Annex 1), before offering key lessons that can 
benefit and inspire future peace processes in Colombia and the world.

5.1. Main highlights from the 
consultation process 

• What does peace mean in Colombia?

In the last 50 years, it became clear that violence does not achieve the fundamental changes 
needed to eliminate the root causes of conflict. It cannot be justified morally. What can be 
seen in the Colombian case is that most fundamental changes have arisen through non-
violent means: social and community mobilisation for peace and human rights, normative 
and constitutional advances, strategic litigation for human rights, public policy, state-
society partnerships and collaborative work. This has been strengthened in the call for 
national and international norms banning violence. Peace will require unlearning many 
long-standing patterns that justify the use of violence as a means - justification used by the 
authorities (elites), by those not in power and seek change, and by the society that supports 
one or the other.

The consultation and the case study reveal an idea of peace processes that go far beyond 
elite negotiations between the state and an armed actor. In fact, these negotiations 
resulted from sustained processes of social mobilisation at the national and territorial levels. 
It further reveals that peace processes are not just a linear, top-down process where the 
government and armed actors define conditions for negotiation, negotiate, agree and sign 
an agreement but rather are complex processes that are multi-dimensional, multi-actor 
and spread over time. Specifically:

 ▶ Multi-actor: the search for peace does not only include negotiations between the state 
and the armed group. It involves a much broader web of actors at different levels, in 
top-down and bottom-up directions, that integrate the whole of society into a political 
process. These actors represent all those who want political and dialogue-based solutions 
to the conflicts in a society, generate conditions to achieve this and build peace both 
before and after the political agreements.

 ▶ Multi-dimensional: a peace process includes political, economic, social, judicial, territorial 
and environmental dynamics that must be taken into account not only to agree on a 
peace agreement but also to build it afterwards. Peacebuilding must incorporate all 
dimensions, including armed violence beyond that which was addressed in the 2016 
Peace Agreement with the FARC.

 ▶ Extended timeframe: peace processes are much more than the political negotiation 
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of a peace agreement. It is a transition from 
violence to long-term peace that must recognise 
the important role played by the processes of 
community resistance to violence, the processes 
of social mobilisation for peace, human rights, 
democracy, gender equality, respect for diversity 
and plurality in Colombia. 

Understanding these processes is fundamental 
to understanding why it was possible to reach 
a negotiation. Specifically, what were the 
compromises reached by the parties (which in 
many cases had already been implemented by 
the communities) and what are the conditions 
to guarantee the implementation of the peace 
agreement, its sustainability and the advancement 
of reconciliation.

 ▶ There is great value in focusing on the 
biogeographical aspects of peacebuilding in 
the territories. This concerns the relationship 
between communities and nature. At the 
local, grassroots level, alternatives for life 
(alternativas de vida) and good living (buen 
vivir) are created in concrete terms. Peace is not 
a mere ideological exercise, but a daily practice 
of relating to the plurality of actors in these 
contexts, and thus beyond the implementation 
of a peace agreement, a process of co-creation 
and co-design.

 ▶ Participation is an end and a means. It is 
essential to include society and communities 
that did not participate in the conflict or were 
victims of it; they are key to peace, coexistence 
and reconciliation. It is necessary to continue 
developing mechanisms so that participation 
becomes a fact and is not instrumentalised. In 
that sense, the current PDETs are an opportunity 
that cannot be missed. 

 ▶ While agreements are important, the 
historical practices of peacebuilding led by 
local communities and national networks are 
cornerstones to sustaining peace.

 ▶ Peacebuilding goes beyond the formal 
international timelines and national bureaucratic 
timelines of short-term project logic or the 
implementation of a peace agreement. It 
is about (re)building a social contract that 
creates a peaceful state. Building peaceful 
states without the use of violence is a process 
that takes hundreds of years. The technical 
complexity of peacebuilding processes leads 
to a bureaucratisation of peace including an 
excess of regulations that are difficult for society 
to understand, which in turn limits meaningful 
participation.

