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Urban violence and humanitarian 

action in Medellin

Liliana Bernal Franco and Claudia Navas Caputo1

Executive summary

Colombia has long experienced acute forms of political violence in and at the periphery 

of its major cities. Humanitarian agencies have also for decades protected civilians in 

PSEFS� UP�NJOJNJ[F�TVGGFSJOH�XJUIJO�BSNFE�DPOnJDUT��:FU� JO� SFDFOU�ZFBST
�IVNBOJUBSJBO�

organizations have started to engage in settings that are neither war nor peace. 

These environments feature complex forms of politically- and economically-motivated 

WJPMFODF��5IF�DJUZ�PG�.FEFMMJO�	$PMPNCJB

�JO�QBSUJDVMBS
�JT�UIF�QBSBEJHNBUJD�FYBNQMF�PG�

such an environment where different types of violence come together in complex ways. 

Humanitarian agencies only recently started expanding activities in these so-called 

“other situations of violence” in and around urban centers. Their focus has typically 

CFFO�PO�DPOnJDU�SFMBUFE�WJPMFODF�JO�SVSBM�BSFBT�XIFSF�HVFSSJMMB�mHIUJOH�IBT�UFOEFE�UP�

be more intense. This paper provides a critical review of the character and dynamics 

of these settings. It considers emerging forms of urban violence and the ways in which 

humanitarian agencies are responding. It focuses primarily on the activities of the 

*OUFSOBUJPOBM�$PNNJUUFF�PG� UIF�3FE�$SPTT�	*$3$

� UIF�XPSME}T�QSFNJFS�SFMJFG�BHFODZ
�

in Medellin. The focus on Medellin is deliberate – it is a bellwether for other similar 

interventions underway around Latin America and the Caribbean.2

1  Claudia Navas was a researcher and Liliana Bernal was a research assistant at CERAC. We gratefully 

acknowledge the editing and proof reading contribution of Andrew Berry and comments and direction of 

UIF�1SPKFDU�CZ�+PSHF�"��3FTUSFQP
�EJSFDUPS�PG�$&3"$�BOE�3PCFSU�.VHHBI
�GSPN�)"408�BOE�UIF�*HBSBQÏ�

Institute.

���5IJT�TUVEZ�DPNQMFNFOUT�PUIFS�FGGPSUT�VOEFSXBZ�JO�UIF�DJUJFT�PG�$JVEBE�+VBSF[
�1PSU�BV�1SJODF�BOE�3JP�EF�

+BOFJSP��4FF�XXX�IBTPX�PSH
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The proposed framework is directly informed by International Humanitarian Law (IHL) 

BOE�)VNBO�3JHIUT� -BX� 	)3-
� BOE� DPOTJTUT� PG� UXP� CBTJD� WBSJBCMFT�� 5IF� mSTU� JT� UIF�

intensity PG� WJPMFODF
� VOEFSTUPPE� BT� UIF� UISFTIPME� PS� UJQQJOH� QPJOU� UIBU� EFUFSNJOFT�

XIFO�TJUVBUJPOT�PG�BDVUF�WJPMFODF�USBOTGPSN�JOUP�B�WJPMFOU�DPOnJDU��5IF�TFDPOE�JT�UIF�

organization PG�WJPMFODF
�XIJDI�JT�JOUFOEFE�UP�JEFOUJGZ�UIF�DPNNBOE�TUSVDUVSFT�XJUIJO�

armed groups and their capacity to sustain military operations in order to be considered 

iQBSUJFT�JO�DPOnJDUw�PS
�JO�UIF�WFSOBDVMBS
�iPSHBOJ[FE�BSNFE�HSPVQTw�	*$3$
��������
��

$PODFQUVBMMZ
�UIF�QBQFS�ESBXT�GSPN�.VHHBI�	����
�UP�FYBNJOF�UIF�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�PG�

urban violence.

This paper tests the intensity and organization of violence in the case of Medellin. It 

mOET�UIBU�XIJMF�OPU�FYQFSJFODJOH�PVUSJHIU�XBSGBSF
�.FEFMMJO�DPOGSPOUT�B�DPNQMFY�GPSN�

PG�JOUFOTF�BOE�EJTPSHBOJ[FE�WJPMFODF��'PS�POF
�UIF�DJUZ�FYIJCJUT�EJGGFSFOU�GPSNT�PG�MFUIBM�

and non-lethal violence that has humanitarian implications for the lives and livelihoods 

PG�TQFDJmD�TFHNFOUT�PG�UIF�QPQVMBUJPO��"U�UIF�TBNF�UJNF
�UIF�MBSHF�OVNCFS�PG�BSNFE�

actors together with their disorganized structures and their complex relationships are 

EZOBNJD�BOE
�DPOTFRVFOUMZ
�IJHIMZ�WPMBUJMF��%VF� UP� UIF�FYUSFNF� MFWFMT�PG�WJPMFODF� JO�

.FEFMMJO
�UIFSF�JT�BMTP�B�IJHI�EFNBOE�GPS�IVNBOJUBSJBO�TFSWJDFT�UIBU�BHFODJFT�TVDI�BT�

UIF�*$3$�BSF�BCMF�UP�QSPWJEF��#VU�BT�UIF�QBQFS�TIPXT
�EFMJWFSJOH�TVDI�TFSWJDFT�JT�NVDI�

more complicated than in more “traditional” settings.

The paper offers a number of conceptual and practical insights for humanitarian 

BHFODJFT�UIBU�BSF�DPOTJEFSJOH�BDUJPO�JO�VSCBO�TQBDFT��*U�mOET�UIBU�UIF�EFUFSNJOBUJPO�PG�

UIF�TDPQF�BOE�TDBMF�PG�JOUFSWFOUJPO�JOWBSJBCMZ�EFQFOET�PO�IJHIMZ�MPDBMJ[FE�DPOEJUJPOT
�

JODMVEJOH� UIF� JOUFOTJUZ� BOE� PSHBOJ[BUJPO� PG� WJPMFODF�� 5IF� mSTU� TFDUJPO� DPOTJEFST� UIF�

NFUIPET�FNQMPZFE�UP�BENJOJTUFS�UIF�BTTFTTNFOU��4FDUJPO�UXP�DPOTJEFST�UIF�JOUFOTJUZ�

BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�.FEFMMJO
�IJHIMJHIUJOH�JUT�USBOTGPSNBUJPO�PWFS�UJNF��5IF�

QBQFS�ESBXT�BUUFOUJPO�UP�UIF�OVNCFS�BOE�UZQFT�PG�BSNFE�BDUPST�JO�UIF�DJUZ
�BT�XFMM�BT�

UIFJS�NPUJWBUJPOT
� PSHBOJ[BUJPO� BOE� SFMBUJPOTIJQT�� 5IF� UIJSE� TFDUJPO� SFWJFXT� TPNF� PG�

UIF�IJTUPSJDBM�GFBUVSFT�PG�*$3$}T�FOHBHFNFOU
�ESBXJOH�QSJNBSJMZ�GSPN�SFBEJMZ�BWBJMBCMF�

public documentation. It complements this with a short treatment of how ICRC is viewed 

by public authorities and communities and implications for effective intervention.  

Introduction

.FEFMMJO�IBT�CFFO�BGGFDUFE�CZ�BDVUF�BOE�DISPOJD�WJPMFODF�TJODF�UIF�����T��0WFS�UIF�

ZFBST
�WJPMFODF�IBT�CFFO�JNQBDUFE�CZ�UXP�QSPDFTTFT�o�POF�FYPHFOPVTMZ�BOE�UIF�PUIFS�

endogenously driven. These two forms of violence come together in insidious ways. The 

GPSNFS�SFMBUFT�UP�UIF�EFDBEFT�PG�PME�OBUJPOBM�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�XIJMF�UIF�MBUUFS�JT�TIBQFE�

by confrontations perpetrated by local armed actors. These groups include illegal 

TFDVSJUZ�DPNQBOJFT
�ZPVUI�HBOHT
�PSHBOJ[FE�DSJNJOBMT
�BOE�UIF�TP�DBMMFE�combos. This 

MPDBM�DPOTUFMMBUJPO�PG�BDUPST�JT�JO�UVSO�JOnVFODFE�CZ�NPSF�QPXFSGVM�TUSVDUVSFT
�JODMVEJOH�

GPSNBM�DPOnJDU�HSPVQT�PS�MBSHFS�DSJNJOBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT��

The paper offers 

a number of 

conceptual and 

practical insights 

for humanitarian 

agencies that are 

considering action 

in urban spaces.
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1SFEJDUBCMZ
� UIFO
� UIF� DJUZ� PG�.FEFMMJO� JT� TFWFSFMZ� BGGFDUFE� CZ� PWFSMBQQJOH� MBZFST� PG�

WJPMFODF�� 4VDI� WJPMFODF� IBT� USFNFOEPVT� IVNBOJUBSJBO� DPOTFRVFODFT�� 'PS� POF
�

IPNJDJEBM�WJPMFODF
�EJTQMBDFNFOU�BOE�WJDUJNJ[BUJPO�JNQJOHFT�PO�UIF�SJHIUT�BOE�MJCFSUJFT�

of individuals and communities. What is more Medellin features pervasive structural 

WJPMFODF
�JODMVEJOH�GBS�SFBDIJOH�BOE�PGUFO�OPU�FBTJMZ�EFUFDUBCMF�TPDJBM
�FDPOPNJD�BOE�

UFSSJUPSJBM� DPOUSPM� PWFS� MBSHF� TXBUIFT� PG� UIF� QPQVMBUJPO�� 4VDI� WJPMFODF� JT� TZTUFNBUJD�

BOE�XJEFTQSFBE
�FWFO�JG�JU�SFNBJOT�UP�B�DFSUBJO�FYUFOU�JOWJTJCMF�UP�UIF�QVCMJD�BOE�OPO�

HPWFSONFOUBM�BVUIPSJUJFT�	(ØNF[
�����
��

This paper examines endogenous and exogenous forms of violence that affect 

.FEFMMJO��"T�TVDI
�JU�DPOUSJCVUFT�UP�UIF�POHPJOH�EJTDVTTJPO�PWFS�XIFUIFS�DFSUBJO�GPSNT�

PG�VSCBO�WJPMFODF�PVUTJEF�PG�XBS�[POFT�DBO�CF�DIBSBDUFSJ[FE�BT�iBSNFE�DPOnJDUw�PS�

“other situations of violence”. There are legal conditions that set out when an armed 

DPOGSPOUBUJPO�DBO�CF�EFDMBSFE�BO�iBSNFE�DPOnJDUw
�CVU�GSPN�BO�FNQJSJDBM�CBTJT
�UIFTF�

QBSBNFUFST�BSF�NPSF�PQBRVF�	.VHHBI
�����
��*O�UIF�DBTF�PG�.FEFMMJO
�MFWFMT�PG�WJPMFODF�

PGUFO�FYDFFE�UIPTF�PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�FMTFXIFSF�JO�UIF�DPVOUSZ��8IBU�JT�NPSF
�IFSF�JT�B�

blurring of political and criminal violence. Determining whether and when the situation 

JT�BO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�PS�OPU�JT�OPU�TUSBJHIU�GPSXBSE��"OE�ZFU�TVDI�RVFTUJPOT�BSF�PG�DSJUJDBM�

JNQPSUBODF�XIFO�EFDJEJOH�PO�IVNBOJUBSJBO�QSJPSJUJFT
�EFUFSNJOJOH�UIF�BQQSPQSJBUF�VTF�

PG�GPSDF
�PS�UIF�UZQFT�PG�NJMJUBSZ�PS�QPMJDJOH�JOUFSWFOUJPOT�UP�VOEFSUBLF�

The paper adopts an empirical approach to determining whether Medellin has crossed 

UIF� UISFTIPME� JOUP� iBSNFE� DPOnJDUw�� *U� TFFLT� UP� BTTFTT�XIFUIFS� JUT� SFTJEFOUT� RVBMJUZ�

for a more concerted humanitarian engagement or whether more conventional law 

enforcement and social welfare measures are appropriate. Drawing on the conceptual 

GSBNFXPSL�FTUBCMJTIFE�CZ�.VHHBI�	����

�UIF�SFQPSU�PGGFST�BO�JOOPWBUJWF�BTTFTTNFOU�

PG�UIF�JOUFOTJUZ�BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM�GFBUVSFT�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ
�UXP�DSJUFSJB�UIBU�BSF�

FTTFOUJBM�UP�FTUBCMJTIJOH�XIFUIFS�BO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�JT�PDDVSSJOH�PS�OPU��5IF�BVUIPST�mOE�

UIBU�UIF�TJUVBUJPO�JO�.FEFMMJO�EPFT�OPU�RVBMJGZ�BT�BO�iBSNFE�DPOnJDUw��3BUIFS
�WJPMFODF�

JT�EJTPSHBOJ[FE
�FWFO�JG�NFUFE�PVU�CZ�B�DPNQMFY�QBOPSBNB�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT��"NPOH�

UIF�LFZ�mOEJOHT�BSF��

• 5IF� JOUFOTJUZ� PG� WJPMFODF� BT� NFBTVSFE� CZ� IPNJDJEFT
� EJTBQQFBSBODFT
�

EJTQMBDFNFOU
�TFYVBM�BUUBDLT�BOE�UIF�VTF�PG�NJMJUBSZ�IBSEXBSF�JO�.FEFMMJO�JT�IJHIMZ�

IFUFSPHFOFPVT�BOE�EZOBNJD��0WFS� UIF�QBTU� mWF� ZFBST� JOUFOTJUZ� PG� WJPMFODF�IBT�

JODSFBTFE�TJHOJmDBOUMZ�

• The organization of violence in terms of “conventional armed actors” and an 

BSSBZ� PG� iMPDBM� BSNFE�HSPVQTw� JT� DPNQMFY
� CVU� JU� BQQFBST� UIBU� MPDBM� HSPVQT� BSF�

JOTUSVNFOUBMJ[FE�CZ�B� WBSJFUZ�PG� JOUFSFTUT�BOE�BEPQU� UBDUJDT�PG� TPDJBM
� FDPOPNJD�

and territorial dominance over populations conducts and the use of territories and 

their assets.

In the case of 

Medellin, levels 

of violence often 

exceed those of 

armed conflict 

elsewhere in the 

country.
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• The levels of intensity and organization of violence in Medellin seems to vary 

BDDPSEJOH� UP� UIF� JOnVFODF� PG� BSNFE� BDUPST� 	BSNFE� DPOnJDU� HSPVQT� BOE� MBSHF�

DSJNJOBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�BOE�UIFJS�JOUFS�SFMBUJPOTIJQT
�BMMJBODFT�XJUI�MPDBM�BDUPST
�BOE�

UIF�JNQBDU�PG�TQFDJmD�JOUFSWFOUJPOT�	GPSNBM�BOE�JOGPSNBM
�MBVODIFE�JO�UIF�DJUZ��

• 5IF�JOUFSWFOUJPO�PG�UIF�*$3$�JO�.FEFMMJO�GVMmMMT�JUT�NBOEBUF�GPS�IVNBOJUBSJBO�XPSL�JO�

a legal framework that while consistent with principles of international humanitarian 

MBX�	*)-

�GBMMT�VOEFS�UIF�UFSNT�PG�IVNBO�SJHIUT�MBX��"T�B�SFTVMU
�JUT�JOUFSWFOUJPO�JO�

UIF�DJUZ�FYIJCJUT�QBSUJDVMBS�GFBUVSFT
�EJTUJODU�GSPN�JUT�USBEJUJPOBM�BQQSPBDI�

• *$3$�T�PQFSBUJPO� JO�.FEFMMJO� SBJTFT�EJGGFSFOU� SFBDUJPOT�BNPOH�QVCMJD�BVUIPSJUJFT
�

MPDBM� FYQFSUT� BOE� DPNNVOJUJFT�� 8IJMF� NBOZ� BQQSFDJBUF� UIF� BHFODZ}T� SPMF� JO�

GBDJMJUBUJOH�NFEJBUJPO�BOE�TVQQPSUJOH�MPDBM�QSPUFDUJPO
�PUIFST�BSF�DPODFSOFE�XJUI�

UIF�MFHBM�QSFDFEFOUT�JU�NBZ�CF�TFUUJOH�JO�SFMBUJPO�UP�UIF�BQQMJDBUJPO�PG�*)-
�BOE�UIF�

SJTLT�PG�NFEJBUJOH�XJUI�MPDBM�BSNFE�HSPVQT�HJWFO�UIFJS�MBDL�PG�VOJUZ
�DPNNBOE�BOE�

control. 

This paper is intended to identify insights and lessons to assist humanitarian actors 

DVSSFOUMZ�JOUFSWFOJOH�JO�.FEFMMJO
�CVU�BMTP�TJNJMBS�TFUUJOHT�BSPVOE�UIF�HMPCF��#Z�BQQMZJOH�

a conceptual framework focusing on the intensity and organization of violence in 

VSCBO�TFUUJOHT
�JU�BMTP�BMMPXT�GPS�UIF�QSBDUJDBM�EFUFSNJOBUJPO�PG�QSJPSJUJFT�GPS�BTTJTUBODF�

BOE�NPEBMJUJFT�PG� JOUFSWFOUJPO��5IF�mSTU�TFDUJPO�DPOTJEFST� UIF�NFUIPET�FNQMPZFE� UP�

BENJOJTUFS� UIF� BTTFTTNFOU�� 4FDUJPO� UXP�DPOTJEFST� UIF� JOUFOTJUZ� BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPO� PG�

WJPMFODF�JO�.FEFMMJO
�IJHIMJHIUJOH�JUT�USBOTGPSNBUJPO�PWFS�UJNF��5IF�QBQFS�ESBXT�BUUFOUJPO�

UP� UIF� OVNCFS� BOE� UZQFT� PG� BSNFE� BDUPST� JO� UIF� DJUZ
� BT� XFMM� BT� UIFJS� NPUJWBUJPOT
�

organization and relationships. The third section reviews some of the historical features 

PG�*$3$}T�FOHBHFNFOU
�ESBXJOH�QSJNBSJMZ�GSPN�SFBEJMZ�BWBJMBCMF�QVCMJD�EPDVNFOUBUJPO��

It complements this with a short treatment of how ICRC is viewed by public authorities 

and communities and implications for effective intervention.  