 ▶ A key factor in peace is the balance between 

the different, and maybe competing, territorial 
needs within a unified, national approach for 
peace in Colombia. For many of the participants 
in the consultation, peace in Colombia must 
emerge from a dialogue between territorial 
proposals and political agreements that can be 
negotiated between the state and armed actors.

• What are the obstacles for 
peace to be achieved? 

In Colombia, the obstacles to peace are many and 
are closely related to the obstacles of guaranteeing 
the rule of law throughout the national territory. 
The weak civil institutions, absence of citizenship 
and minimum living conditions for hundreds 
of marginalised communities are the main 
challenges to build peace, democracy and the 
state. Related to the above, the main obstacles to 
peace identified by the participants were:

 ▶ Violence has not disappeared. In the current 
context, there are both new and renewed forms 
of violence. There are no guarantees for security 
and protection of demobilised combatants and 
grassroots social leaders, nor is there a clear 
policy to control armed actors that are still 
active. Violence and conflicts in the territory 
make it very difficult to implement agreement 
provisions, for example, those relating to the 
PDETs. As a consequence, there is a culture of 
violence that permeates everything.

 ▶ The presence of the state in the territories is still 
very weak and therefore social order is governed 
by the authority of the strongest. Corruption 
is rife especially linked to the presence of illicit 
economies such as coca, extractive mining and 
deforestation. There are sectors of the elites that 
dominate and co-opt the state, while blocking 
peace.

 ▶ The population without opportunities in 
peripheral territories is highly vulnerable to the 
economic opportunities generated by illicit 
economies. Illegal armed groups that control 
the illicit economies are the main platform for 
the recruitment of minors in their ranks.

 ▶ Stigmatisation and exclusion of communities 
by state institutions has resulted in a lack of 
knowledge and little appreciation of local 
practices by urban and power centres. The state 
hasn’t yet fully entered in a constructive dialogue 
to face local problems and conflicts which are 
often an expression of legitimate societal and 
community concerns.

 ▶ In the last 30 years, despite the fact that the 
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national state reached remote territories 
with various national programmes to fulfil its 
constitutional functions, it has arrived late and 
with slow steps in a very bureaucratic way. 
During programme implementation, it was 
frequently rushed creating distrust with local 
actors and without guaranteeing permanence 
at the local level. 

 ▶ There are new social conflicts and the emergence 
of new manifestations of social discontent. 
Colombia is moving from armed conflict to local 
and national unarmed conflicts that the state is 
unable to regulate.

 ▶ There is a weak and fragile democratic culture, 
dominated by a reductionist conception of 
politics and democracy. It has become more 
a personal and clientelist enterprise than a 
means to serve collective interests, which sheds 
light on the historical distrust of the state and 
institutions. 

 ▶ There is a need to address other areas of societal 
transition that are important to achieve and 
sustain peace. These including security sector 
reform, democratic culture and practice, 
decentralisation and new approaches to 
security (human security, feminist approaches 
to security.

• What are the ways forward 
to improve prospects towards 
peace in Colombia?

When asked about what the main 
recommendations would be based on their 
lived experience on peacebuilding and peace 
processes, and who the key actors are to do this, 
the participants responded:

 ▶ It is very important to move from a focus on peace 
processes as something that happens between 
elites and armed actors to more inclusive, multi-
stakeholder peace processes. Building peace 
involves incorporating many dimensions. This 
requires multi-dimensional, territorial dialogues 
with the population and creating spaces for 
unlikely dialogues with unlikely actors (using 
the expression of John Paul Lederach).

 ▶ Creating conditions for peace negotiation 
with armed groups implies that the 
government should communicate with the 
social constituencies where these groups 
operate. They should avoid stigmatising these 
populations or treating them as the enemy on 
the grounds that they are subjugated to the 
governance practices of armed groups. 