Revisiting methods

5IF� QBQFS� XBT� TIBQFE� CZ� B� NJYFE� NFUIPEPMPHZ� JOWPMWJOH� CPUI� RVBMJUBUJWF� BOE�

RVBOUJUBUJWF�BTQFDUT��*U�JT�JNQPSUBOU�UP�TUSFTT�UIBU�NVDI�PG�UIF�EBUB�JT�CBTFE�PO�QVCMJDMZ�

BWBJMBCMF�TPVSDFT
�BOE�UIBU� JOUFSWJFXT�XFSF�DPOEVDUFE�JO�#PHPUB�BOE�.FEFMMJO�PO�B�

WPMVOUBSZ�CBTJT��*U�JT�BMTP�DSJUJDBM�UP�OPUF�UIBU�UIF�QBQFS�XBT�QSFQBSFE�GPS�UIF�)"408�

QSPKFDU
�BO�JOEFQFOEFOU�SFTFBSDI�JOJUJBUJWF�DPOTJEFSJOH�JTTVFT�PG�VSCBO�WJPMFODF�BOE�

IVNBOJUBSJBO�BDUJPO� JO� GPVS�DJUJFT
� JODMVEJOH�.FEFMMJO��5IF�TUVEZ�XBT�VOEFSUBLFO�CZ�

SFTFBSDIFST�BGmMJBUFE�XJUI�$&3"$��"U�OP�UJNF�EJE�UIF�UFBN�SFDFJWF�JOGPSNBUJPO�PS�TVQQPSU�

GSPN�UIF�*$3$�EVSJOH�UIF�DPVSTF�PG�UIF�TUVEZ��5IJT�XBT�EVF�UP�UIF�*$3$}T�DPNNJUNFOU�

UP�DPOmEFOUJBMJUZ
�OFVUSBMJUZ
�JNQBSUJBMJUZ�BOE�JOEFQFOEFODF��*OTUFBE
�JOGPSNBUJPO�PO�UIF�

ICRC was generated through available publications and consultations with partners. 

0VU�PG�SFTQFDU�GPS�UIF�*$3$�NBOEBUF
�JU�XBT�BMTP�EFDJEFE�UP�BWPJE�EJSFDU�DPOUBDU�XJUI�
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UIPTF�XIP�XFSF�JNNFEJBUFMZ�CFOFmUJOH�GSPN�*$3$�T�BDUJWJUJFT��*O�EFGFSFODF�UP�TFDVSJUZ�

DPODFSOT� GPS� CPUI� SFTFBSDIFST� BOE� SFTQPOEFOUT
� BOE� UIF� BCTFODF� PG� CFOFmDJBSZ�

QSPmMFT
�UIF�UFBN�XBT�OPU�BCMF�UP�WJTJU�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPET�XIFSF�UIF�*$3$�PQFSBUFT��

"OE�XIJMF�EJSFDU�BDDFTT�XBT�OPU�QVSTVFE
�UIF�SFTFBSDI�UFBN�OFWFSUIFMFTT�JOUFSWJFXFE�

DPNNVOJUZ� MFBEFST
� DJWJM� TPDJFUZ� PSHBOJ[BUJPOT� BOE� PUIFS� IVNBOJUBSJBO� BHFODJFT� JO�

.FEFMMJO
� BMM� PG� XIPN� GFBUVSF� EJSFDU� DPOUBDU� XJUI� UIF� DPNNVOJUJFT� XIFSF� UIF� *$3$�

BSF� BENJOJTUFSJOH� QSPHSBNT�� "MM� JOGPSNBUJPO� SFMBUFE� UP� UIF� *$3$
� UIFO
� JT� CBTFE� PO�

JOUFSWJFXT�XJUI�UIFTF�BDUPST��8IBU�JT�NPSF
�UIF�SFTFBSDI�UFBN�VOEFSUPPL�B�TZTUFNBUJD�

SFWJFX�PG� BDBEFNJD� MJUFSBUVSF
�NFEJB� SFQPSUT� BOE�PGmDJBM� EPDVNFOUT� PG� UIF� *$3$� JO�

Colombia. A total of 75 documents were collected (see References). This literature 

informed the conceptual approach and provided a historical overview of their role and 

rationale for operating in Medellin.

In order to generate an empirical treatment of the intensity and organization of 

WJPMFODF
�UIF�SFTFBSDI�UFBN�HBUIFSFE�PGmDJBM�EBUB�GSPN�UIF�/BUJPOBM�1PMJDF
�UIF�/BUJPOBM�

"ENJOJTUSBUJWF�%FQBSUNFOU�PG�4UBUJTUJDT�	%"/&
�BOE�UIF�*OGPSNBUJPO�4ZTUFN�4FDVSJUZ�

BOE�$PFYJTUFODF�	4*4$
�GSPN�.BZPS�T�PGmDF�JO�.FEFMMJO��5IF�EBUB�PCUBJOFE�GSPN�4*4$�

JT� HFP�SFGFSFODFE� CFUXFFO� ����� BOE� ����
� BOE� QSPWJEFT� SFDPSET� PO� IPNJDJEFT
�

TFYVBM�WJPMFODF
�GPSDFE�EJTQMBDFNFOU�BOE�XFBQPOT�TFJ[VSFT��5IJT�EBUB�BMMPXFE�GPS�B�

DBSFGVM�SFWJFX�PG�USFOET�JO�WJPMFODF�JOUFOTJUZ�BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�JO�.FEFMMJO
�CZ�Comuna3 

BOE�BDSPTT�TQFDJmD�OFJHICPSIPPET��.FBOXIJMF
�RVBMJUBUJWF�mFMEXPSL�JO�.FEFMMJO�XBT�

VOEFSUBLFO�PWFS�B����EBZ�QFSJPE��"�UPUBM�PG����JOGPSNBOUT�XFSF�JOUFSWJFXFE
�JODMVEJOH�

SFQSFTFOUBUJWFT� PG� MPDBM� HPWFSONFOU
� BDBEFNJDT
� OPO�HPWFSONFOUBM� PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�

community leaders and grassroots organizations. Unstructured interviews were 

conducted to assess local knowledge and perceptions on the context of violence in 

UIF�DJUZ
�BT�XFMM�BT�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT��*OUFSWJFXT�XFSF�BMTP�VOEFSUBLFO�UP�

BTTFTT�UIF�PVUQVUT�BOE�PVUDPNFT�PG�*$3$}T�BDUJWJUJFT�JO�UIF�DJUZ�

A short history of violence in Medellin

*O�PSEFS�UP�EJGGFSFOUJBUF�BO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�GSPN�PUIFS�TJUVBUJPOT�PG�WJPMFODF�JU�JT�OFDFTTBSZ�

UP�EFUFSNJOF� JG� UIF�DPOGSPOUBUJPO�IBT�SFBDIFE�B�NJOJNVN�MFWFM�PG� JOUFOTJUZ
� UIBU� JT
�B�

iUISFTIPMEw� PS� UJQQJOH�QPJOU�� 'PMMPXJOH�.VHHBI� 	����
� 
� RVBOUJUBUJWF� BOE� RVBMJUBUJWF�

indicators such as 

1. the duration of armed violence;

2. UIF�OVNCFS
�EVSBUJPO
�UZQF�PG�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT��

3. the types of weapons used; 

4. the number and caliber of weaponry; 

5. the number of actors involved; 

6. the levels of destruction; 

3  Medellín is divided into 16 Comunas. Each Comuna includes several neighborhoods.

In order to 

differentiate an 

armed conflict from 

other situations 

of violence it is 

necessary to 

determine if the 

confrontation has 

reached a minimum 

level of intensity, 

that is, a“threshold” 

or tipping-point.
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7. the rates of displacement; and 

��� UIF� JOWPMWFNFOU� PG�6OJUFE�/BUJPOT�4FDVSJUZ�$PVODJM
� BNPOH�PUIFST
� DBO� IFMQ� UP�

JEFOUJGZ�JG�B�TJUVBUJPO�DBO�CF�DBUFHPSJ[FE�BT�BO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�PS�OPU��

5IF� QBQFS� QSFTFOUT� UIF� mSTU� FNQJSJDBM� BUUFNQU� UP� UFTU� WJPMFODF� JOUFOTJUZ� JO�.FEFMMJO�

based on a selection of the above-mentioned indicators. It also accounts for 

other direct impacts of violence that are relevant to understanding the situation 

PG� WJPMFODF� JO� UIF� DJUZ
� JODMVEJOH� TFYVBM� WJPMFODF
� UIF� DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT� PG� WJDUJNT
�

EJTQMBDFNFOU�BOE�GPSDFE�EJTBQQFBSBODFT��$SVDJBMMZ
�NFUSJDT�BSF�HFP�SFGFSFODFE�BOE�

BWBJMBCMF� CFUXFFO� ����� BOE� ������ 4JODF� UIF� *$3$� TUBSUFE� UP� FYQMPSF� FOHBHFNFOU�

JO� .FEFMMJO� POMZ� JO� ����� XJUI� B� EFEJDBUFE� QSPHSBN� TUBSUJOH� JO� ����
� UIJT� TFDUJPO�

draws attention particularly to this most recent period. It is important to stress that 

.FEFMMJO� IBT� MPOH�FYQFSJFODFE� JOUFOTF� GPSNT�PG� WJPMFODF
� BU� MFBTU� TJODF� UIF�����T��

5IF�DPOOFDUJPO�CFUXFFO�FYPHFOPVT�EZOBNJDT�	F�H��OBUJPOBM�DPOnJDU�BOE�UIF�NBSLFU�

for narcotics and other illicit goods) and endogenous features (e.g. relationships 

CFUXFFO� MPDBM� BSNFE� HSPVQT� XJUI� DPNNVOJUJFT
� DPOWFOUJPOBM� BSNFE� BDUPST� BOE�

criminal organizations) have profoundly shaped the intensity of violence in the city.4 

�*O�GBDU
�JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�EJGGFSFOUJBUF�GPVS�QIBTFT�PG�BSNFE�WJPMFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ�

Drug cartel violence with gradual penetration of guerrilla groups (1989-1998)

5IF�mSTU�QIBTF�PG�.FEFMMJO}T�FYQFSJFODF�PG�JOUFOTF�PSHBOJ[FE�WJPMFODF�FNFSHFE�JO�UIF�

wake of narco-cartels. It is worth recalling that conditions were ripe for inter-personal and 

collective violence owing to the rapid arrival of thousands of displaced people entering 

UIF�DJUZ�EVSJOH� UIF�����T�BOE�����T
�NPTU�PG� UIFN�TFFLJOH�SFGVHF� GSPN�UIF�DPOnJDU�

JO� SVSBM�BSFBT� 	"OHBSJUB
���������
��"HBJOTU� UIJT�CBDLESPQ
�ESVH� USBGmDLJOH�FNFSHFE�

as a source of lucrative economic development for families and communities that 

otherwise lacked basic needs. The public authorities were patently unable to provide 

FTTFOUJBM�OFFET�TVDI�BT�IPVTJOH
�FNQMPZNFOU�BOE�PUIFS�XFMGBSF�GVODUJPOT�	"OHBSJUB
�

����
�Q���
��*O�SFMBUJWFMZ�TIPSU�PSEFS�JOEJWJEVBMT�JOWPMWFE�JO�TNBMM�TDBMF�ESVH�USBGmDLJOH�

MFBSOFE�UIF�CVTJOFTT�BOE�CFDBNF�CFUUFS�PSHBOJ[FE��%VSJOH�UIF�����T
�ESVH�USBGmDLJOH�

QSPGFTTJPOBMJ[FE
�BOE�TFSWJDFT�TVDI�BT� UIF�QSPEVDUJPO�BOE�EJTUSJCVUJPO�PG�OBSDPUJDT
�

UIF�QSPUFDUJPO�PG�CVTJOFTT
�BOE�WFOEFUUBT�SFRVJSFE�UIF�FTUBCMJTINFOU�PG�TUSPOH�NJMJUBSZ�

BQQBSBUVT�	:BSDF
�O�E�
��5IJT�QSPDFTT�BMTP�DPOTPMJEBUFE�B�DVMUVSF�PG�AFBTZ�NPOFZ�
�JO�

XIJDI�WJPMFODF�XBT�B�QSJWJMFHFE�NFDIBOJTN�GPS�TPMWJOH�DPOnJDUT
�BOE�TUSFOHUIFOJOH�

DSJNJOBM�DBQBDJUZ�PG�UIF�MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST
�JODMVEJOH�UIF�combos�	:BSDF
�O�E�
�

#Z�UIF�FOE�PG�UIF�����T�BOE�JOUP�UIF�����T
�HVFSSJMMB�HSPVQT�TVDI�BT�.���
�&-/
�&1-�

and FARC developed a military project to enter urban areas through the so-called 

NJMJUJBT�� *OJUJBMMZ
� CPUI� ESVH� EFBMFST� BOE� NJMJUJBT� EFWFMPQFE� UIFJS� PXO� CVTJOFTTFT
�

XJUIPVU�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT�	:BSDF
�O�E�
��)PXFWFS
�JO�CZ�UIF�FBSMZ�����T
�XIFO�UIF�QVCMJD�

���*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

The first phase 

of Medellin’s 

experience of 

intense organized 

violence emerged 

in the wake of 

narco-cartels.
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GPSDFT� TUBSUFE� UP� mHIU� ESVH� USBGmDLJOH� JO� FBSOFTU
� EJTQVUFT� PWFS� UIF� DPOUSPM� PG� LFZ�

neighborhoods rapidly escalated. They triggered an increase in homicides that 

SFBDIFE�B�QFBL�CFUXFFO������BOE�����
�BO�BTUSPOPNJDBM�����IPNJDJEFT�QFS����
����

JOIBCJUBOUT�	"TFTPSÓB�EF�1B[�Z�$POWJWFODJB�EF�.FEFMMÓO�JO�:BSDF
�O�E�
��*O������1BCMP�

&TDPCBS�XBT�LJMMFE
�CVU�ESVH�USBGmDLJOH�EJE�OPU�EJF�XJUI�IJN��/FJUIFS�EJE�UIF�QSFTFODF�

of combos�PS�NJMJUJBT�HSPVQT��*OTUFBE
�&TDPCBS�MFGU�B�HFOFSBUJPO�PG�XFMM�FRVJQQFE�ZPVUI�

XJUI�HVOT�BOE�NJMJUBSZ�LOPX�IPX�BT�XFMM�BT�DSJNJOBM�TUSVDUVSFT�LOPXO�DPMMPRVJBMMZ�BT�

0mDJOBT.�0mDJOBT�DPOTJTUFE�PG�HSPVQT�UIBU�GBDJMJUBUFE�UIF�TVQQMZ�PG�DSJNJOBM�TFSWJDFT�

between combos�BOE�EFMJORVFOUT�JO�Comunas 	$FCBMMPT
�����
�Q����
�

The ascendance of paramilitaries over guerrillas and the  
militarization of state response (1998-2003)

5IF� OFYU� QIBTF� PG�.FEFMMJO}T� FYQFSJFODF� XJUI� JOUFOTF� PDDVSSFE� JO� ����
� XIFO� UIF�

QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQ
�"6$
�FYQBOEFE� JUT�PQFSBUJPOT�5 It launched a series of decisive 

counterinsurgency operations to ensure territorial control. Combos and other criminal 

HSPVQT� KPJOFE�FJUIFS� UIF�NJMJUJBT� PS�QBSBNJMJUBSJFT
� UBLJOH� UIF�BSNFE�DPOGSPOUBUJPO� UP�

several neighborhoods and endangering the lives of literally thousands of residents. 

8IJMF� MPXFS� UIBO�BU� UIF�IFJHIU�PG� UIF� SFJHO�PG�&TDPCBS� JO� UIF�FBSMZ�����T
�IPNJDJEF�

SBUFT�TIPU�VQ�UP�����BOE�����IPNJDJEFT�QFS����
���� JOIBCJUBOUT� JO������BOE�����
�

SFTQFDUJWFMZ��5IJT�QFSJPE�XBT�BMTP�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�CMPPEZ�JO�PUIFS�QBSUT�PG�$PMPNCJB
�PXJOH�

in large part to the formidable killing capacities of the AUC. 

*O�����
�JO�SFTQPOTF�UP�TQJSBMJOH�WJPMFODF
�UIF�HPWFSONFOU�MBVODIFE�NJMJUBSZ�PQFSBUJPOT�

in the Comunas� 	OFJHICPSIPPET
�XIFSF� UIF�NJMJUJBT�IBE� UIF�HSFBUFS�QSFTFODF��0OF�

of these military operations – Operación Orión – took place over a four day period in 

0DUPCFS������JO�UIF�JOGBNPVT�Comuna 13. The operation transformed the dynamics 

PG�WJPMFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ��"QQSPYJNBUFMZ��
����NFO�GSPN�UIF�BSNFE�GPSDFT
�FOUFSJOH�CZ�

BJS�BOE�MBOE
�XJUI�UIF�TVQQPSU�PG�UIF�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQT�PG�UIF�BSFB�	QBSUJDVMBSMZ�XJUI�

the Bloque Cacique Nutibara
�#$/
� UPPL�PWFS� UIF�Comuna and triggered an armed 

DPOGSPOUBUJPO�BHBJOTU�UIF�NJMJUJBT��5IF�SFTVMUT�XFSF�NPOVNFOUBM
�JODMVEJOH�NBTT�LJMMJOHT
�

EJTQMBDFNFOU�BOE�UIF�GPSDFE�EJTBQQFBSBODF�PG���������QFPQMF�	7FSEBE�"CJFSUB
�����
��

The results of the operation were not entirely unexpected. It led to the hegemony of the 

paramilitary – notably the BCN – in Comuna 13 as well as in other areas of the city.6 

But homicides and violence continued as a result of the armed confrontations between 

combos�BOE�PUIFS�MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST��*O�QBSUJDVMBSMZ
�UIPTF�XIP�VTFE�UP�CF�QBSU�PG�UIF�

militias continued their violent actions while seeking a “new boss”.7

5  In 2001 the paramilitaries were present in 211 municipalities of Colombia and the 50 per cent of the 

QPQVMBUJPO�XBT�FYQPTFE�UP�UIFJS�WJPMFODF�	(SBOBEB
�3FTUSFQP�Z�7BSHBT
�����
�Q���
�

���"DDPSEJOH�UP�B�MPDBM�KPVSOBMJTU��iBGUFS�0QFSBDJØO�0SJØO�.FEFMMJO�FYQFSJFODFE�B�AQBSBNJMJUBSJ[BUJPO�
�NFBOJOH�

that no militia groups were left in the city.

���*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

The next phase 

of Medellin’s 

experience with 

intense violence 

occurred in 

2001, when the 

paramilitary group, 

AUC, expanded its 

operations.
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Intra-paramilitary disputes and the demobilization  
of the paramilitary (2012-2008)

This third period was characterized by the armed confrontation between two paramilitary 

HSPVQT��UIF�#$/
�MFE�CZ�iDon Bernaw
�BOE�UIF�Bloque Metro (BM) led by “Doblecero”. 

'PMMPXJOH�BSNFE�FODPVOUFST
�UIF�#$/�FNFSHFE�WJDUPSJPVT�BOE�BTTVNFE�DPOUSPM�PWFS�

UIF�#.�BOE�BMTP�PWFS�UIF�BSNFE�CBOET�MJOLFE�UP�JUT�TUSVDUVSF��)PXFWFS
�UIF�#$/
�iSBUIFS�

UIBO�BO�JMMFHBM�BSNFE�GFEFSBUJPO
�XJUI�B�DIBJO�PG�DPNNBOE�CVJMU�PWFS�B�IJTUPSZ
�DPNNPO�

JOUFSFTUT�BOE�PCKFDUJWFT�GVMMZ�TIBSFE�CZ�BMM�JUT�NFNCFST
�XBT�B�DSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLw�	*&1
�

������Q���
��*O�USVUI
�JU�XBT�B�OFUXPSL�DPNQPTFE�PG�TFWFSBM�DSJNJOBM�HSPVQT
�FBDI�POF�

XJUI�EJGGFSFOU�PCKFDUJWFT�BOE�MFBEFSTIJQ�TUSVDUVSFT�UIBU
�VMUJNBUFMZ
�TVCNJUUFE�UP�iDon 

Bernaw�PXJOH�UP�JUT�MBWJTI�VTF�PG�WJPMFODF�BOE�UFSSPS�	7FSEBE�"CJFSUB
�����
��1BSU�PG�UIF�

structure of the BCN is the 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP
�B�DSJNJOBM�DFMM�UIBU�TUJMM�SFNBJOT�BDUJWF�

today.

Between 2003 and 2005 the paramilitary bloc #MPRVF�)ÏSPFT�EF�(SBOBEB as well as 

the BCN (including “Don Bernaw
�EFNPCJMJ[FE��)PXFWFS
�iDon Berna” still controlled 

the combos from jail. The hegemony of “Don Berna” led to an important reduction in the 

SBUF�PG�IPNJDJEFT�JO������	���QFS���������JOIBCJUBOUT
�XIJDI�MBTUFE�VOUJM������GPMMPXJOH�

IJT�FYUSBEJUJPO�UP�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��)PXFWFS
�TPNF�BUUSJCVUF�UIJT�GBMM� JO�IPNJDJEFT�UP�

UIF�BMMFHFEMZ�VOPGmDJBM�OFHPUJBUJPO�CFUXFFO�UIF�NVOJDJQBM�HPWFSONFOU
�MFE�CZ�4FSHJP�

'BKBSEP
�BOE� iDon Bernaw�� 'SPN������ UP�����
�EFTQJUF� UIF� SFEVDUJPO� JO�IPNJDJEFT
�

combos and CBOET loyal to “Don Bernaw
�NBJOUBJOFE� UIFJS� UFSSJUPSJBM�DPOUSPM� UISPVHI�

OPO�MFUIBM�WJPMFODF�	F�H��FYUPSUJPOT
�UISFBUT
�TPDJBM�DPOUSPM
��

Dispute for control of 2ÀFLQD�GH�(QYLJDGR and the entrance  
of /RV�8UDEHxRV������������

"�OFX�SPVOE�PG�WJPMFODF�FNFSHFE�XJUI�UIF�FYUSBEJUJPO�PG�i%PO�#FSOBw�JO�������4QFDJmDBMMZ
�

there was an internal struggle to monopolize the criminal 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP
�XJUI�

.BYJNJMJBOP�#POJMMB
� BMJBT� iValencianow
� BOE�&SJDL�7BSHBT
� BMJBT� iSebastianw
� BT� LFZ�

pretenders to the throne. The confrontation between these groups generated ripple 

FGGFDUT�BDSPTT�UIF�DJUZ�XIFUIFS�SFHJTUFSFE�BT�IPNJDJEF
�EFBUI�UISFBUT
�JOUSB�VSCBO�GPSDFE�

EJTQMBDFNFOU
�ZPVUI�SFDSVJUNFOU
�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF�PS�PUIFS�NFUSJDT�	0UÈMWBSP�FU�BM�
����
�

p.22). In 2011 “Valencianow�XBT�DBQUVSFE�JO�7FOF[VFMB
�XJUI�iSebastian” also picked-

VQ�JO�"VHVTU�������5IF�BCTFODF�PG�MFBEFSTIJQ�BOE�UIF�MPTT�PG�DFSUBJO�LFZ�USBGmDLJOH�

routes led to a weakening of the 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP
� USJHHFSJOH�ZFU�BOPUIFS�WJPMFOU�

round of interactions between the combos�BOE�PUIFS�DSJNJOBM�HSPVQT�	-B�4JMMB�7BDJB�

����
��5IF�FOUSZ�PG�ZFU�BOPUIFS�QSFUFOEFS�UP�UIF�UISPOF
�UIF�OFPQBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQ�Los 

Urabeños
�JOUSPEVDFE�B�OFX�BOE�WJPMFOU�EJNFOTJPO�UP�BO�BMSFBEZ�VOTUBCMF�TJUVBUJPO��

���*OUFSWJFXT���BOE���
�/PWFNCFS���BOE���
������

This third period 

was characterized 

by the armed 

confrontation 

between two 

paramilitary groups.
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Medellin has experienced successive (but different waves) of organized and  

disorganized violence over the past three decades. This started with the 

dominance of the Medellin Cartel and was followed by overlapping and 

cascading armed confrontation between militia groups and paramilitaries. 

"OPUIFS� QIBTF� JOWPMWFE� UIF� EPNJOBODF� PG� UIF� QBSBNJMJUBSJFT
� CVU� UIJT� UPP� HBWF�

XBZ� UP� DSJNJOBM� PSHBOJ[BUJPOT� 	XJUI� QBSBNJMJUBSZ� CBDLHSPVOET
�� 0WFS� UIF� ZFBST
�

local armed actors have adapted and learned ways to use violence as a means 

of ensuring economic as well as a strategic social control over their communities.9 

#VU�NPSF�JNQPSUBOUMZ
�UIFZ�IBWF�TFSWFE�BT�iDSJNJOBM�BTTFUTw�GPS�UIF�EPNJOBOU�BSNFE�

groups and criminal organizations that control the illicit markets of the city. 

Mapping violence intensity

5IF�JOUFOTJUZ�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�.FEFMMJO�IBT�CFFO�IJHIMZ�EZOBNJD�BOE�FQJTPEJD
�FWFO�JG�BU�

BCPWF�BWFSBHF� SBUFT�� *U�IBT�CFFO�TIBQFE�CZ�B�DPNQMFY�BSSBZ�PG�BDUPST
�BOE�DMPTFMZ�

DPOOFDUFE�UP�UIF�DPNQFUJUJPO�CFUXFFO�UIFN��0WFSBMM
�.FEFMMJO�IBT�CFFO�BGGFDUFE�CZ�B�

process of violence transformation. This can be described as “a phenomena in which 

TPNF�CBTJD�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�PG�WJPMFODF�DIBOHF
�TVDI�BT�JUT�EJTUSJCVUJPO�BOE�UIF�JNQBDU�PO�

QPQVMBUJPO
�UIF�GPSNT�JO�XIJDI�JU�JT�QSBDUJDFE�PS�UIF�QSPDFTTFT�UIBU�QSPEVDF�JU��"�QSPDFTT�

PG�USBOTGPSNBUJPO�HFOFSBUFT�B�QFSNBOFODF�PG�WJPMFODF�UISPVHI�UJNF
�EFTQJUF�TPNF�PG�JUT�

NBOJGFTUBUJPOT�BOE�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�NPEJGZw�	(SBOBEB
�3FTUSFQP�Z�7BSHBT
�����
�Q���
��

Although the levels of organized and interpersonal violence in Medellin have declined 

TJHOJmDBOUMZ� PWFS� UIF�QBTU�EFDBEF
10 it remains one of the most violent cities in the 

DPVOUSZ��4JODF�����
�IPNJDJEBM�WJPMFODF�JO�$PMPNCJB�ESPQQFE�TUFBEJMZ
�BOE�.FEFMMJO�

seemed to follow the national trend. The city’s homicide rate fell from 93 homicides per 

���
����JO������UP����IPNJDJEFT�QFS����
����CZ������	'JHVSF��
�JO�TQJUF�PG�nVDUVBUJPOT�

described in the previous section. However homicide rates began to register a sharp 

JODMJOF�CFUXFFO������BOE������UP����QFS����
�����5IF�JODSFBTF�DBO�CF�FYQMBJOFE�CZ�

UIF�CSFBLJOH�VQ�PG�UIF�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�IFHFNPOZ
�XJUI�UIF�FYUSBEJUJPO�PG�Don Berna to the 

6�4�
�BOE�UIF�CFHJOOJOH�PG�B�OFX�QIBTF�PG�WJPMFODF�XJUI�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT�CFUXFFO�UIF�

GBDUJPOT�PG�ASebastian��BOE�AValenciano’. 

The intensity of violence is distributed unevenly across the territory of Medellin and its 

DIBOHFT�SFnFDU�MPDBM�EZOBNJDT�CFUXFFO�BSNFE�HSPVQT��'PS�UIF�QFSJPE����������
�BT�

TIPXO�JO�'JHVSF��
�UIF�Comunas�SFHJTUFSJOH�SBUFT�IJHIFS�UIBO���IPNJDJEFT�QFS���
����

inhabitants include the Comunas of Aranjuez (Comuna��

�Villa Hermosa (Comuna��

�

-B�$BOEFMBSJB (Comuna� ��

�4BO� +BWJFS (Comuna 13) and (VBZBCBM (Comuna 15). 

/PUBCMZ
�Comuna� ��� SFHJTUFSFE� ��� IPNJDJEFT� QFS� ��
���� JOIBCJUBOUT� JO� ����� oUIF�

highest rate of the period– followed by la Comuna 13 with a rate of 17 homicides per 

���*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
�����

����*O������.FEFMMJO�SFHJTUFSFE�B�IPNJDJEF�SBUF�PG�����IPNJDJEFT�QFS���������JOIBCJUBOUT�	(ØNF[
���������
�

Medellin has 

experienced 

successive (but 

different waves) 

of organized and 

disorganized 

violence over the 

past three decades.
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��
����UIF�TBNF�ZFBS��)PXFWFS
�JU�T�JNQPSUBOU�UP�QPJOU�PVU�UIBU�JO�UFSNT�PG�OVNCFST�PG�

IPNJDJEFT
�JO�����
�Comuna 13 registered more homicides than Comuna ��
�	����BOE�

���
�SFTQFDUJWFMZ
�11

Figure 1. Homicide rates in Colombia and Medellin 2003-2012 (per 100,000)
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4PVSDF��/BUJPOBM�1PMJDF�PG�$PMPNCJB��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�

Figure 2. Comunas with rates higher than 5 homicides per 10,000 inhabitants 
2003-2012
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4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�

11  Due to the differences in the size of the population of each of these Comunas (in 2010 Comuna 13 had a 

QPQVMBUJPO�PG����
����XIJMTU�$PNVOB����XJUI���
���

�UIF�MFWFMT�PG�WJPMFODF�DBO�CF�DPODFBMFE�JG�PCTFSWFE�

by rate.



11

HASOW DISCUSSION PAPER 5: URBAN VIOLENCE AND HUMANITARIAN ACTION IN MEDELLIN

What else might explain the particularly egregious rates of violence in Comuna 10? 

'PS� POF
� JU� JT� UIF� FDPOPNJD� DFOUFS� PG� .FEFMMJO� BOE� UIFSFGPSF� GFBUVSFT� UIF� IJHIFTU�

concentration of trade and businesses (legal and illegal) within the city. As a hub for 

UIPVTBOET�PG�CVZFST�BOE�TFMMFST
� JU� JT�IBSEMZ�TVSQSJTJOH� UIBU� JU�DPODFOUSBUFT� JOGPSNBM�

FOUFSQSJTFT� TQFDJBMJ[JOH� JO� QSPTUJUVUJPO
� IVNBO� USBGmDLJOH
� NPOFZ� MBVOEFSJOH
� BSNT�

USBGmDLJOH
�HBNCMJOH�BOE�TNVHHMJOH��5IJT�Comuna registers the largest concentration 

PG�UIF�DJUZ�T�inPBUJOHw�QPQVMBUJPO�12 Therefore the murder rate for the population of the 

Comuna�DPVME�CF� MPXFS��(JWFO� UIJT�DPODFOUSBUJPO�PG�QSJWBUF�FOUFSQSJTF
�Comuna 10 

is also home to multiple illegal private security organizations (called $POWJWJS). These 

actors charge legal and illegal businesses a WBDVOB
� B� UBY
� UIBU�CVTJOFTTFT�QBZ� JO�

exchange for security and keeping the area free of beggars (even thieves are known 

to pay these organizations to enter the area).13

It is also important to note that violence perpetration varies temporally – not just over 

UIF�DPVSTF�PG�UIF�NPOUI�PS�XFFL
�CVU�BMTP�EVSJOH�UXFOUZ�GPVS�PVS�DZDMFT��"DVUF�WJPMFODF�

tends to concentrate rather than be spread out evenly over time. Among Comunas not 

JODMVEFE�JO�'JHVSF��
�UIPTF�XJUI�SBUFT�MPXFS�UIBO���IPNJDJEFT�QFS���
����IBCJUBOUT�PWFS�

UIF�TBNF�QFSJPE
�WJPMFODF�UFOET�UP�CF�DPODFOUSBUFE�EVSJOH�TQFDJmD�QFSJPET��'PS�FYBNQMF
�

Comuna 6 recorded 31 homicides in July 2009 averaging one homicide per day. Also in 

January 2010 Comuna���SFHJTUFSFE����IPNJDJEFT
�BWFSBHJOH�KVTU�PWFS�POF�IPNJDJEF�QFS�

day. These Comunas�TIPX�UIF�FYJTUFODF�PG�IFUFSPHFOFPVT�WJPMFODF
�XIFSF�UIFJS�ZFBSMZ�

BWFSBHF�IPNJDJEF�SBUF�JT�MPX
�CVU�UIFSF�JT�B�IJHI�MFWFM�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�TPNF�NPOUIT��

1SFEJDUBCMZ
�TPNF�OFJHICPSIPPET�BSF�NPSF�BGGFDUFE�UIBO�PUIFST�BU�B�QBSUJDVMBS�NPNFOU�

PG� UJNF��8IFO�BOBMZ[JOH� UIF�NJDSP�EZOBNJDT�PG� WJPMFODF�BU� UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE� MFWFM
�

UIFSF�JT�B�WBSJBUJPO�JO�JOUFOTJUZ�CFUXFFO������BOE������	BT�TIPXO�JO�.BQT���BOE��
��0O�

UIF�POF�IBOE
�UIFSF�JT�B�DMFBS�PWFSBMM�SFEVDUJPO�PG�IPNJDJEBM�WJPMFODF�JO�.FEFMMJO�PWFS�

UIJT�UJNF�QFSJPE��5IJT�SFEVDUJPO
�IPXFWFS
�JT�HSFBUFS�JO�TPNF�OFJHICPSIPPET�UIBO�PUIFST
�

GPS�FYBNQMF�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�BMM�FYQFSJFODFE�SFEVDUJPOT�JO�IPNJDJEBM�WJPMFODF��Comuna 1 

(neighborhoods Popular and Carpinelo)14
�Comuna 2 (neighborhoods &M�1MBZØO de Los 

Comuneros and 7JMMB�EFM�4PDPSSP)15, Comuna 7 (neighborhoods 3PCMFEP and Cucaracho)16 

and Comuna 10 (neighborhoods 1SBEP and (VBZBRVJM)17. )PXFWFS
�JU�JT�JNQPSUBOU�OPU�

����5IF�UFSN�inPBUJOHw�SFGFST�UP�UIPTF�QFPQMF�XIP�FJUIFS�XPSL� JO�PS�WJTJU� UIF�$PNVOB�PO�B�EBJMZ�CBTJT�CVU�

XIP�EP�OPU�BDUVBMMZ�MJWF�UIFSF��5IJT�DBVTFT�TPNF�NFUIPEPMPHJDBM�EJGmDVMUJFT�XIFO�BTTFTTJOH�EBUB�GSPN�UIF�

$PNVOB�TJODF�PGmDJBM�SFDPSET�EP�OPU�UBLF�UIJT�inPBUJOHw�QPQVMBUJPO�JOUP�BDDPVOU�

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS���PG������

14  Popular registered 36 homicides in 2003 whilst in 2011 it registered only 3. Carpinelo registered 31 

IPNJDJEFT�JO�����
�XIJMTU�JO������JU�SFHJTUFSFE�KVTU���

15  El Playón de los Comuneros registered 17 homicides in 2003 whilst in 2011 registered only 3. Villa del 

4PDPSSP�SFHJTUFSFE����IPNJDJEFT�JO������XIJMTU�JO������SFHJTUFSFE�KVTU���

16  Robledo registered 30 homicides in 2003 whilst in 2011 it registered 3. Cucaracho registered 31 homicides 

JO�����
�XIJMTU�JO������JU�SFHJTUFSFE���

����1SBEP�SFHJTUFSFE����IPNJDJEFT�JO������XIJMTU�JO������JU�SFHJTUFSFE����(VBZBRVJM�SFHJTUFSFE����IPNJDJEFT�

in 2003 whilst in 2011 it registered 4.