 ▶ The process of building a peace that benefits 
the state and society, as a whole, belongs to 
everyone and is should not be politicised and 
personalised in a president or the guerrilla. 
It is important to invest in pedagogical 
communication processes so that all citizens 
are informed. This will enable communities and 
society to feel ownership of the agreements and 
peace. Universities and academics can play a 
constructive role in nurturing the relevance of 
continued peacebuilding efforts on the public 
agenda. Colombians in the diaspora can also 
make very specific contributions to support and 
sustain peace. 

 ▶ For future peace agreements, implementation 
must be given at least as much importance 
as was given to negotiation. Furthermore, 
the framing of the peace agreement’s 
implementation should not only hold the 
signatory parties accountable but also open the 
doors for co-creation. That guarantee should 
ensure that the state does not take decisions 
top-down, but rather accompanies processes 
that involve multiple actors while, at the same 
time, being conscious of its role as main provider 
and guarantor of rights, rule of law and services. 
For communities to truly own the peace, the 
government should strengthen pre-existing 
social mechanisms and capacities. 

 ▶ Peace in Colombia depends on a global-local 
(‘glocal’) approach. Peace must be situated at 
the territorial and local level while allowing it 
to be influenced by local, territorial, national 
and international dynamics. Territorial peace 
depends on global-local conversations, 
especially on issues of drug trafficking, climate 
crisis and democracy building.

 ▶ Regarding the challenge of the drug economy 
and the corresponding violence, it is crucial to 
build institutions and an integral state presence 
that accompanies the communities. This should 
support them in developing alternatives to 
the militarisation of the territories. Institutions 
are needed that understand the territory and 
mediate or provide tools to transform the 
territorial and environmental conflicts in which 
the communities are immersed. 

 ▶ The international community has been 
fundamental for peacebuilding in Colombia; 
it has accompanied the communities and 
civil society. It has acted as a bridge between 
different levels and the state. But it also has 
unhelpful legacies, especially international policy 
frameworks that have been used to justify the 
war: war on drugs, war on terrorism and war on 
deforestation. The legacies and consequences 
of drug trafficking and its role in the conflict and 
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violence in Colombia must be systematised and 
analysed. Drug trafficking is not just a Colombian 
problem, it is a global problem. International 
actors need to deepen their understanding and 

transform their approach to these phenomena 
that has had a direct effect in fuelling the war. 
They should facilitate and support alternative 
forms of development.

5.2. Key messages
Finally, this report concludes with seven key 
messages summarising the main lessons 
learnt from Colombia for other international 
peacebuilding processes, which can contribute 
usefully to the Principles for Peace Initiative.

1. Peace is not a quick fix; it 
is a process of creating and 
sustaining legitimacy

Peacebuilding and peace consolidation in 
Colombia is a multi-generational process that does 
not stop at a single agreement or peace process 
between armed actors. At various levels, with 
strong leadership from society, transitions must 
take place in the political, economic, social, cultural 
and security spheres. This allows violence to be 
removed from the exercise of politics. This process 
is neither linear nor necessarily quick. Peace can 
never be perfect, it requires a sustained and ethical 
commitment to constantly adapt and refine it. 
Peace also encounters many obstacles from actors 
who see peace as the possibility of losing power 
and privilege. Peace, in this sense, is a process from 
the local level through which to build, consolidate 
and constantly re-legitimise the social contract 
focusing on the relationship between citizens 
and political authority and, thereby, promotes a 
legitimate, democratic and effective state in the 
eyes of its citizens.