Acute  

violence tends  

to concentrate  

rather than be 

spread out evenly 

over time.
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Homicides (2011)Homicides (2003)

UP� PWFSTUBUF� UIFTF� SFEVDUJPOT
� BT�NBZ� JNQMZ� UIBU� UIFZ� BSF� OPU� OFDFTTBSJMZ� TBGF
� CVU�

SBUIFS�UIBU�POF�BSNFE�HSPVQ�EPNJOBUFT�PWFS�UIF�PUIFST��*O�UIFTF�DBTFT
�IPNJDJEF�SBUFT�

may not be the best indicator to identify the intensity of violence. Better metrics might 

JODMVEF� GPSDFE�EJTQMBDFNFOU
� TFYVBM� WJPMFODF
� FYUPSUJPO
� TPDJBM� DPOUSPM�NFDIBOJTNT�

	4FF�TFDUJPO��
��

*O� DPOUSBTU
� .BQ� �� TIPXT� B� TJHOJmDBOU� DPODFOUSBUJPO� PG� IPNJDJEF� SBUFT� JO� TPNF�

neighborhoods of ComunaAT� �� BOE� ���� 5IF� OFJHICPSIPPET� QBSUJDVMBSMZ� BGGFDUFE�

in Comuna� �� XFSF� Villatina
� -BT� &TUBODJBT
� Villa Turbay and Villa Lliliam
� BOE� UIF�

neighborhoods most affected in Comuna 13 were -B�1SBEFSB
�-BT�*OEFQFOEFODJBT�and 

&M�4BMBEP. These two Comuna’s have been historically affected by acute insecurity and 

have played an important role during the aforementioned phases. It is no coincidence 

that the ICRC’s program is being pursued in some of these neighborhoods. The high 

concentration of homicidal violence in Comunas� �� BOE����DBO�CF�BUUSJCVUFE� UP� UIF�

BSSJWBM�PG�UIF�OFX�BSNFE�HSPVQ
�ALos Urabeños.�� It is important to note the geographic 

location of both Comunas UIBU�NBLFT�UIFN�NPSF�WVMOFSBCMF�UP�PSHBOJ[FE�WJPMFODF
�BT�

CPUI�BSF�DPOOFDUFE�UP�TUSBUFHJD�DPSSJEPST�GPS�ESVHT�BOE�BSNT�USBGmDLJOH�

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

Map 1. Homicides by neighbourhood 2003 Map 2. Homicides by neighbourhood 2011
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5ZQJDBMMZ
� UIPTF� TFJ[FE� XJUI� FYBNJOJOH� UIF� VSCBO� EZOBNJDT� PG� .FEFMMJO� BSF� MFTT�

QSFPDDVQJFE�XJUI�iSVSBMw�WJPMFODF�BU� UIF�QFSJQIFSZ�PG� UIF�DJUZ��"T�'JHVSF���TIPXT
� JO�

����� BOE� ����
� UIF� UPXOTIJQT� PG�"MUBWJTUB and Santa Helena
� SFHJTUFS� UIF� IJHIFTU�

homicide rates among other rural areas of the city. This is not surprising since both of 

them share borders with the Comunas����BOE��
�SFTQFDUJWFMZ��

Figure 3. Homicide rates per 10,000 inhabitants in rural localities of Medellin

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Cgto. Palmitas Cgto. San Cristóbal 

Cgto. Altavista Cgto. San Antonio del Prado 

Cgto. Santa Helena 

4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$��

There is a comparatively recent debate on the participation of children in combos and 

EFMJORVFOU�HSPVQT�JO�UIF�DJUZ��*U� JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�JEFOUJGZ�UIBU�TJODF������UIFSF�BQQFBST�

to be a worrisome increase in the victimization of children ranging from 0 to 17 years 

(Figure 4). It can be seen that in 2009 the homicidal violence rate for this age group 

JODSFBTFE�ESBNBUJDBMMZ�GSPN�������5IF�BHF�HSPVQ�NPTU�BGGFDUFE�CZ�WJPMFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ
�

JT�CFUXFFO�UIF�BHFT�PG����UP����ZFBST�PME
�XJUI�UIF�IJHIFTU�SBUFT�PG�IPNJDJEF�PG�UIF�

TFSJFT
�GPMMPXFE�CZ����UP����ZFBS�PME�HSPVQ�
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Figure 4. Homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants by age group
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4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�

The demographic breakdown of homicidal violence as shown in (Figure 5) depicts 

UIF�NBMF�QPQVMBUJPO�BT�CFJOH�UIF�NPTU�BGGFDUFE
�BT�JT�UIF�DBTF�JO�NPTU�IJHI�WJPMFODF�

FOWJSPONFOUT�JO�PS�PVUTJEF�PG�$PMPNCJB��)PXFWFS�JU�DBO�CF�TFFO�UIBU�GSPN������UIFSF�

IBT�CFFO�BO�JODSFBTF�JO�UIF�OVNCFS�PG�BUUBDLT�BHBJOTU�XPNFO
�B�USFOE�UIBU�IBT�CFFO�

IJHIMJHIUFE�JO�UIF�NFEJB�BOE�CZ�/(0T
�BOE�UIBU�JT�QSPCBCMZ�MJOLFE�UP�UIF�JODSFBTF�JO�

the use of women by criminal groups. 

Figure 5. Homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants by gender
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4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�
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Mapping weapons used

.FEFMMJO�IBT�CFFO�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�BGGFDUFE�CZ�BSNT�USBGmDLJOH
�EVF�JO�MBSHF�QBSUT�UP�NBUUFST�

PG�IJTUPSZ
�HFPHSBQIZ�BOE�QPMJUJDBM�FDPOPNZ��*OEFFE
�.FEFMMJO�JT�DPOTJEFSFE�UP�CF�POF�

of the principle centers for the distribution of small arms and light weapons in the 

DPVOUSZ�	$SBHHJO�BOE�)PGGNBO
���������
��5IF�DJUZ�JUTFMG�BMTP�HFOFSBUFT�DPOTJEFSBCMF�

demand for weapons due to the existence of vibrant criminal groups linked to drug 

USBGmDLJOH� BOE� PUIFS� JMMFHBM� FDPOPNJFT
� IVOESFET� PG� DSJNJOBM� HBOHT
� JMMFHBM� QSJWBUF�

TFDVSJUZ� DPNQBOJFT
� BOE� ADPNCPT�
� BNPOH� PUIFST�� #VU� MJLF� WJPMFODF
� UIFTF� BSF� OPU�

OFDFTTBSJMZ�FWFOMZ�EJTUSJCVUFE��"T�'JHVSF���TIPXT
�Comuna 10 featured the highest 

OVNCFS�PG�mSFBSNT�TFJ[FE� JO�����
�DPSSFTQPOEJOH� UP����QFS�DFOU�PG�BMM� UIF�mSFBSNT�

SFUSJFWFE�BDSPTT�UIF�DJUZ��5IJT�JT�OPU�TVSQSJTJOH
�BT�OPUFE�BCPWF
�TJODF Comuna 10 is 

also home to the highest concentration of trade and businesses (legal and illegal).

Figure 6. Firearms seized by &RPXQD in Medellin (2011)
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4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�

%FTQJUF�UIF�GBDU�UIBU�UIFSF�JT�OP�PGmDJBM�JOGPSNBUJPO�BWBJMBCMF�PO�UIF�UZQF�BOE�DBMJCFS�

PG�XFBQPOT�TFJ[FE�JO�.FEFMMJO
�UIF�SFTFBSDI�UFBN�XBT�BCMF�UP�JEFOUJGZ�NPSF�VOPGmDJBM�

BOFDEPUBM� SFQPSUT�� 5IFTF� SFQPSUT� TIPX� UIBU� TPQIJTUJDBUFE�XFBQPOT� TVDI� B�.JOJV[J
�

.��
�(MPDL�1JFUSP�#FSFUUB
�#VTINBTUFS�BOE�8JODIFTUFS� SJnFT
�BOE�'/�)FSTUBM�14���

XFSF�TFJ[FE�JO�UIF�MBTU�GFX�ZFBST
�NBJOMZ��GSPN�JNQPSUBOU�NFNCFST�PG�UIF�A0mDJOB�EF�

&OWJHBEP�� BOE� AUrabeños�� 	$PMPSBEP
� ����
�� 5IJT� TIPXT� UIBU� UIF� MFWFM� PG� BSNBNFOU�

JT� SPCVTU� BOE� FRVJWBMFOU� UP� FWFO�NJMJUBSZ� BOE� QPMJDF� DBQBCJMJUJFT� JO� TPNF� SFTQFDUT��

"MTP
�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�MPOH�SBOHF�SJnFT�BOE�IJHI�QPXFS�TNBMM�BSNT�	SFGFSSFE�UP�BT�UIF�

iNBUBQPMJDÓBTw

�TVHHFTUT�B�LJOE�PG�NJOJ�iBSNT�SBDFw� JO�XIJDI�DSJNJOBM�HSPVQT� USZ� UP�

FYUFOE�UIF�mSFQPXFS�BOE�DBQBDJUZ�BHBJOTU�UIBU�PG�PUIFS�HSPVQT�BOE�UIF�BVUIPSJUJFT��

Medellin is 

considered to be 

one of the principle 

centers for the 

distribution of small 

arms and light 

weapons in the 

country.
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Mapping population displacement

Forcible displacement is widely recognized as a mechanism of territorial control 

o� MBSHFMZ� JOIFSJUFE� PS� MFBSOFE� GSPN�HSPVQT� JOWPMWFE� JO� BSNFE�DPOnJDU�� 5IJT� UBDUJD� JT�

VTFE�FYUFOTJWFMZ�CZ� MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST� JO�.FEFMMJO�PWFS� UIF�QBTU�mWF�ZFBST��'PSDFE�

displacement is in some ways a more effective mechanism of territorial control 

than homicide. This is because homicides are a typical security indicator used by 

governments to identify priorities and organize interventions. A spike in homicides 

UFOET�UP�ESBX�UIF�BUUFOUJPO�PG�UIF�QVCMJD�BVUIPSJUJFT�BOE�JODJUF�SFTQPOTFT
�XIJDI�DBO�

HFOFSBUF�DPTUT�GPS�BSNFE�HSPVQT��.PSFPWFS
�EJTQMBDFNFOU�EPFT�OPU� MFBWF�UIF�TBNF�

LJOE�PG�QIZTJDBM�FWJEFODF�BT�IPNJDJEFT
�MJNJUJOH�JOWFTUJHBUJPOT�CZ�MPDBM�BVUIPSJUJFT�BOE�

BDDPVOUBCJMJUZ�GPS�BSNFE�HSPVQT�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
��������
��

4JODF�����
� SFQPSUFE� SBUFT�PG� GPSDFE�EJTQMBDFNFOU� IBWF� TJHOJmDBOUMZ� JODSFBTFE�� 5IJT�

includes displacement from Medellin to other towns of Colombia and also displacement 

XJUIJO� .FEFMMJO� JUTFMG� o� LOPXO� BT� JOUSB�VSCBO� EJTQMBDFNFOU� 	*6%
�� *O� ����
� .FEFMMJO�

GFBUVSFE�UIF�TFDPOE�IJHIFTU�OVNCFS�PG�QFPQMF�FYQFMMFE�JO�UIF�DPVOUSZ���
����JOEJWJEVBMT�

MFGU�UIF�DJUZ�EVF�UP�WJPMFODF�UIBU�ZFBS�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
��������
��-JLFXJTF
�JO�����
�

B�UPUBM�PG��
����QFPQMF�XFSF�WJDUJNT�PG�*6%
�IBWJOH�NPWFE�UP�PUIFS�OFJHICPSIPPET�PS�

Comunas�XJUIJO�UIF�DJUZ�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
����������"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
���������
��

#FUXFFO�+BOVBSZ�BOE�+VMZ�����
��
����QFPQMF�XFSF�EJTQMBDFE�GSPN�UIFJS�IPNFT�EVF�

UP�BSNFE�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT�CFUXFFO�BSNFE�HSPVQT�	&M�$PMPNCJBOP
�����
��5IFSF�IBT�BMTP�

been an increase in massive forced displacements (MFD)19 in the city since 2009. In 

����
�GPS�FYBNQMF
�UIFSF�XFSF����SFQPSUFE�DBTFT
�PG�XIJDI���PDDVSSFE�JO�Comunas��
���

BOE����JO�UIF�NPOUI�PG�+VOF�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
���������
�20

"T�.BQ��� TIPXT
� JO� ����� UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE� UIBU� FYQFSJFODFE� UIF�IJHIFTU� MFWFMT� PG�

expulsion was Comuna 13.  Neighborhoods 7FJOUF� EF� +VMJP
� -BT� *OEFQFOEFODJBT
�

Belencito and 4BO�+BWJFS�/P���
�XFSF�BMTP�ESBNBUJDBMMZ�BGGFDUFE�CZ�UIJT�UZQF�PG�WJPMFODF��

1BSUJDVMBSMZ
�JO�-BT�*OEFQFOEFODJBT
�B�UPUBM�PG�����QFPQMF�MFGU�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE�JO�����
�

which represents 2.2 per cent of its population. In Comuna��
�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE�PG�La 

Sierra
�BMTP�SFHJTUFSFE�IJHI�MFWFMT�PG�*6%
�BT�XFMM�BT��OFJHICPSIPPET�Santo Domingo 

EF�4BWJP�/P��� and Popular in Comuna��
�Santa Cruz in Comuna��
�Castilla in Comuna 

�
�.PSBWJB in Comuna��
�#BSSJP�$BZDFEP in Comuna 9 and &M�3JODPO in Comuna 16.

8IBU�JT�NPSF
�.FEFMMJO�SFDFJWFT�UIF�TFDPOE�IJHIFTU�OVNCFS�PG�EJTQMBDFE�QPQVMBUJPOT�

JO� UIF�DPVOUSZ� 	#PHPUÈ� JT� mSTU
�� *O� ����
�.FEFMMJO� SFDFJWFE�B� UPUBM� PG� ��
����QFPQMF�

EJTQMBDFE�GSPN�EJGGFSFOU�BSFBT�PG�UIF�DPVOUSZ�EVF�UP�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
�

����"�GPSDFE�EJTQMBDFNFOU�JT�DBUBMPHFE�BT�iNBTTJWFw�XIFO����PS�NPSF�GBNJMJFT
�PS����PS�NPSF�QFPQMF
�MFBWF�

their homes as a result of a common event.

20  A possible interpretation of the increase in MFD records in Medellin is that it has become a new strategy 

– inherited from the paramilitaries. The idea is to entrench armed groups at the local level by carrying out 

WJPMFOU�JOWBTJPOT�PO�PUIFS�UFSSJUPSJFT�DPOUSPMMFE�CZ�MPDBM�BDUPST�	"MDBMEÓB�EF�.FEFMMJO
�����������
�

In 2010,  

Medellin featured 

the second highest 

number of people 

expelled in the 

country: 5,932 

individuals  

left the city.
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�������
��0O�UIJT�NBUUFS� JU� JT� JNQPSUBOU�UP�IJHIMJHIU�UIBU�NBOZ�EJTQMBDFE�GBNJMJFT�UIBU�

DPNF�UP�.FEFMMJO�GSPN�PUIFS�QBSUT�PG�$PMPNCJB
�BSF�PGUFO�SF�WJDUJNJ[FE�JO�UIF�DJUZ�CZ�MPDBM�

BSNFE�BDUPST��#PUI�QIFOPNFOB
�JOUSB�VSCBO�BOE�UIF�SFDFQUJPO�PG�JOUFSOBMMZ�EJTQMBDFE�

QPQVMBUJPOT
�IJHIMJHIUT�B�ESBNBUJD�IVNBOJUBSJBO�DSJTFT��5IFSF�BSF�BMTP�DIBMMFOHFT�UIBU�

QSFTFOU�DPNQMFY�MPHJTUJDBM�SFRVJSFNFOUT��5IF�TIFFS�FYUFOU�PG�EJTQMBDFNFOU�QFSTJTUJOH�

in and out of Medellin is all the more remarkable when juxtaposed by the considerable 

JOTUJUVUJPOBM�DBQBDJUJFT�PG�UIF�DJUZ��*OEFFE
�.FEFMMJO�XBT�SBOLFE�BT�UIF�$JUZ�PG�UIF�:FBS�

CZ�UIF�8BMM�4USFFU�+PVSOBM�BOE�$JUJ�#BOL�JO������21

The challenges of responding to urban displacement are increasingly well known.22 

Amongst the many challenges for humanitarian actors seeking to support these 

populations are the complex means of negotiating access in settings marked by local 

EJWJTJPOT�BOE�UFOTJPOT��*O�NBOZ�DBTFT
�UIJT�SFRVJSFT�QSPWJEJOH�BJE�WJB�JOUFSNFEJBSJFT�

in settings subject to a strong and sustained presence and dominance from violent 

HSPVQT
�XJUI�B�MBDL�PG�IJFSBSDIJDBM�PS�TUBCMF�TUSVDUVSFT��$PNQMJDBUJOH�NBUUFST�JT�UIF�MBDL�

PG�DPOmEFODF�BOE�TPDJBM�DBQJUBM�JO�DPNNVOJUJFT�XIP�BSF�TVCKFDUFE�UP�TVDI�DPOUSPMT��

*U�JT�EJGmDVMU
�UIFO
�UP�PQFSBUJPOBMJ[F�CBTJD�QSJODJQMFT�PG�IVNBOJUBSJBO�BDUJPO�o�JODMVEJOH�

the principle of distinction – given the ways in which different armed groups themselves 

are blurred with civilian structures.  

Map 3. Records of Intra-urban displacement by neighborhood 2011

4PVSDF��4*4$��%BUB�QSPDFTTFE�CZ�$&3"$�

21  The competition includes a list of 200 cities compiled by the Urban Land Institute. Cities were selected 

CBTFE� PO� FJHIU� DSJUFSJB�� &OWJSPONFOU� �� -BOE� 6TF
� $VMUVSF� �� -JWBCJMJUZ
� &DPOPNJD� �� *OWFTUNFOU� $MJNBUF
�

1SPHSFTT���1PUFOUJBM
�1MBDFT�PG�1PXFS
�&EVDBUJPO���)VNBO�$BQJUBM
�5FDIOPMPHZ���3FTFBSDI�BOE�.PCJMJUZ���

*OGSBTUSVDUVSF��4FF�IUUQ���XXX�DJUJHSPVQ�DPN�DJUJ�OFXT������������B�IUN�

����4FF�UIF�TQFDJBM�FEJUJPO�PG�'PSDFE�.JHSBUJPO�3FWJFX�	����
�BU�IUUQ���XXX�GNSFWJFX�PSH�VSCBO�EJTQMBDFNFOU���

"MTP� DPOTVMU� 0%*}T� QSPKFDU� GSPN� ���������� BU� IUUQ���XXX�PEJ�PSH�VL�QSPKFDUT������TBODUVBSZ�DJUZ�VSCBO�

displacement-vulnerability.

IUD
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Mapping sexual violence and disappearances

%FTQJUF�UIF�MJNJUFE�BWBJMBCJMJUZ�PG�TUBUJTUJDT�PO�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF
�JU�JT�XJEFMZ�SFDPHOJ[FE�

that it is used by armed groups not only as a means of retaliation but as a strategy for 

UFSSJUPSJBM�DPOUSPM�	*1$
�����
��-PDBM�BOBMZTUT�BSF�BEBNBOU�UIBU�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF�JT�B�LFZ�

JOEJDBUPS�UP�NFBTVSF�UIF�JOUFOTJUZ�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�.FEFMMJO��"DDPSEJOH�UP�4*4$
�JO�����
�

UIFSF�XFSF�B� UPUBM�PG��
���� SFQPSUT�PG� TFYVBM� WJPMFODF� JO�.FEFMMJO
�XIJDI� SFQSFTFOUT�

B�SBUF�PG����SFQPSUT�QFS����
����JOIBCJUBOUT��"T�'JHVSF���TIPXT
�UIF�Comunas most 

BGGFDUFE�CZ�UIJT�UZQF�PG�WJPMFODF�BQQFBS�UP�CF��
���BOE��
�FBDI�SFQPSUJOH�NPSF�UIBO�B�

hundred cases. While Comunas �
��
���BOE����FBDI�SFHJTUFSFE�NPSF�UIBO����SFQPSUT�

of sexual violence. It is important to stress that such violence often occurs behind the 

IFBEMJOFT
�BOE�JUT�QBUUFSOT�BSF�UIVT�EJGmDVMU�UP�USBDF�XJUI�DPOmEFODF�

'PS�FYBNQMF
�TPNF�Comunas�FYQFSJFODFE�IJHI�MFWFMT�PG�IPNJDJEBM�WJPMFODF�JO�����
�

including Comunas��
���BOE����	TFF�.BQ��
��)PXFWFS�Comunas 1 and 7 showed a 

SFEVDUJPO� JO�IPNJDJEBM� WJPMFODF�CFUXFFO������BOE�������8IBU�CPUI� TFUT�PG� mHVSFT�

conceal is that in 2011 these same Comunas suffered dramatic increases in sexual 

violence. 

)PNJDJEBM�mHVSFT�BMPOF�EP�OPU�JOEJDBUF�JOUFOTJUZ��8IBU�JT�TUJMM�VOLOPXO�JT�XIFUIFS�UIFTF�

DBTFT�BSF�EVF� UP� DPMMFDUJWF� PS� JOUSB�GBNJMZ� WJPMFODF�� 5IFSF� JT� JOTVGmDJFOU� JOGPSNBUJPO�

available to explain the reported disparities in sexual violence between neighborhoods. 

8IBU�DBO�CF�BTDFSUBJOFE
�IPXFWFS
�JT�B�DPSSFMBUJPO�CFUXFFO�EJGGFSFOU�GPSNT�PG�WJPMFODF�

BOE� B� IJHI� QSFWBMFODF� PG� TFYVBM� WJPMFODF
� EFTQJUF� UIF� DPNNPO� VOEFSSFQPSUJOH�

problems of the latter.

Figure 7 . Records of sexual violence* by Comuna in Medellin (2011)
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"DDPSEJOH�UP�B�MPDBM�KPVSOBMJTU
�TPNF�BSNFE�HSPVQT�PG�UIF�DJUZ
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�iLos Triana” 

BOE�PUIFS�Acombos’ who are in control of the northern Comunas of Medellin (Comunas 1 

BOE��

�SPVUJOFMZ�VTF�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF�BT�B�NFDIBOJTN�PG�UFSSJUPSJBM�DPOUSPM�23�-JLFXJTF
�JO�

�����B�TPDJBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�DBMMFE
�*OTUJUVUP�1PQVMBS�EF�$BQBDJUBDJØO (IPC) reported how 

two armed groups used sexual violence as a means of retaliation. Both groups sexually 

BTTBVMUFE�XPNBO�GSPN�UIF�PUIFS�HSPVQT��UFSSJUPSZ�BT�B�NFBOT�PG�SFWFOHF
�B�UPUBM�PG����

TFYVBM�BTTBVMUT�XFSF�SFDPSEFE��4FYVBM�WJPMFODF�JT�BMTP�SFQPSUFE�BT�B�DBVTF�PG�GPSDFE�

EJTQMBDFNFOU��*O�����
�GPS�FYBNQMF
�PVU�PG�����SFQPSUFE�*6%�DBTFT
����PG�UIFN�XFSF�

EVF�UP�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF�BHBJOTU�XPNFO�	*1$
�����
�$MFBSMZ�NPSF�SFTFBSDI�JT�SFRVJSFE�UP�

better understand the underlying motivations and patterns of such victimization.  

5IF�TUBUF�PG�GPSDFE�EJTBQQFBSBODFT�JO�$PMPNCJB�JT�CZ�EFmOJUJPO�EJGmDVMU�UP�EFUFSNJOF�

XJUI�QSFDJTJPO��5IF�MBDL�PG�MPOHJUVEJOBM�BOE�EBUB�JT�QSPOPVODFE�TJODF�QVCMJD�PGmDJBMT�

BOE�QSJWBUF�DJUJ[FOT�BSF� MPBUIF� UP� SFQPSU�QFOEJOH�PS� TPMWFE�DBTFT��)PXFWFS
� SFDFOU�

SFDPSET�JOEJDBUF�UIBU�VOUJM�/PWFNCFS������UIFSF�XFSF���
����PVUTUBOEOJH�DBTFT�	.FTB�

EF�5SBCBKP�TPCSF�%FTBQBSJDJPOFT�'PS[BEBT
�����
��*O�.FEFMMJO
�UIJT�QSBDUJDF�IBT�CFFO�

XJEFMZ�BEPQUFE�CZ�MPDBM�BDUPST
�BOE�MFWFMT�PG�EJTBQQFBSBODFT�BSF�DPNQBSBUJWFMZ�IJHI��

#FUXFFO�+BOVBSZ�BOE�0DUPCFS�����
�����QFPQMF�XFSF�SFQPSUFE�BT�EJTBQQFBSFE
�PVU�

PG�UIFTF
����DBTFT�XFSF�DMBTTJmFE�BT�GPSDFE�EJTBQQFBSBODFT�	1FSTPOFSÓB�EF�.FEFMMÓO��

��������
��*O������UIF�OVNCFS�PG�QFPQMF�EJTBQQFBSFE�IBE�JODSFBTFE�TJHOJmDBOUMZ��*O�

0DUPCFS
�UIFSF�XFSF�B�UPUBM�PG�����DBTFT�SFQPSUFE
�PG�XIJDI�����DBTFT�XFSF�EFDMBSFE�

AXIFSFBCPVUT�VOLOPXO��	3$/
�����
��

"DDPSEJOH� UP� TPNF�DPNNVOJUZ�CBTFE�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�BOE� MFBEFST
� JU� JT� OFDFTTBSZ� UP�

interact with local authorities to determine the causes of the disappearances. The 

FYJTUFODF�PG� AUPSUVSF�IPVTFT��IBWF�CFFO� SFQPSUFE�XIFSF�BSNFE�HSPVQT�NVUJMBUF�BOE�

EJTNFNCFS� UIFJS� WJDUJNT��-JLFXJTF
�EJTFNCPXFMFE�DPSQTFT�IBWF�CFFO� GPVOE�PO� UIF�

banks of river.24�'PSDFE�EJTQMBDFNFOU� JT�TJNJMBS� UP�GPSDFE�EJTBQQFBSBODF
�XIJDI� JT�B�

WJPMFOU�QSBDUJDF�PGUFO�VTFE�JO�UIF�DPOUFYU�PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�CZ�QBSBNJMJUBSJFT��

0SHBOJ[BUJPO�PG�WJPMFODF

5IF�*$3$�BOE�PUIFS�IVNBOJUBSJBO�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�BSF�PGUFO�SFRVJSFE�UP�EJGGFSFOUJBUF�BO�

BSNFE� DPOnJDU� GSPN� PUIFS� TJUVBUJPOT� PG� WJPMFODF�� *O� BEEJUJPO� UP� VTJOH� UIF� iJOUFOTJUZw�

DSJUFSJPO
�UIFZ�BMTP�PGUFO�FYBNJOF�XIFUIFS�B�NJOJNVN�MFWFM�PG�iPSHBOJ[BUJPOw�JT�FYIJCJUFE�

CZ�UIF�BSNFE�BDUPST��'PMMPXJOH�.VHHBI�	����

�PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�DBO�CF�

determined on the basis of indicators such as 

1. the existence of command structure and disciplinary rules and mechanisms; 

2. UIF�FYJTUFODF�BOE�VTF�PG�IFBERVBSUFST��

3. the display of control over certain territory; 

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

Sexual violence is 

also reported as 

a cause of forced 

displacement.
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4. UIF�SFBEZ�BDDFTT�UP�XFBQPOT
�FRVJQNFOU�BOE�NJMJUBSZ�USBJOJOH��

5. UIF�BCJMJUZ�UP�QMBO
�DPPSEJOBUF�BOE�DBSSZ�PVU�NJMJUBSZ�PQFSBUJPOT��

6. UIF�EFmOJUJPO�PG�B�VOJmFE�NJMJUBSZ�TUSBUFHZ��

7. an ability to speak with one voice; and 

��� B�DBQBDJUZ�UP�OFHPUJBUF�DFBTFmSFT�QFBDF�BDDPSET�

This section evaluates the organization of each armed actor in Medellin using some of 

the indicators mentioned above. It is important to point out that relevant and reliable 

BENJOJTUSBUJWF� EBUB� PO� BSNFE� HSPVQT� JT� MJNJUFE�� .PSFPWFS
� UIFSF� BSF� GFX� EFUBJMFE�

TUVEJFT� PG� TVDI� BDUPST
� NVDI� MFTT� UIFJS� PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM� DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT
� JO� .FEFMMJO��

"T�B�SFTVMU
�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�BOBMZTJT�ESBXT�IFBWJMZ�GSPN�$PMPNCJB}T�BDBEFNJD�MJUFSBUVSF�

BOE�JOGPSNBUJPO�HBUIFSFE�JO�UIF�DPVSTF�PG�mFMEXPSL�JO�.FEFMMJO�QSPQFS��"T�TVDI
�UIF�

assessment considers the internal structures of armed actors operating in Medellin 

and the relationships between them and other local armed groups. 

It is possible to distinguish three basic types of illegal armed groups that have 

QFSTJTUFE� JO�.FEFMMJO�TJODF� UIF�����T��5IF�mSTU�FODPNQBTTFT� UIF� Acombos’ and the 

TFDPOE�BSF�UIF�BSNFE�CBOET��5IPVHI�TJNJMBS
�UIFZ�WBSZ�JO�TJ[F�oAcombos�
�GPS�FYBNQMF
�

BSF�UZQJDBMMZ�TNBMMFS�UIBO�CBOET�BOE�BSF�MFTT�XFMM�PSHBOJ[FE��)PXFWFS
�PGUFO�GFBUVSF�

DFSUBJO�TQFDJBMJ[BUJPOT��TPNF�DBO�PGGFS�POF�PS�NPSF�JMMFHBM�TFSWJDFT�	F�H��BTTBTTJOBUJPOT
�

SPCCFSZ
�FYUPSUJPO
�QSPUFDUJPO
�USBGmDLJOH
�TFYVBM�FYQMPJUBUJPO

�BOE�UIFZ�BMTP�IBWF�TUSPOH�

UFSSJUPSJBM�BUUBDINFOUT�CZ�OFJHICPSIPPET�PS�FWFO�CMPDLT�	(ØNF[
���������
�5IF�UIJSE�

UZQF�PG�BSNFE�BDUPS�JT�MBCFMFE
�BENJUUFEMZ�HFOFSBMMZ
�BT�iMBSHF�TUSVDUVSFTw��5IFZ�JODMVEF�

NBKPS�ESVHT�DBSUFMT
�HVFSSJMMBT
�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQT
�BOE� MBSHF�DSJNJOBM�HSPVQTo� UIBU�

DPOUSPM�UIF�Acombos��BOE�CBOET�JO�PSEFS�UP�TBUJTGZ�UIFJS�JOUFSFTUT��"T�B�SFTVMU
�XIFUIFS�

UIFSF�JT�POF�IFHFNPOJD�HSPVQ�PS�NPSF
�UIFSF�JT�iDSJNJOBM�DBQBDJUZ�JOTUBMMFEw�JO�UIF�DJUZ
�

JO�UIF�GPSN�PG��Acombos��BOE�CBOET
�XIJDI�BSF�OFDFTTBSZ��GPS�UIF�BSNFE�TUSVDUVSFT�UP�

DPOUSPM�JO�PSEFS�UP�BDIJFWF�UIFJS�QBSUJDVMBS�JOUFSFTUT�	4FNBOB
�����
�

There are no reliable estimates of the number of combos and bands that are currently 

PQFSBUJOH� JO� UIF� DJUZ�� TJODF� ����� U� FTUJNBUFT� IBWF� IPWFSFE� CFUXFFO� ���� BOE� ����

TFQBSBUF� PSHBOJ[BUJPOT� 	&M� $PMPNCJBOP
� ������ 4FNBOB
� ����
�� 4VDI� FTUJNBUFT
�

IPXFWFS
�NBZ�CF�POMZ� WBMJE� GPS� B� GFX�NPOUIT
�HJWFO� UIF�EZOBNJD� TJUVBUJPO�PG� UIFTF�

HSPVQT�BOE�UIFJS�GSFRVFOU�DPOnJDUT��*U�JT�BMTP�JNQPSUBOU�UP�TUSFTT�UIBU�NPTU�combos have 

NFNCFST�ZPVOHFS� UIBO����ZFBST�PME�	(ØNF[
���������
��$IJMESFO�BSF�PGUFO�VTFE�UP�

transport illicit drugs and weapons or perform surveillance activities. There have also 

been reports of children being involved in assassinations and attaining certain levels 

PG�MFBEFSTIJQ�XJUIJO�B�HSPVQ�	*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS����PG�����
��5IF�SFDSVJUNFOU�PG�

DIJMESFO
�WPMVOUBSZ�PS�GPSDFE
�JT�B�TUSBUFHZ�UIBU�JT�CFJOH�VTFE�NPSF�PGUFO�CZ�UIF�BSNFE�

HSPVQT�	*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS����PG�����
��

There is “criminal 

capacity installed” 

in the city, in the 

form of ‘combos’ 

and bands, which 

are necessary 

for the armed 

structures to control 

in order to achieve 

their particular 

interests.
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.FBOXIJMF
� JU� JT� QPTTJCMF� UP� JEFOUJGZ� UXP25� QSJNBSZ� BSNFE� TUSVDUVSFT
� FTQFDJBMMZ�

CFUXFFO� UIF� ���������� QFSJPE�� 5IF� mSTU� JT� UIF� A0mDJOB� EF� &OWJHBEP�� XIJDI� JT� B�

DSJNJOBM� PSHBOJ[BUJPO� UIBU� FNFSHFE� GSPN� UIF� ESVH� DBSUFM� PG� .FEFMMJO� JO� UIF� ����T��

5IJT�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�BDIJFWFE�IFHFNPOJD�DPOUSPM�PG�UIF�DJUZ�GSPN������UP�����
�VOUJM�UIF�

extradition of alias “Don Berna”. After the captures of aliases “Valenciano” (2011) and 

alias “Sebastianw�	����

�UIF�JOUFSOBM�GSBHNFOUBUJPO�PG�UIJT�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�IBT�XPSTFOFE��

%SVH�USBGmDLJOH�BOE�NPOFZ�MBVOEFSJOH�BSF�UIF�NPTU�DPNNPO�JMMFHBM�BDUJWJUJFT�PG�UIJT�

HSPVQ��5IF�TFDPOE�HSPVQ�JT�UIF�AUrabeños�
�B�OFP�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQ�XJUI�B�OBUJPOBM�

presence that has gained control over some areas of the city since 201126. There were 