2. The driver of peace is endogenous 
while being reflected in international 
normative frameworks

The drivers of peace connect various endogenous 
processes that often have international normative 
frameworks as a reference such as human rights, 
right to peace, human development and human 
security. These endogenous processes are led by 
local actors who promote political, institutional, 
social and cultural changes and place human 
rights, especially the right to life, at the centre of the 
transformative agenda for peace. It has community 
expressions such as exercising civil resistance 
against war and violence or social mobilisation 
for peace, human rights and democracy. It also 

has institutional and political expressions such as 
peace accords and agreements between the state 
and armed actors or constitutional adjustments 
and reforms. Peace must be finding its richest 
version in contextual hybrid processes that bring 
together the best of local capacity to lead peace 
and resist violence with the best of international 
human rights and protection frameworks.

3. The whole is more than 
the sum of its parts: multi-
dimensional transitions

Colombia’s multi-dimensional understanding of 
peace show that peace is not built all at once. It 
is the result of multiple and intertwined efforts to 
build it by a wide range of actors drawing on over 
40 years of diverse experiences of successes and 
learning from failures. It is a truly systemic one. 
For example, the processes of social mobilisation 
for peace, human rights and democracy and local 
resistance have played a very important role in 
preparing the ground on which the Havana Peace 
Process thrived. 

Moreover, in the post-agreement phase, Colombia 
faces the challenge of recognising and organising 
important transitions, for example in the field of 
security (from military to human security) and 
towards a culture of peace. 

4. Time and timelines are crucial 
and expectations count

Most Colombians understand peace as a long-
term, non-linear process. Based on decades of 
experience of what violence cannot bring as well 
as efforts to remove violence, modesty is required 
about the rate of change in the cultural perception 
of peace. Given the long-term efforts, in the past 
till now, through resistance and activism and 
other non-violent political and social approaches, 
success at breaking this culture of violence have 
already been sown.

For Colombia, this means that peace must be on 
the agenda for many more years and that setbacks, 
such as an increase in violence or new conflicts, 
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must be dealt with patience, commitment and 
political will. For the international community, it 
will be necessary not to put deadlines on peace 
and post-agreement phases, but to allow for 
smooth transitions when projects, mandates or 
deployments end. The international community 
should continue to engaged, build bridges and 
apply international norms when the state falls 
short. 

5. Drawing on the diversity of 
local contexts and experiences

The different realities, dynamics and tensions 
between the national and sub-national levels 
have marked Colombia for a long time. This 
implies that not only the geographical, social and 
political contexts are different but also there are 
very different experiences of war and peace. Given 
the great distances, both physical and mental, 
between the elites in the capital and the citizens 
in most areas of Colombia, substantially different 
approaches will be required. 

Drawing on the richness of diverse experiences 
in communities and territories, which were not 
necessarily accessible in Bogotá and internationally, 
was fundamental in the construction of the 
peace process and many different contextualised 
‘peaces’. Alternatively, if peacebuilding efforts do 
not take local conditions into account, they may 
fail. For Colombians, the challenge remains to 
operationalise a sufficiently good balance between 
bottom-up and top-down programming. It will 
also be necessary to listen to the voices of those 
affected and draw on local, regional and national 
experience to address the unresolved factors of 
the conflict. For the international community, it is 
important to accompany the different Colombian 
actors in listening to or being heard, as well as for 
its own efforts to listen to a wider range of actors 
within the international community that goes 
beyond the Anglo-elite voices. 

6. Inclusivity, participation and 
addressing elite resistance

Colombia is an example of how the participation 
of ‘marginalised’ groups, i.e. affected actors beyond 
the main belligerents, has been a cornerstone of 
progress towards peace. The participation of these 
groups at the table and in the implementation 
bodies is crucial as demonstrated by the victims’ 
and women’s delegations in Havana. This gave an 
important impetus to the process and then to the 
results.

Many of these efforts have taken place before, in 
parallel, connected to or even after the negotiation 
process. For both Colombian and international 
actors, it is important to provide the means for 
communities to change the dynamics of violence 
on the ground if they are not initially invited to 
the table. This means supporting the creation 
of spaces outside the peace table. These spaces 
can help prepare, nurture approval, ownership 
and participation and thereby mitigate, to some 
degree, the space for spoilers, such as the those 
that resulted in the popular rejection of the 2016 
referendum.