UXP�NPUJWBUJPOT�GPS�UIJT�HSPVQ�UP�FOUFS�.FEFMMJO��0OF�XBT�UP�JNQSPWF�UIFJS�TUSBUFHJFT�

BOE�DPOOFDUJPOT�GPS�NPOFZ� MBVOEFSJOH
�PS� UIF�iMFHBMJ[BUJPO�PG�DBQJUBM�FYUSBDUFE�GSPN�

ESVH� USBGmDLJOH�BOE� JMMFHBM�NJOJOHw� 	4FNBOB
�����
��4VDI�TFSWJDFT�BSF�QSPWJEFE�CZ�

MBXZFST
� BDDPVOUBOUT
� CVTJOFTT� BENJOJTUSBUPST� BOE� FYQFSUT� JO� JOWFTUNFOUT
�NPTU� PG�

them linked to the “0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP” and are then cloaked in legality. The other 

SFBTPO�JT�UP�JOnVFODF�BOE�VMUJNBUFMZ�CFOFmU�GSPN�UIF�QSPDFTT�PG�MBOE�SFTUJUVUJPOT�UIBU�

BSF�UBLJOH�QMBDF�XJUIJO�UIF�DJUZ�	4FNBOB
�����
�

"T� TVDI
� UIF� 0mDJOB� EF� &OWJHBEP and Urabeños are the primary armed actors 

PQFSBUJOH� JO�.FEFMMJO��#PUI�BSF�OPU�OFDFTTBSJMZ� JO�DPOnJDU�� *O� GBDU
� UIFSF� JT�FWJEFODF�

of an alliance forged between them in some areas of the city. The lack of leadership 

and fragmentation of the 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP has likely weakened its structure. This 

IBT�SFTVMUFE�JO�Acombos’ and armed actors either aligning with Urabeños PS
�JG�UIFZ�BSF�

TVGmDJFOUMZ�QPXFSGVM
� UP�DPOUJOVF�mHIUJOH�JO�PSEFS�UP�NBJOUBJO�DPOUSPM�PG�UIFJS�FYJTUJOH�

territory. The objective of these structures “rather than partial or total destruction of 

UIF�TUBUF�	PS�UIF�TZTUFN

�BT�JO�UIF�DBTF�PG�JOTVSHFOU�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�PO�UIF�DPOUSBSZ
�JT�

to weaken the state to the extent that they are able to replace its multiple functions” 

	(ØNF[
���������
��

It is also important to stress the presence of other armed actors – notably the National 

1PMJDF� BOE�.JMJUBSZ� GPSDFT�� *OEFFE
� UIFZ� BSF�XJEFMZ� QSFTFOU� JO�.FEFMMJO� BOE� FYFSU� B�

DPOTJEFSBCMF� JOnVFODF�BOE� JNQBDU��3FTJEFOUT�IBWF�BMMFHFE� UIBU� UIFSF� JT�B�QPTTJCMF�

DPMMBCPSBUJPO�CFUXFFO�DFSUBJO�NFNCFST�PG� UIFTF�GPSDFT�BOE�JMMFHBM�BSNFE�HSPVQT
�B�

factor that is also associated with an escalation of violence and human rights abuses. 

Respondents interviewed in the course of this paper noted that the public security 

forces represent comprise an analogous or even higher risk to their safety and personal 

securtiy than the illegal armed actors.27 For example Comuna 13 is the most militarized 

VSCBO�BSFB� JO� UIF�XIPMF� PG�$PMPNCJB��0VU� PG� ���NJMJUBSZ�CBTFT� MPDBUFE� JO�.FEFMMJO
�

����4PNF�BOBMZTUT�DMBJN�UIBU�OFP�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQT�TVDI�BT�«HVJMBT�/FHSBT
�-PT�1BJTBT�BOE�-PT�3BTUSPKPT�

IBWF�TPNF�JOnVFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ
�IPXFWFS
�FJUIFS�UIFSF�JT�JOTVGmDJFOU�FWJEFODF�UP�TVQQPSU�UIJT
�PS�UIFJS�JOnVFODF�

JT�OPU�TVGmDJFOUMZ�TUSPOH�	(ØNF[
���������
�

����"DDPSEJOH�UP�TPNF�FYQFSUT
�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�UIF�A6SBCF×PT��DBO�CF�USBDFE�UP������	4FNBOB
�����
�

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

As such, the 

Oficina de 

Envigado and 

Urabeños are the 

primary armed 

actors operating in 

Medellin.
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14 are based in this Comuna
� ZFU� UIJT�Comuna has the highest levels of homicide 

SBUF�PG�.FEFMMJO� 	$.)
�����
��5IF�QSPGPVOE�EFmDJU� MFHJUJNBDZ�PG� UIF�QVCMJD�TFDVSJUZ�

GPSDFT�OPU�POMZ�SFEVDFT�UIF�MJLFMJIPPE�PG�MPDBM�EFOVODJBUJPOT
�JU�BMTP�SBJTFT�UIF�MFWFM�PG�

JNQVOJUZ��.PSFPWFS
�JU�TUSFOHUIFOT�UIF�SPMFT�PG�combos and armed bands as providers 

PG�QSPUFDUJPO�BOE�KVTUJDF�	$.)
�����
�

Mapping command structures and rules

There is surprisingly limited information on the internal command structures and internal 

regulatory mechanisms of armed groups in Colombia. There is also comparatively little 

known about the disciplinary rules of either 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP or the Urabeños
�XIJDI�

MJNJUT�PVS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�PG�UIFJS�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT��)PXFWFS
�JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�JEFOUJGZ�TPNF�

key characteristics of their command structures by reviewing their use of violence and 

IPX� UIFZ� HFOFSBUF� SFWFOVF� 	5PCØO
� ������ �
�� *OEFFE
� TPNF� PG� UIFJS� DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�

IBWF�CFFO�VODPWFSFE�UISPVHI�JOGPSNBUJPO�HBJOFE�GSPN�6�4��BOE�$PMPNCJBO�BVUIPSJUJFT��

#Z�XBZ� PG� FYBNQMF
� UIF� DPNNBOE� TUSVDUVSF� PG� UIF�0mDJOB� EF� &OWJHBEP is headed 

CZ�B�CPBSE� PG� EJSFDUPST�NBEF�VQ�PG� BDDPVOUBOUT
� CVTJOFTTNFO
� MBXZFST
� BOE�FWFO�

QPMJUJDJBOT�XIP�BSF�HFOFSBMMZ�BOPOZNPVT��"MTP�BDDPSEJOH�UP�B�MPDBM�BOBMZTU
�UIJT�CPBSE�

PG�EJSFDUPST�TFSWFT�UIF�JOUFSFTUT�PG�UIF�NBmB
�MBOEPXOFST
�GBSNFST�BOE�PUIFS�TFDUPST�PG�

society.�� Leaders such as “Sebastian” are in effect powerful gunmen who serve the 

interests of the board members and maintain control over their territory and responsible 

DPMMFDUJOH�SFWFOVFT�UISPVHI�JMMFHBM�BDUJWJUJFT�	&M�5JFNQP
�"VHVTU����PG�����
��"T�B�SFTVMU
�

UIFJS�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�DBO�CF�DIBSBDUFSJ[FE
�NPSF�QSFDJTFMZ
�BT�B�iDSJNJOBM�DPNQBOZw�UIBU�

QSPWJEFT� QSPUFDUJPO� UP� TQFDJmD� QSJWBUF� JOUFSFTUT� PS� iDVTUPNFSTw� XIP� DPOUSBDU� UIFJS�

TFSWJDFT�	(BNCFUUB
���������
�

#Z�XBZ�PG�DPNQBSJTPO
�UIF�TUSVDUVSF�PG�UIF�Los Urabeños has evolved over the years 

to become more organized and united.29�*OJUJBMMZ
�UIJT�HSPVQ�FOUFSFE�UIF�DJUZ�CSJOHJOH�

XJUI�UIFN�NFNCFST�GSPN�PUIFS�SFHJPOT�PG�$PMPNCJB��"DDPSEJOH�UP�POF�MPDBM�BOBMZTU
�UIF�

entry of outsiders triggered a rise in homicides in the city and raised the risk of violence 

to the local population.30 Members of the Urabeños risked attack since they were 

OPU�SFDPHOJ[FE�XJUIJO�UIF�DPNNVOJUZ��8IBU�JT�NPSF
�DFSUBJO�MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST�XFSF�

not willing to cede their territorial control. This prompted the leader of the Urabeños 

“Mi Sangrew
� UP�HBJO�DPOUSPM�PWFS� UIF�combos and other local armed actors through 

negotiations with the 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP
�BOE� JO�QBSUJDVMBS�XJUI�iValenciano”.  The 

OFHPUJBUJPOT�XFSF�BCPVU�ESVH�USBGmDLJOH�SPVUFT�JO�FYDIBOHF�GPS�DPOUSPM�PG�TPNF�BSFBT�

of the city in which to confront “Sebastiánw�	7FSEBE�"CJFSUB
�����
�

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

����"T�TPPO�BT� UIF�OFP�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�QIFOPNFOB�CFHBO�$PMPNCJBO�BVUIPSJUJFT� JOJUJBMMZ� JEFOUJmFE�B� UPUBM�PG�

���OFP�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQT�XJUI�B�UPUBM�PG��
����NFNCFST��5PEBZ
�UIFZ�DPVOU�KVTU���XJUI�BO�FTUJNBUFE��
����

NFNCFST�	5PCPO
��������
�

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

The profound 

deficit legitimacy 

of the public 

security forces not 

only reduces the 

likelihood of local 

denunciations, it 

also raises the level 

of impunity.
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Mapping relationships between armed actors

5IF� NBQQJOH� PG� SFMBUJPOTIJQT� CFUXFFO� BSNFE� BDUPST� JO� .FEFMMJO� 	F�H�� 0mDJOB� EF�

&OWJHBEP
�6SBCF×PT
�DPNCPT�BOE�PUIFS�DSJNJOBM�HSPVQT

�SFWFBMT�BO�FMBCPSBUF�TZTUFN�

PG�DPNQFUJUJPO�BOE�QBUSPOBHF��0O�UIF�POF�IBOE
�combos and other criminal groups 

PGGFS�TFWFSBM�TFSWJDFT�UIBU�BSF�FTTFOUJBM� GPS� MBSHFS�TUSVDUVSFT
�TVDI�BT�UIF�0mDJOB�EF�

&OWJHBEP�and the Urabeños. Depending on the combo
�UIFZ provide services such as 

DPMMFDUJOH�SFOU�NPOFZ
�DPOUSPMMJOH�ESVH�BOE�BSNT�USBGmDLJOH�SPVUFT
�FYUPSUJPO
�NPOFZ�

MBVOESZ
�DPOUSPMMJOH�MPDBM�BOE�TPDJBM�HSPVQT
�BOE�BMTP�TFMFDUJWF�BTTBTTJOBUJPOT��Combos 

need to maintain a strong territorial attachment to be perceived as a legitimate actor 

within the community and to protect their business interests.31�0O�UIF�PUIFS�IBOE
�TPNF�

combos�MPPL�UP�FOEPSTF�MBSHFS�TUSVDUVSFT�GPS�QSPUFDUJPO�BOE�BSNT�TVQQMJFT��4USVDUVSFT�

such as 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP and Urabeños have strong linkages with members of 

law enforcement institutions that are able to guarantee impunity. They are also able to 

TVQQMZ�XFBQPOT�EVF�UP�UIFJS�DPOOFDUJPOT�XJUI�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�OFUXPSLT�PG�BSN�USBGmDLFST�32 

Through analyzing the links between non-state actors a demand and supply rationale 

emerges. This rationale informs their interrelationships and also the dynamics of armed 

confrontations. It is possible to detect a two-way logic of demand and supply in the 

relationships between these armed actors. Combos and bands operate as “annexed 

DSJNJOBM� GPSDFTw� PG� CJHHFS� TUSVDUVSFT� UIBU
� JO� UVSO
� DBO� UBLF� UFSSJUPSJBMJ[FE� DPOUSPM� PG�

the population. The weakening of 0mDJOB�EF�&OWJHBEP as a result of the capture of 

“Sebastiánw�BOE�UIF�MPTT�PG�TFWFSBM�SPVUFT�GPS�ESVH�USBGmDLJOH�IBT�FODPVSBUFE�DPNCPT�

and bands either to join Los Urabeños or – if they have enough military capacity – 

TFQBSBUF�GSPN�UIJT�TUSVDUVSF�BOE�mHIU�BHBJOTU�UIFN�PO�UIFJS�PXO��5IJT�TIPXT�UIBU�UIF�

command structures and disciplinary rules – if they exist – only endure as long as there 

JT�B�MFBEFS�BOE�B�TUSPOH�DSJNJOBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�	-B�4JMMB�7BDJB
�����
�

Mapping territorial control

The different tactics employed by armed groups in order to maintain their control over 

B� TQFDJmD� UFSSJUPSZ� BSF�PGUFO�BOBMPHPVT� UP� UIF� WJPMBUJPOT�FYQFSJFODFE�CZ� JOEJWJEVBMT�

BOE� DPNNVOJUJFT� JO� UIBU� TBNF� BSFB�� *OEFFE
� BSNFE� HSPVQT� PQFSBUJOH� JO� .FEFMMJO�

IBWF�BEPQUFE�LOPX�IPX�BOE�FYQFSJFODF�GSPN�NJMJUJB
�QBSBNJMJUBSZ�HSPVQT�BOE�DSJNJOBM�

organizations in relation to the ways of maintaining and preserving territorial control. As 

B�SFTVMU
�NBOZ�PG�UIFTF�HSPVQT�BTTVNF�UFDIOJRVFT�BOE�TUSBUFHJFT�UIBU�BSF�DIBSBDUFSJTUJD�

PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�HSPVQT�FWFO�JG�UIFZ�BSF�OPU�PQFSBUJOH�JO�GPSNBM�DPNCBU�SPMFT�	0UÈMWBSP�

FU�BM�
�����
�Q���
�5P�BDIJFWF�UFSSJUPSJBM�DPOUSPM
�BSNFE�BDUPST�NVTU�CVJME�B�WJUBM�TQBDF 

iJO�XIJDI�DPOUSPM�JT�EFQMPZFE
�OPU�POMZ�PWFS�QIZTJDBM�TQBDF
�XJUI�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�NFO�

31 �7KLV�LV�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�D�ORFDO�DQDO\VW��³ZKR�FRQWUROV�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�ZLQV�WKH�ZDU´��,QWHUYLHZ����1RYHPEHU��

2012).

32 �,QWHUYLHZ����1RYHPEHU��������

Command 

structures and 

disciplinary rules 

– if they exist – 

only endure as 

long as there is 

a leader and a 

strong criminal 

organization.
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JO� B� QBSUJDVMBS� HFPHSBQIZ
� CVU� BMTP� PWFS� JNNBUFSJBM� TQBDFT
� FDPOPNJD� BOE� TPDJBMw�

	(BZSBVE�JO�(ØNF[
���������
��"EEJUJPOBMMZ
�MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST�EFWFMPQ�CPUI�WJPMFOU�

BOE� OPO�WJPMFOU� QSBDUJDFT�� 5IF� GPSNFS
� TFFL� UP� HFOFSBUF� GFBS� JO� PSEFS� UP� BDIJFWF�

TVCNJTTJPO� PG� UIF� QPQVMBUJPO
�XIJMF� UIF� MBUUFS
� MPPLT� GPS� DPPQFSBUJPO� BOE� MFHJUJNBDZ�

XJUIJO� UIF�QPQVMBUJPO� 	(ØNF[
���������
��5IFTF� UZQFT�PG�DPOUSPMT
� UPHFUIFS�XJUI� UIF�

TUSBUFHZ�PG�QFOFUSBUJOH�QVCMJD�GPSDFT�BOE�PUIFS�JOTUJUVUJPOT
�SFJOGPSDF�UIF�EPNBJO�PG�UIF�

group over a territory. This in turn reinforces the legitimacy of local armed actors as 

providers of justice and security as well as other services.

Despite the existence of these structures in communities and neighborhoods of 

.FEFMMJO
�PG�XIJDI�UIF�DJUJ[FOT
�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�BOE�MPDBM�BVUIPSJUJFT�BSF�GVMMZ�BXBSF
�UIFJS�

NPEVT�PQFSBOEJ�BSF�IBSE�UP�EFUFSNJOF�XJUI�DFSUBJOUZ��&WFO�TP
�JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�JOGFS�JUT�

magnitude on the basis of reports on the practices uses by armed groups to maintain 

DPOUSPM� PWFS� UIFJS� UFSSJUPSZ��4QFDJmDBMMZ
� UIF�)VNBO�4FDVSJUZ�0CTFSWBUPSZ�PG�.FEFMMJO�

	04).
�SFDFOUMZ�EPDVNFOUFE�BOE�JOWFOUPSJ[FE�NFDIBOJTNT�VTFE�CZ�combos and other 

BSNFE�CBOET�UP�NBJOUBJO�UIFJS�UFSSJUPSJBM�DPOUSPM��*O�QBSUJDVMBS
�UIFZ�JEFOUJmFE�UISFF�UZQFT�

PG�TVC�DPOUSPMT��TPDJPQPMJUJDBM�DPOUSPM
�FDPOPNJD�DPOUSPM�BOE�UFSSJUPSZ�DPOUSPM�	(ØNF[
�

������Q����
��4PDJP�QPMJUJDBM�DPOUSPM�BJNT�UP�FTUBCMJTI�B�TQFDJmD�PSEFS�XIJDI�HVBSBOUFFT�

UIF�TFDVSJUZ�PG�UIF�JMMFHBM�BSNFE�HSPVQ
�BOE�JNQMJFT�UIF�JNQPTJUJPO�PG�SVMFT�BOE�TPDJBM�

practices. Economic control seeks to dominate the resources resulting from legal and 

illegal economic activities. Territorial control seeks to achieve the appropriation of the 

territory and conservation of the group. Each of these types of controls encompasses 

a large set of practices that result in major humanitarian impacts on the communities 

involved.