One aspect on which the Colombian experience 
sheds light is elite resistance to change. In 
Colombia’s history, elites have used violence to 
achieve their goals. This use has been characterised 
by forging exclusionary agreements to maintain 
power, using violence to curb social protest and 
destroy armed power contenders and attacking 
communities under the control of armed groups. 
This elites spoiling effect can be seen on a different 
level during the Havana Peace Process where 
groups and parties, challenging the peace efforts, 
won a slim majority to reject the peace agreement 
in the 2016 referendum.

Colombians will have to revive and nurture their 
social pact and realise both the 1991 Constitution 
and the spirit and stipulations of the Peace Accord. 
It will require taking into account all actors and 
directly facing resistance from elites as well as 
armed groups. For international actors, promoting 
inclusion and rights-based approaches proved to 
be a very important accompanying element, even 
if it requires patience and resources. International 
support for peace is especially necessary in times 
of political campaigns, when elites resist change, 
as the timely award of the Nobel Peace Prize to 
President Santos in late 2016 demonstrated.

7. No country can have peace 
in isolation: global and 
regional environment

Colombia’s relations with the international 
community are diverse and have had different 
effects on peace processes. Beyond support to 
armed actors and strategies, there have been 
countering efforts to support peace. These have 
included facilitating and guaranteeing roles in 
negotiation, long-term engagement, supporting 
civil society efforts by a wide range of external, 
non-governmental organisations and building 
peace infrastructures by states. The role of the 
international community is largely seen as key to 
the peace process if it complements the overall 
local commitment to peace. 
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In a middle-income country with a functioning 
democracy, the role of the international community, 
within a holistic or integrated approach, can 
be to: strengthen and accompany local actors 
working for peace, complement their contextual 
knowledge and experience and build networks. 
Additionally, with their comparative experience, 
resources, normative protection frameworks and 
political, they can provide leverage vis-à-vis state 
actors reluctant to engage in efforts towards peace. 
Relationships, too, between the international 
community and local efforts need to be balanced. 
A central lesson from Colombia was that these 
efforts worked best when they ‘walked side by 
side’ with a rights-based and peace-orientated 
approach, and supported communication and 
joint action on multiple tracks and with multiple 
actors. 

Marginalised actors, such as ethnic communities, 
victims and women, were successfully supported 
by international actors in being heard at the 
table; they will need further support in this post-
agreement phase. Diaspora roles and processes 
were also useful when supported. The whole 
process of establishing, politically backing and 
funding Colombia’s much-lauded transitional 
justice system has benefited greatly from 
international support.

The dynamics of geopolitics and neighbouring 
countries have influenced the conflict and are 
influencing Colombia’s present and future. 
International demand and the business structures 
of illegal economies need to be addressed to 
support Colombia’s peace process. 
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Annex 1: Consultation 
methodology in Colombia

The Berghof Foundation facilitated the consultative process in Colombia for the Principles 
for Peace Initiative. Both institutions share the conviction that Colombia’s extensive 

experience in peace processes and peacebuilding is highly relevant to the world and can 
showcase innovative practices and standards to make peace processes and peacebuilding 
a more pluralistic, inclusive and transformative process. The Colombian consultation sought 
to contribute, from lived experiences and local realities, to the process of shaping new 
principles and standards for peace processes and peacebuilding. The Berghof Foundation, 
and the consultants hired for this initiative, have been working with various actors in 
Colombia on this issue for more than a decade and a half. With the consultation, Berghof 
sought to facilitate the start of a process of reflection in Colombia that provides international 
input, on the one hand, and promotes a longer-term Colombian (and/or regional) reflection 
on the other hand.

Throughout the consultative process, the aim was to identify and reflect on the set of 
innovative practices in Colombia around peace processes and their construction in order 
to inspire the international initiative Principles for Peace in its goal of improving the 
effectiveness, legitimacy, inclusiveness and transformative capacity of peace processes 
around the world. 

Consultation workshop and participants
The consultation workshop took place on 29th November 2021. Thirty four people participated 
in the consultation: 20 women and 14 men. More than half of the participants live in the 
regions of Colombia particularly affected by the armed conflict and violence. All participants 
have been part of local, national or international peacebuilding processes.

The consultation involved a combination of practitioners, long-time peacebuilding experts 
and other specialists from broader fields (such as business, development, human rights, 
communications and security). Diverse individuals were invited to contribute from a 
reflective perspective, based on their lived experience as peacebuilders or promoters of 
social change, with the capacity to multiply knowledge. Special attention was paid to the 
participation of people from populations that are under-represented in this type of process 
including women, local communities, ethnic groups, youth, activists. 

The list of those who participated in the consultation and who did not object to being 
included in the annex is presented here.
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# Participants List

1 Alejandra  Allado Former member of the FARC

2 Cesar Amaya Orlando Fals Borda Corporation - Meta

3 Bernardo Arévalo de León Member of the International Commission on Inclusive Peace

4 Luis Felipe Botero Atehortúa Independent investigator

5 Luis  Calpa Independent researcher - Nariño

6 Jesus Elias Córdoba Valencia Social leader - Chocó

7 Isabel Correa Director - Territorial management - EPM Bajo Cauca

8 Harbey Criollo Peace and conflict analyst - Nariño

9 Claudia Cruz Almeida Berghof Foundation

10 Veronique Dudouet Berghof Foundation

11 Ricardo Esquivia Justapaz

12 Emilia Frost Director - Critical Peace and Transformation

13 Lina María García Muñoz Consultant - Berghof Foundation 

14 Lina María Jaramillo Rojas PACT Colombia / Young Agenda Colombia

15 Anja Linnea Tresse Principles for Peace Secretariat

16 Maria Lucia  Méndez Foundation Ideas for Peace

17 Juuso Miettunen Principles for Peace Secretariat

19 Carolina Naranjo Human rights and peacebuilding specialist

20 Alvaro Obando Social leader / former director - Adel Nariño

21 Borja Paladini Adell Berghof Foundation consultant - Paladini Adell Enk

22 Alejandro Pérez Programme coordinator - Social Pastoral  

23 Maria Prada Advisor - Truth Commission

24 Socorro  Ramírez National University of Colombia

25 Ana María Restrepo Social Development Group

26 Angelika  Rettberg University of the Andes

27 Rosa Emilia Salamanca Director - Ciase

28 Jose Fernando Serrano University of the Andes

29 Patricia Sierra National University of Colombia

30 Barbara Unger Berghof Foundation

31 Olga del Pilar Vásquez National University of Colombia

32 Ricardo Villamarín Coordinator - Truth Commission (Regional Orinoquía)

33 José Zamora Pérez Former member of the FARC

34 María Gines Quiñones Meneses Social leader - Tumaco Nariño
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Other information collection mechanisms 
used to enrich the case study

 ▶ Focus groups: In addition, two focus groups 
were organised in which six expert-practitioners 
participated. These workshops explored in 
greater depth two topics that deserved the 
attention of the organisers: 1) territorial peace 
and 2) timeframes of transitions from armed 
conflict to peace. 

 ▶ Interviews: The case study also drew on 13 
interviews conducted by Borja Paladini Adell in 

the months prior to the consultation and within 
the framework of another project. During these 
interviews, the main actors and processes for 
peace and the main actors and processes that 
hinder peace in the country were investigated. 

 ▶ Desk review: the facilitating team reviewed 
relevant literature on peace processes and 
peacebuilding in Colombia. 