Reviewing humanitarian action in Medellin

$PMPNCJB}T�QSPMPOHFE�FYQFSJFODF�PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�IBT�FOTVSFE�B�IFBWZ�IVNBOJUBSJBO�

QSFTFODF�JO�UIF�DPVOUSZ��"MPOH�XJUI�NBOZ�PUIFS�SFMJFG�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�BHFODJFT
�UIF�

*$3$�IBT�PQFSBUFE�JO�$PMPNCJB�GPS�NPSF�UIBO�GPSUZ�ZFBST��*OEFFE
�*$3$�PQFSBUJPOT�JO�

the country are the largest in Latin America and the Caribbean and among the most 

GBS�SFBDIJOH�JO�UIF�XPSME�	*$3$
�����
��*UT�HFPHSBQIJDBM�SFBDI�JT�FYUFOTJWF�BOE�DPWFST�

��� SFNPUF� SVSBM�BSFBT�PG� UIF�DPVOUSZ�XIJDI�BSF� UIF�NPTU�BGGFDUFE�CZ�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�

and where humanitarian needs are considered to be most critical owing to the lack of 

TUBUF�QSFTFODF
�IFBMUI�TFSWJDFT�BOE�CBTJD�TPDJBM�XFMGBSF�JOGSBTUSVDUVSF��*O�NBOZ�XBZT
�

UIF�$PMPNCJBO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�DPOTUJUVUFT�B�DMBTTJD�TFUUJOH�GPS�IVNBOJUBSJBO�BDUJPO��5IF�

ICRC “whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of 

WJDUJNT�PG� BSNFE�DPOnJDU� BOE�PUIFS� TJUVBUJPOT� PG� WJPMFODF�BOE� UP�QSPWJEF� UIFN�XJUI�

assistance” has managed to access populations effectively for years with its mandate 

BOE�FNCMFN�SFDPHOJ[FE�CZ�BMM�GPSNBM�QBSUJFT�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU�	*$3$
�����
��

"T� JO�NBOZ�PUIFS�QBSUT�PG� UIF�XPSME
� UIF� *$3$�IBT�OJOF�NBJO�BDUJWJUJFT� JO�$PMPNCJB��

The Human 

Security 

Observatory 

of Medellin 

(OSHM) recently 

documented 

and inventorized 

mechanisms used 

by combos and 

other armed bands 

to maintain their 

territorial control.
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5IFTF� JODMVEF� QSPUFDUJOH� DJWJMJBOT
� WJTJUJOH� EFUBJOFFT� 	QSJTPOFST� PG� XBS

� SFVOJUJOH�

GBNJMJFT
� FOTVSJOH� FDPOPNJD� TFDVSJUZ
� XBUFS� BOE� IBCJUBU
� IFBMUI
� DPPQFSBUJPO�

XJUI� /BUJPOBM� 4PDJFUJFT� 	$PMPNCJBO� 3FE� $SPTT

� CVJMEJOH� SFTQFDU� GPS� UIF� MBX� BOE�

TBGFHVBSEJOH�IFBMUI�DBSF��*O��$PMPNCJB
�PXJOH�JO�QBSU�UP�UIF�NBHOJUVEF�BOE�TFWFSJUZ�PG�

UIF�DPOnJDU
�UIF�*$3$�DBSSJFT�PVU�BEEJUJPOBM�BDUJWJUJFT�TVDI�BT�QSPUFDUJOH�BOE�GBDJMJUBUJOH�

UIF� SFMPDBUJPO� PG� QFPQMF�XIP� BSF� VOEFS� UISFBU� PG� EFBUI
� QBSUJDJQBUJOH� JO� UIF� mOEJOH�

PG� USVUI� BOE� UIF� XIFSFBCPVUT� PG� EJTBQQFBSFE� QFPQMF
� VOEFSUBLJOH� SJTL� SFEVDUJPO�

BDUJWJUJFT�JO�DPNNVOJUJFT�DPOUBNJOBUFE�XJUI�XFBQPOT
�GBDJMJUBUJOH�UIF�SFMFBTF�PG�QFPQMF�

IFME�CZ�BSNFE�HSPVQT
�QSPWJEJOH�BTTJTUBODF�UP�EJTQMBDFE�QFPQMFT�	CPUI�JO�SVSBM�BOE�

VSCBO�BSFBT

�BOE�EFWFMPQJOH�FDPOPNJD�TFDVSJUZ�QSPHSBNT�BJNFE�BU� JODSFBTJOH� UIF�

FDPOPNJD�TFMG�TVGmDJFODZ�PG�DPNNVOJUJFT�BOE�QSFWFOUJOH�EJTQMBDFNFOU�	*$3$
�������

*$3$
�������Q����
�

The ICRC´s urban violence program

*O�����
�IPXFWFS
�UIF�*$3$�NBEF�B�EJTUJODU�TIJGU�GSPN�QBTU�BQQSPBDIFT�CZ�VOEFSUBLJOH�

an assessment of urban violence in Medellin and designing a new intervention known 

BT� i.PSF� 4QBDF� GPS� )VNBOJUBSJBO� "DUJPO
� .PSF� "MUFSOBUJWFTw�� 5IF� QSPHSBN� XBT�

conceived as a pilot run for four years (from 2012 to 2016) and was developed in 

alliance with the Colombian Red Cross (CRC) with the cooperation of local authorities. 

The ICRC intervention in Medellin is unprecedented in Colombia and will likely have 

wider implications for humanitarian actors working in Colombia and other parts of 

UIF�XPSME�� *OEFFE
� JU� SFQSFTFOUT�iy�UIF�mSTU� UJNF�UIBU� UIF�*$3$�EFDJEFT�UP� JOUFSWFOF�

comprehensively in an urban context in Colombia with the explicit objective of 

addressing vulnerability generated by violence. The ICRC has intervened in urban 

DPOUFYUT�TVDI�BT�JO�3JP�EF�+BOFJSP
�IPXFWFS
�UIFSF�JT�OPU�B�TJUVBUJPO�PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�

like in Colombia”.33

ICRC’s program in Medellin was conceived as a comprehensive and multidisciplinary 

response to urban violence. Its overall objective is to mitigate both direct and indirect 

humanitarian impacts of violence in selected neighborhoods and to increase the 

protective factors of people exposed to violence.34 The program was initially launched 

in eight neighborhoods located in Comunas��
��
��
���BOE���
�XIJDI�BSF�DPOTJEFSFE�UP�

CF�iIPU�TQPUTw
�UIF�NPTU�BGGFDUFE�CZ�WJPMFODF��5IF�JOUFSWFOUJPO�JT�CBTFE�PO�UISFF�QJMMBST��

BTTJTUBODF
�QSFWFOUJPO�BOE�QSPUFDUJPO��&BDI�PG�UIFTF�DPMVNOT�BSF�NVUVBMMZ�SFJOGPSDJOH��

*OUSJHVJOHMZ
�UIFZ�NPWF�XFMM�CFZPOE�B�SFTQPOTF�UP�CBTJD�IVNBOJUBSJBO�OFFET�UP�B�NPSF�

transformative exercise of building resilience in communities.

����*OUFSWJFX��
�/PWFNCFS��
������

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

The ICRC 

intervention 

in Medellin is 

unprecedented 

in Colombia and 

will likely have 

wider implications 

for humanitarian 

actors working in 

Colombia and other 

parts of the world.
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Figure 8. Pillars of the program of the ICRC in Medellin

7FSZ�HFOFSBMMZ
� UIF�assistance component is designed to enhance access to health 

and strengthen family’s economic security. ICRC has developed a medical program 

that focuses on preventing sexually transmitted diseases and promoting sexual and 

SFQSPEVDUJWF�IFBMUI�	*$3$
�����
��5IF�FNQIBTJT�JT�PO�TVQQPSUJOH�ZPVOH�XPNFO�BOE�

girls as well as actual and potential victims of rape. ICRC has also supported the 

EFWFMPQNFOU�PG�B�RVJDL�SFGFSSBM�TZTUFN�BT�XFMM�BT�JOWFTUJOH�JO�UIF�DBQBDJUZ�UP�QSPWJEF�

SBQJE�NFEJDBM�BOE�QTZDIPMPHJDBM�TVQQPSU��8IBU�JT�NPSF
�UIF�*$3$�IBT�JNQMFNFOUFE�B�

scheme in selected Comunas that seeks to strengthen entrepreneurship and provide 

guidance and support for young males who are at risk of recruitment. ICRC targets 

����GBNJMJFT�UIBU�FYIJCJU�BO�FOUSFQSFOFVSJBM�QSPmMF�	*$3$
�����
��.PTU�PG�UIF�TFMFDUFE�

families already have businesses and a young family member who is at risk of joining 

or being recruited into an armed group or gang. ICRC also seeks to help these families 

with micro-credit and technical assistance. The expectation of this initiative is that it will 

reduce the incentive of young people to perpetrate violence.

.FBOXIJMF
�UIF�QSFWFOUJPO component is developed in approximately 15 educational 

JOTUJUVUJPOT� BOE� TFFLT� UP� JNQSPWF� DPFYJTUFODF
� TUSFOHUIFO� SFTJMJFODF
� EJTTFNJOBUF�

IVNBO�SJHIUT�BNPOH�ZPVUI
�UFBDIFST�BOE�QBSFOUT
�BOE�QSPWJEF�mSTU�BJE
�BOE�TFYVBM�BOE�

SFQSPEVDUJWF�IFBMUI�DBSF�DPVSTFT�	*$3$
�����
��*U�GPDVTFT�QSJNBSJMZ�PO�FEVDBUJOH�ZPVOH�

people and their families in values consistent with international humanitarian law and 

IVNBO�SJHIUT��5P�UIJT�FOE
�*$3$�JT�JOWPMWFE�JO�EFWFMPQJOH�B�DVSSJDVMVN�BOE�NPEVMFT�

in 14 schools (with an expectation of growing this by 16 more owing to municipal 

government replication) and working with teachers and parents alongside students. A 

GPDVT�JT�BMTP�PO�TVQQPSUJOH�FEVDBUJPOBM�CSJHBEFT�XJUI�USBJOJOH�JO�mSTU�BJE
�MBX�BOE�HPPE�

QSBDUJDF
�BMTP�JO�DPPQFSBUJPO�XJUI�UIF�Paz, "DDJØO�Z�$POWJWFODJBø	1"$0
�QSPHSBN��"�

key objective of the ICRC is enhancing safe behavior and positive role models amongst 

the youth. ICRC is seeking to work with both the armed and civil police to train them 

PO�UIF�CBTJD�QSJODJQMFT�PG�DPSSFDU�VTF�PG� GPSDF
�IVNBO�SJHIUT�BOE�QPMJDJOH�NFUIPET
�

such as collecting evidence and proper arrest procedures. ICRC also supports the 

updating of manuals and related doctrine to ensure that local practices are consistent 

with international norms. 

PROTECTION PREVENTION ASSITANCE

• $POmEFOUJBM�EJBMPHVF�

with both legal and 

illegal armed groups

• Visits to detainees

•  Dissemination of human 

rights in educational 

institutions

• �*NQSPWF�QBDJmD�

coexistence in educational 

institutions and its 

surroundings

• Contribute to health access

• Improve economic security
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6OMJLF� QSFWJPVT� JOUFSWFOUJPOT� XIFSF� *$3$� BOE� $3$� QFSTPOOFM� XPSL� UPHFUIFS
� UIF�

protection component is managed exclusively by the ICRC. This component includes 

WJTJUT�UP�EFUFOUJPO�DFOUFST�BOE�DPOmEFOUJBM�EJBMPHVF�XJUI�CPUI�MFHBM�BOE�JMMFHBM�BSNFE�

actors. As in other settings – whether urban or rural - ICRC is involved in constant 

dialogue with both civilians and armed groups in the Comunas.35 4VDI�OFHPUJBUJPOT�

BSF�JNQPSUBOU�UP�BTTFTT
�BOE�FOTVSF�UIF�TFDVSJUZ�PG�*$3$�BOE�JUT�QBSUOFST��*$3$�IBT�

secured agreement from the authorities (ICBF) to visit jails and detention rehabilitation 

DFOUFST�UP�FOTVSF�UIFZ�BSF�VQ�UP�TUBOEBSE
�UIFZ�BSF�BMTP�XPSLJOH�UP�FOTVSF�UIF�BVUIPSJUJFT�

BEPQU�WJPMFODF�QSFWFOUJPO�BT�B�UIFNF
�JODMVEJOH�FYQMPSJOH�SFJOTFSUJPO�PQUJPOT�GPS�GPSNFS�

QFSQFUSBUPST�	F�H��1"$0�BOE�*$#'�TVQQPSUFE�FGGPSUT
��*O�JUT�DPOmEFOUJBM�EJBMPHVF
�UIF�

*$3$�QSPNPUFT�UIF�JNQMFNFOUBUJPO�PG�TUBOEBSET�UIBU�SFHVMBUF�UIF�VTF�PG�GPSDF
�BSSFTUT�

BOE� EFUFOUJPOT� CZ� UIF� TFDVSJUZ� GPSDFT�� 'VSUIFSNPSF
� JU� TFFLT� UP� FODPVSBHF� BSNFE�

groups to respect the civilian population and basic infrastructures such as health 

DFOUFST
�TDIPPMT�BOE�QVCMJD�TQBDFT��*$3$�BMTP�WJTJUT�ZPVOH�EFUFOUJPO�DFOUFST�JO�PSEFS�

to improve their conditions of detention and their chances of reintegration into society. 

	*$3$
�������Q��
�

Perceptions of the ICRC operation 

"MUIPVHI�DPODFJWFE� JO�����
� *$3$�T�QSPHSBN� GPS�.FEFMMJO�XBT�POMZ� JNQMFNFOUFE� JO�

������(JWFO�UIBU�UIF�QSPHSBN�IBE�POMZ�KVTU�MJGUFE�PGG�BU�UIF�UJNF�PG�UIJT�SFTFBSDI
�JU�JT�

EJGmDVMU�JG�OPU�EJTJOHFOVPVT�UP�TVCKFDU�JU�UP�BOZ�LJOE�PG�BTTFTTNFOU�PS�FWBMVBUJPO��*U�XPVME�

be premature to attribute any changes in the Comunas in which they are working to their 

JOUFSWFOUJPO�BU�UIJT�FBSMZ�TUBHF��*OEFFE
�UIF�JOUFOU�PG�UIJT�QBQFS�JT�OPU�UP�NFBTVSF�UIF�

PVUDPNFT�PS�JNQBDUT�PG�*$3$�BDUJWJUJFT��3BUIFS
�UIF�JOUFOUJPO�JT�UP�JEFOUJGZ�B�OVNCFS�PG�

emerging trends from communities themselves. It is worth underlining that the present 

study was administered independent of the ICRC. This was considered important for 

SFBTPOT�PG�BVUPOPNZ
�CVU�BMTP�TFDVSJUZ��*OGPSNBUJPO�XBT�JOTUFBE�HBUIFSFE�EJSFDUMZ�GSPN�

LFZ�JOGPSNBOUT�JO�.FEFMMJO�BOE�JU�PGGFST�TPNF�JOEJDBUJWF�DMVFT�BCPVU�QPTTJCMF�SFTVMUT
�

challenges and risks associated with ICRC intervention.

/PU� TVSQSJTJOHMZ
� UIFSF� BSF� WBSJFE� QFSDFQUJPOT� BNPOH� SFTQPOEFOUT� BCPVU� UIF� *$3$�

JOUFSWFOUJPO� JO� .FEFMMJO�� 'PS� NPTU� DPNNVOJUZ� MFBEFST
� KPVSOBMJTUT� BOE� DPNNVOJUZ�

CBTFE�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
� UIF� JOUFSWFOUJPO� JT�HFOFSBMMZ� GBWPSBCMZ�SFHBSEFE��(JWFO�*$3$}T�

SFQVUBUJPO�BT�BO�JOEFQFOEFOU�PSHBOJ[BUJPO
�UIJT�JT�IBSEMZ�SFNBSLBCMF��.BOZ�WJFX�*$3$�

as an important actor that contributes to limiting the use of violence and building 

SFTQFDU� GPS� IVNBOJUBSJBO� TUBOEBSET�� 'PS� PUIFST
� JODMVEJOH� SFQSFTFOUBUJWFT� PG� UIF�

NVOJDJQBM�HPWFSONFOU
�UIF�JOUFSWFOUJPO�MFTT�SFMFWBOU�JO�UIF�DJUZ�TJODF
�JO�UIFJS�WJFX
�*)-�

JT�OPU�BQQMJDBCMF��*OEFFE
�UIJT�QFSDFQUJPO�VOEFSMJOFT�BHBJO�UIF�DFOUSBM�RVFTUJPO�PG�UIF�

)"408�QSPKFDU�BOE�UIJT�QBQFS�XIJDI�SFMBUFT�UP�UIF�DPOUFYUT�JO�XIJDI�*)-�BQQMJFT�

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

In its confidential 

dialogue, the ICRC 

promotes the 

implementation 

of standards that 

regulate the use of 

force, arrests and 

detentions by the 

security forces.
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0OF�PG� UIF�NPTU� DPOUSPWFSTJBM� BDUJWJUJFT�QVSTVFE�CZ� UIF� *$3$� JO�.FEFMMJO� SFMBUFT� UP�

DPOmEFOUJBM�EJBMPHVF�XJUI�MPDBM�BSNFE�HSPVQT��5IFZ�BSF�JOWPMWFE�JO�EJTDVTTJPOT
�FWFO�

JG� JOEJSFDUMZ
�XJUI� UIF�combos in order to convince them to promote and respect IHL 

BOE�IVNBO� SJHIUT� MBX�� 5IFSF�BSF� GFBST
� IPXFWFS
� UIBU� TVDI�EJBMPHVF�NBZ� MFHJUJNJ[F�

these groups and give them a political platform or means of extending their control. 

"DDPSEJOH�UP�HPWFSONFOU�SFQSFTFOUBUJWFT
�iIBWJOH�B�EJBMPHVF�XJUI�UIF�combos or other 

BSNFE�BDUPST� JO� UIF�DJUZ
�VMUJNBUFMZ
�XJMM�HJWF� UIFN�B�QPMJUJDBM� SFDPHOJUJPO�TUBUVT
� UIBU�

these groups do not have and this won’t be accepted by the institutions”.36 This is a 

DPNNPOMZ�DJUFE�BOYJFUZ�JO�DJUJFT�XIFSF�HBOHT�BSF�BDUJWF�BOE�HBOH�USVDFT�BSF�CSPLFSFE
�

JODMVEJOH�NPTU�QPJHOBOUMZ�JO�&M�4BMWBEPS�37

5IFSF�BSF�DPODFSOT�JO�TPNF�RVBSUFST�UIBU�UIF�QSPNPUJPO�PG�SFTQFDU�GPS�*)-�NBZ�OPU�CF�

effective for many armed groups.  This is because violence has transformed over the 

QBTU�EFDBEF�BOE�NBOZ�BSNFE�HSPVQT� MBDL�DMFBS�DPNNBOE�BOE�DPOUSPM�� *OEFFE
�BT�

UIF�BCPWF�BOBMZTJT�TVHHFTUT
�NBOZ�HSPVQT� MBDL�WJTJCMF� MFBEFSTIJQ�BOE�EP�OPU�IBWF�

UIF�BCJMJUZ� UP�TQFBL�XJUI�POF�WPJDF
� JO�DPOUSBTU� UP� UIF� UJNFT�PG�iDon Bernaw
�PS�FWFO�

“Sebastian” and “Valenciano”. Previous experiences have also shown that even if 

UIFSF�BSF�BHSFFNFOUT� UP�DPNQMZ�XJUI�DPEFT�PG�DPOEVDU�PS�QBDUT
� TVDI�HSPVQT�BMTP�

may not stick to their commitments. This is amply demonstrated by the fact that even 

BGUFS�OFHPUJBUFE�	BMCFJU�VOPGmDJBM
�DFBTFmSFT�o�BT�GSPN������UP������XJUI�iDon Berna”– 

WJPMFODF� JODSFBTFE�TFWFSFMZ�XIFO� UIF�DFBTFmSF�CSPLF�EPXO��� A more controversial 

activity suggested by the ICRC in 2011 when developing a diagnostic was to establish 

“neutral zones”. These were demarcated areas in which no armed groups – not even 

public forces – could enter. The democratic and constitutional implications of such a 

NPWF�XFSF�QPUFOUJBMMZ�QSPGPVOE��5IF�QSPQPTBM�XBT�SFKFDUFE�CZ�UIF�MPDBM�HPWFSONFOU
�

IPXFWFS
�TJODF�UIFZ�XFSF�OPU�QSFQBSFE�UP�iMJNJU�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�UIF�QVCMJD�GPSDFT�JO�BOZ�

part of the territory” given their constitutional mandate.39�"T�B�SFTVMU
�UIJT�QSPQPTBM�XBT�

unsuccessful. 

/PUXJUITUBOEJOH� TPNF� PG� UIFTF� NPSF� TLFQUJDBM� PCTFSWBUJPOT
� NPTU� SFTQPOEFOUT
�

QBSUJDVMBSMZ�DPNNVOJUZ�MFBEFST�BOE�HSBTTSPPUT�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�XFSF�BEBNBOU�UIBU�UIF�

ICRC has played an essential role in empowering communities. They have taught 

UIFN�IPX�UP�QSPUFDU� UIFNTFMWFT�XIFO�BSNFE�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT�FTDBMBUF
�BOE�BMTP�IPX�

to rescue and relocate people at risk while providing assistance to victims.40�)PXFWFS
�

some respondents highlighted that the ICRC could play a better role in “regulating and 

monitoring the performance of the security forces” since it is considered to be one of 

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

���� 4FF
� GPS� FYBNQMF
� SFQPSUT� PG� *O4JHIU� $SJNF� BU� IUUQ���XXX�JOTJHIUDSJNF�PSH�OFXT�BOBMZTJT�FM�TBMWBEPS�

catholic-church-pawn-or-player-in-gang-truce.

����*OUFSWJFX���
�/PWFNCFS���
������

����*OUFSWJFX����/PWFNCFS���
������

����*OUFSWJFX����/PWFNCFS���
������

One of the most 

controversial 

activities pursued 

by the ICRC in 

Medellin relates 

to confidential 

dialogue with local 

armed groups.
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the major risk factors confronting communities.41�0WFSBMM
�SFTQPOEFOUT�PGUFO�OPUFE�UIF�

relevance and necessity to protect and assist victims of organized violence in urban 

TFUUJOHT��&WFO�TP
�SFTFSWBUJPOT�PWFS�UIF�DPOmEFOUJBM�EJBMPHVF�XJUI�MPDBM�BSNFE�BDUPST�

and the ways to apply the principle of distinction in Medellin persist.

Possible consequences of ICRC action in Medellin

&WFO�B�TVQFSmDJBM�FYBNJOBUJPO�PG�*$3$�BDUJWJUJFT�JO�.FEFMMJO�TVHHFTUT�UIBU�JU�JT�GVMmMMJOH�

its mandate of protecting the lives and dignity of victims of organized violence. At the 

PVUTFU
�UIF�QSPHSBN�JT�CFJOH�VOEFSUBLFO�JO�OFJHICPSIPPET�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�BGGFDUFE�CZ�IJHI�

MFWFMT�PG�WJPMFODF
�TVHHFTUJOH�UIBU�UIPTF�BSFBT�GFBUVSJOH�UIF�HSFBUFTU�	BQQBSFOU
�OFFE�

BSF�CFJOH�UBSHFUFE��.PSFPWFS
�UIF�QSPHSBN�GPDVTFT�PO�TVC�TFDUJPOT�PG�UIF�QPQVMBUJPO�

UIBU�BSF�FTQFDJBMMZ�FYQPTFE�PS�BGGFDUFE�CZ�PSHBOJ[FE�WJPMFODF
�OPUBCMZ�DIJMESFO�BOE�

ZPVUI��"T�TVDI
�UIF�JOUFSWFOUJPO�BEESFTTFT�CPUI�WJDUJNT
�CVU�BMTP�QPUFOUJBM�QFSQFUSBUPST��

5IF�*$3$�JT�OPU�JOUFSFTUFE�JO�TPMFMZ�SFEVDJOH�WJPMFODF
�CVU�BMTP�QSFWFOUJOH�JU��*OEFFE
�

efforts to promote economic security for families and youth while promoting respect 

GPS�IVNBO�SJHIUT�JO�FEVDBUJPOBM�BOE�EFUFOUJPO�DFOUFST�JT�UFTUBNFOU�UP�UIJT��'JOBMMZ
�JUT�

mediation efforts with public forces to improve policing practices and protocols on the 

use of force may well help prevent abuses and human rights violations in the future. 

5IFJS�BDUJWJUJFT�BSF�IJHIMZ�WBMVFE
�FTQFDJBMMZ�CZ�IVNBO�SJHIUT�EFGFOEFST
�DPNNVOJUZ�

organizations and others. 

&WFO�TP
�UIFSF�BSF�TUJMM�RVFTUJPOT�BCPVU�XIBU�QSFDFEFOUT�*$3$�BDUJWJUZ�JO�.FEFMMJO�NBZ�

set for the organization and the humanitarian sector as a whole. The very act of setting 

up a dedicated program to prevent and reduce violence and promote community 

resilience in a city is a landmark for the organization. It echoes similar types of activities 

VOEFSXBZ�GPS�TPNF�ZFBST�JO�3JP�EF�+BOFJSP
�1PSU�BV�1SJODF�BOE�PUIFS�TFUUJOHT��"�CBTJD�

RVFTUJPO�UIBU�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�IBT�CFFO�SFRVJSFE�UP�DPOGSPOU� JT�XIFUIFS�UIF�JOUFOTJUZ�

and organization of violence in Medellin merits a humanitarian response. And while 

UIF�BCPWF�BOBMZTJT�TVHHFTUT�UIBU�UIF�TJUVBUJPO�JT�OPU�GPSNBMMZ�BO�iBSNFE�DPOnJDUw
�UIF�

*$3$�IBT�DMFBSMZ�PQUFE�UP�FOHBHF�JO�TQJUF�PG�UIF�OPO�BQQMJDBCJMJUZ�PG�*)-��'PS�UIF�*$3$
�

IVNBO�SJHIUT�MBX�JT�TVGmDJFOU�BOE�UIF�iQSJODJQMFTw�PG�IVNBOJUBSJBO�MBX�TUJMM�BQQMZ��5IJT�

NBZ�CF�TVGmDJFOU�HJWFO�JUT�MFHBDZ�BOE�SFQVUBUJPO�JO�$PMPNCJB�o�BOE�UIVT�OPU�OFDFTTBSJMZ�

transferable to other settings. 

5IF�*$3$�JT�iMFBSOJOH�CZ�EPJOHw�JO�.FEFMMJO
�BT�JU�JT�JO�PUIFS�TFUUJOHT�NBSLFE�CZ�VSCBO�

WJPMFODF�� *U� JT�OFX� UFSSJUPSZ
�BOE�PGGFST�NBOZ�SJTLT�CVU�BMTP�OFX�PQQPSUVOJUJFT��5P�CF�

TVSF
�VSCBO�UIFBUFST�BSF�EJTUJODU� GSPN�SVSBM�TFUUJOHT�XIFSF�UIF�*$3$�IBT�USBEJUJPOBMMZ�

PQFSBUFE� JO� $PMPNCJB�� 5IJT� SFRVJSFT� UIBU� XIJMF� TUJDLJOH� UP� TPNF� DPSF� NBOEBUF�

QSJPSJUJFT
�UIF�*$3$�NBZ�CF�SFRVJSFE�UP�BEBQU�JUT�NPEBMJUJFT��*OEFFE
�.FEFMMJO�FYIJCJUT�

DPNQBSBUJWFMZ�TUSPOH�JOTUJUVUJPOBM�DBQBCJMJUJFT�BOE�DPOTJEFSBCMF�mOBODJBM�SFTPVSDFT��*U�

����*OUFSWJFX����/PWFNCFS���
������

Even a superficial 

examination of 

ICRC activities in 

Medellin suggests 

that it is fulfilling 

its mandate of 

protecting the 

lives and dignity of 

victims of organized 

violence.
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has a relatively high level of health and educational infrastructure and sophisticated 

QVCMJD�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT��3BUIFS�UIBO�iTVCTUJUVUJOHw�GPS�TUBUF�TFSWJDFT
�UIF�*$3$�JO�NBOZ�

DBTFT�IFMQ�HVJEF
�DPPSEJOBUF�BOE�EJSFDU�TPNF�UP�UIPTF�DPOGSPOUFE�XJUI�IVNBOJUBSJBO�

OFFET��5IJT�SFRVJSFT�B�MFWFM�PG�DPOWFOJOH
�GBDJMJUBUJOH
�JOnVFODJOH�BOE�DPPSEJOBUJOH�o�

not the usual comfort zone of the ICRC.42�*O�SVSBM�BSFBT
�XIFSF�CBTJD�TFSWJDFT�BSF�PGUFO�

MBDLJOH
�UIF�*$3$�NBZ�SFTPSU�UP�NPSF�PQFSBUJPOBM�BDUJWJUJFT��

Time will tell if the ICRC is effective or not in enhancing protection in neighborhoods 

XIFSF�JU�JT�JOUFSWFOJOH��*OEFFE
�.FEFMMJO�QSFTFOUT�B�GPSNJEBCMZ�DPNQMFY�BSSBZ�PG�BSNFE�

BDUPST� XJUI� DPOTUBOUMZ� TIJGUJOH� BMMJBODFT� BOE� GPSNT� PG� DPNQFUJUJPO�� *U� JT� EJGmDVMU� UP�

determine and differentiate their various motivations much less predict the trajectory of 

organized violence. The engagement of the ICRC with combos or other criminal groups 

UBLFT�UIF�BHFODZ�JOUP�B�HSFZ�[POF
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�HJWFO�UIF�BCTFODF�PG�*)-�5IJT�TVSFMZ�

generates a high level of risk for communities and ICRC personnel. To continue and be 

TVDDFTTGVM�JO�UIFTF�BSFBT
�UIF�*$3$�XJMM�OFFE�UP�DPOUJOVF�FYQBOEJOH�BOE�HVBSBOUFFJOH�

its reputation as a neutral and independent humanitarian organization amongst the 

communities and local armed actors. 

Conclusions

The entry of ICRC to Medellin is unprecedented and potentially path-breaking. It is 

engaging a context that is seized by multiple and overlapping forms of organized 

WJPMFODF�o�XJUI�UFOEFODJFT�UIBU�SFTFNCMF�BSNFE�DPOnJDU��8IJMF�UIF�TJUVBUJPO�NBZ�OPU�

QSFTFOU�UIF�TBNF�JOUFOTJUZ�BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�BT�DPOWFOUJPOBM�XBST
�JU�OFWFSUIFMFTT�PGGFST�

BO�FYUSFNF�WBSJBUJPO�PG�BO�iPUIFS�TJUVBUJPO�PG�WJPMFODFw��*OEFFE
�.FEFMMJO�TIPXT�MFWFMT�

of violence with high intensity (sometimes exceeding warfare) but low organization 

	QBSUJDVMBSMZ� PWFS� UIF� QBTU� GFX� ZFBST
�� 5IF� QBQFS� mOET� UIBU� DPNNVOJUJFT� JO� UIFTF�

settings have considerable humanitarian needs. The impacts of violence extend well 

CFZPOE�IPNJDJEFT�BOE�EJTQMBDFNFOU��*OEFFE
�B�LFZ�mOEJOH�JT�UIBU�NBOZ�PG�UIF�DPTUT�

PG�.FEFMMJO}T�WJPMFODF�BSF�IBSE�UP�EFUFDU
�PXJOH�JO�MBSHF�QBSU�UP�VOEFS�SFQPSUJOH�PS�B�

GBJMVSF�PG�PVUTJEFST�UP�SFDPSE�UIF�iSJHIUw�NFUSJDT��*OEFFE
�OPO�MFUIBM�WJPMFODF�JT�WJSUVBMMZ�

JOWJTJCMF
�CVU�JT�FTTFOUJBM�UP�NBJOUBJOJOH�WBSJPVT�GPSNT�PG�TPDJBM
�FDPOPNJD�BOE�UFSSJUPSJBM�

control.

The volatility and dynamism of organized violence in Medellin is staggering. The paper 

has provided a glimpse into the ways in which alliances between (competing) groups 

BSF� GPSHFE�BOE�RVJDLMZ�FWBQPSBUF��"O�BQQSFDJBUJPO�PG� UIJT�EZOBNJTN�JT�FTTFOUJBM� GPS�

humanitarian agencies seeking to engage in such environments. It has dramatic 

JNQMJDBUJPOT�GPS�OFHPUJBUJPO�TUSBUFHJFT
�CVU�BMTP�CBTJD�TFDVSJUZ�GPS�QFSTPOOFM
�QBSUOFST�

BOE�CFOFmDJBSJFT��*G�OPUIJOH�FMTF
�JU�QMBDFT�B�NBKPS�QSFNJVN�PO�DPOTUBOU�BOE�DPOUJOVPVT�

dialogue. This may be the single most important value-added of the ICRC as compared 

����*OUFSWJFX����/PWFNCFS���
������

Many of the costs 

of Medellin’s 

violence are hard 

to detect, owing in 

large part to under-

reporting or a 

failure of outsiders 

to record the  

“right” metrics.
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UP�PUIFS�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�BOE�JT�JO�MBSHF�QBSU�EVF�UP�UIFJS�SFQVUBUJPO�GPS�JOEFQFOEFODF
�

JNQBSUJBMJUZ
�BOE�OFVUSBMJUZ��

"�mOBM� SFnFDUJPO� JT� UIBU� UIF�DJUZ�PG�.FEFMMJO� JT� JO�TPNF�XBZT�GSBHJMF��8IJMF�FYIJCJUJOH�

NBOZ� DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT� 	BOE� BDDPMBEFT
� PG� B� EFWFMPQFE� VSCBO� DFOUFS
� JU� BMTP� TVGGFST�

GSPN�NBOZ�EFmDJUT��5IF�MPOHFWJUZ�PG�PSHBOJ[FE�WJPMFODF�JO�UIF�DJUZ�IBT�IBE�B�DPSSPTJWF�

FGGFDU
�IJOEFSJOH�JUT�FGGPSUT�UP�QSPWJEF�CBTJD�GVODUJPOT��*UT�NPTU�FTTFOUJBM�PCMJHBUJPOT�o�UP�

provide security and control territory – are routinely threatened by armed groups. This 

JO� UVSO� VOEFSNJOFT� UIF�HPWFSONFOU}T� MFHJUJNBDZ� TJODF� JU� FSPEFT�CBTJD� SFMBUJPOTIJQT�

BOE�NVUVBM�PCMJHBUJPOT�CFUXFFO�UIF�TUBUF�BOE�DJUJ[FOT��"T�B�SFTVMU
�MPDBM�BSNFE�HSPVQT�

SBQJEMZ�mMM�UIF�WPJE��5IFZ�FGGFDUJWFMZ�TVCTUJUVUF�GPS�UIF�TUBUF�JO�JUT�FTTFOUJBM�GVODUJPOT�o�

MBX�BOE�PSEFS�o�FWFO�JG�PG�BO�JOGPSNBM�TPSU��1SFEJDUBCMZ
�UIFJS�TUBUVSF�BOE�MFHJUJNBDZ�UIFO�

grows. While many gaps in knowledge remain – including on the command structures 

PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT
�UIFJS�VTF�PG�OPO�MFUIBM�WJPMFODF
�BOE�UIFJS�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�XJUI�GPSNBM�

public and private entities – it seems that Medellin will continue exhibiting frailty in 

years to come.
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