Consultation methodology:
Appreciative enquiry: The team of facilitators 
opted for a methodology based on the postulates 
of appreciative enquiry as suggested by the 
Principles for Peace Initiative. This methodological 
approach generates a process of analysis that 
involves people in the attempt to discover what 
works well in order to enhance it, achieve renewal 
and improve performance. This approach is the 
reverse of the more common logic of analysis, 
which focuses on identifying problems and trying 
to correct what is not working. This approach 
was selected for the Principles for Peace Initiative 
consultations because of its potential to support 
the process of redefining the principles of peace 
processes in a participatory way. 

The consultation process itself takes on an 
‘appreciative’ quality as the enquiry itself invites 
participants to respond to questions that arise 
from what they see as the unique strengths of 
their communities and the diverse perceptions 
and experiences of what works, as well as from a 
collective identification of best practices in peace 
processes and peacebuilding. From this approach, 
a desirable future (what could and should be) can 
be reflected upon and orientated. Discussions 
among participants generate ideas and visions 
based on strengths that together will shape and 

influence an overall orientation to the conditions, 
behaviours, actions and attitudes, resources and 
relationships that participants believe will make 
peace processes more ‘responsive’ and ‘effective’. 
It moves away from the approaches focusing on 
peace processes as a problem to be solved. 

Appreciative enquiry processes are shaped by a 
positive and pragmatic approach to knowledge 
production, where attention is paid to people’s 
stories, experiences and interpretations of the 
past and the present to inform the future. These 
stories and perspectives become the collective 
reflection that informs the research process. The 
role of facilitators focuses on helping participants 
develop future possibilities through this kind 
of reflection and documenting the collective 
results. Appreciative enquiry has a transformative 
purpose. The knowledge generated comes directly 
from those who live, work and experience peace 
processes and peacebuilding. From them comes 
the knowledge to find clues on how to answer the 
questions guiding the reflection. 

Specifically for the consultation workshop on 29th 
November 2021, the enquiry was structured around 
three successive steps to elicit the participants’ 
views and lived experiences of peacebuilding 
practices in Colombia.
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Table A: Steps and guiding questions for the consultation workshop

Steps Guiding questions

Step 1: Discovering 
the "roots" of peace 
in Colombia and 
its positive core

 ▶ What does peace mean in your local context?

 ▶ What elements do you think have played an important role in recent peace 
processes or initiatives that helped to advance or lay the foundations for 
lasting peace?

 ▶ Can you describe the kind of practices and elements that you believe 
contributed to peace?

 ▶ What do you consider to be key principles that can inspire future processes 
in Colombia and internationally?

Step 2: Assessing 
challenges and fears

 ▶ What are the current challenges facing the peace processes and initiatives 
in which you are involved? 

 ▶ What are the specific challenges that, in your opinion, prevent these 
challenges and concerns from being addressed? 

 ▶ How might these challenges be addressed and which local, national or 
international actors can help solve them? 

Step 3. Hope and 
aspiration for the 
future of peace 
processes and 
peacebuilding

 ▶ What would you like to see happen differently in the next 15 years to 
improve peace processes and peacebuilding? 

 ▶ Who is involved, what are they doing and in what specific ways are 
they participating in these 'improved' practices of peace processes and 
peacebuilding?

 ▶ How do you think you can contribute to realising this vision of a peace 
process and its ‘improved’ construction?

Facilitating team
The consultation process and case study report were prepared by the following team:

 ▶ Véronique Dudouet, Berghof Foundation

 ▶ Barbara Unger, Berghof Foundation 

 ▶ Borja Paladini Adell, Consultant – Berghof Foundation – Paladini Adell ENK

 ▶ Lina María García, Consultant – Berghof Foundation

The following people contributed to the process:

 ▶ Bernardo Arévalo de León, Member of the International Commission on Inclusive Peace 

 ▶ Angelika Rettberg, Professor at the Universidad de los Andes and member of the research advisory 
committee of the Principles for Peace Initiative.

 ▶ Anja Tresse, Principles for Peace Secretariat

 ▶ Juuso Miettunen, Principles for Peace Secretariat
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