
                

 

 

MEDELLIN/ANTIOQUIA REGIONAL REPORT 

 

DATES: 25th – 27th August 2014 

PARTICIPANTS:  David Gray, Evin Zengin, Rachel Rushby, Katharina Gamm, Julie Goffin, Thomas MacManus, 
Fernando Piernavieja, James Ellis, Hannah Burton and Siobhán Lloyd. 

HOST: Bayron Góngora, Corporación Jurídica Libertad 



OVERVIEW OF MEETINGS: The main focus of the regional visit to Medellín and Urabá was land reform and the land 
restitution process. We had meetings with: Fundación Forjando Futuros, an organisation which campaigns and 
represents victims of forced land displacements; Ríos Vivos, Corporación Nativos de San Carlos and Movimiento por 
la defensa de la vida y el territorio, organisations which are campaigning against megaprojects; la Unidad 
Administrativa Especial de Gestión de Tierras (URT), the regional Land Restitution Unit; and judges and magistrates 
involved in deciding cases in relation to law 1448. Three of the Caravanistas went to Macondo in Urabá, where 
victims of forced land displacements had returned to their land without any assistance from the State and were 
allegedly facing threats from people working for the large land owners. We were also taken to el Barrio Ciudadela in 
Nuevo Occidente, an urban housing estate where we were told about the problems of urban displacement and living 
conditions within the housing estate. 

A meeting was organised with MOVICE to talk about impunity and paramilitary control in the region. We also had a 
meeting with a panel of lawyers who are defending conscientious objectors, political prisoners and victims of state 
crimes. 

THREATS AND ATTACKS AGAINST LAWYERS OTHER JUSTICE WORKERS, HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN THE 
REGION 

None of the lawyers spoke about any physical attacks and threats against them. One theme that did come up was 
the stigmatisation of lawyers and/or human rights defenders and the way in which they were portrayed by state 
actors as being associated with their clients politically as opposed to being their legal representatives. We were also 
told that many had their communications intercepted. 

In relation to protection measures, we were told that some lawyers working on land restitution issues have been 
given protection measures. However, they were concerned that once the threats stopped, the protection schemes 
were removed, placing the lawyers at risk again. We were told about one incident where a lawyer was killed after his 
protection measures were removed when we visited Fundación Forjando Futuros. However, we were not given any 
specific details. 

LAND RESTITUTION PROCESS 

Antioquia has been one of the regions most affected by the armed conflict and paramilitary activity and, as a 
consequence, displacement of campesinos from their land. Most of the organisations which we met with were 
broadly supportive of law 1448 and the land restitution process 

(i) Fundación Forjando Futuros (FFF) 

Fundación Forjando Futuros explained how the land restitution process worked in practice. It is an administrative 
process whereby a judge hearing a case will decide whether to put the name of the claimants onto a land registry. 
Victims are not supposed to return to their land until such time as this has been recorded in the land registry. Law 
1448 has responded to the wishes of the victims and has provided them with a way of reclaiming their land. 
However, they recognised that there were significant flaws with the process. FFF told us that part of the problem is 
that the law does not punish those who took the land in the first place. There have only been twelve cases where 
someone has been found to be at fault where a victim has been forced to leave the land. Not many cases have been 
approved by the courts and those that have been successful tend to be collective as opposed to individual. There is 
no clear process to follow and there have been significant delays. It is thought that many victims will not even begin 
to see their land returned to them until 2021. 

Even if victims are able to successfully reclaim the titles to their land, they have difficulties returning because of the 
security threat posed by paramilitary organisations, which still control much of the region. Victims do not always 
return for fear that they will be killed by them. Some victims, who do not want to return to their land, end up in a 
situation where they are forced to sell it. 



There was an issue with compensation because it must be specifically requested and we were told that it had only 
been granted in 35 of the 935 cases. There are also problems relating to obtaining finance. Campesinos will not be 
able to get credit until they are granted the titles to their land. 

FFF tries to maintain a positive relationship with the URT.  It wants law 1448 to work so they work closely together to 
ensure that it does not fail.  

One victim of forced evictions told us that he had had to leave his land after 16 people in his community were 
decapitated and he had received threats in 1984. In 2008, the leader of the community was killed. The victim left his 
land because he was told that people were looking for him to kill him. Since then, he has never returned. He was 
followed when he moved to Medellín and his employer kept moving his job to prevent him being spotted. He was 
found and was badly beaten up. His jaw was broken and he was stabbed. He had security measures but they have 
now been removed.  

(ii) Land Restitution Unit (URT) 

We met with the regional Land Restitution Unit, which explained the process of land restitution in Antioquia to us.  

(iii) Macondo 

Three of us visited Macondo, a community in Urabá to meet with campesinos who had returned to their land 
without the protection of the URT or state authorities.  

The background is that from the 1960s onwards campesinos began to settle on the land. There was a guerrilla 
presence in the area but there was a difference in opinion as to how strong the guerrilla presence was. We were told 
that this part of Urabá was only a thoroughfare to get to other areas because the land, being flat, was not ideal for 
the guerrilla. However, we were also told that the guerrilla controlled many of the unionised workers on the banana 
plantations. 

In 1995 the paramilitaries arrived in the area. The land is very rich and fertile. They now know from the confessions 
of the commanders, Pedro Bonito and Alias Alemán, that the local landowners and big businesses were giving them 
money. In 1996, the paramilitaries started wearing uniforms and their presence in the region increased. We were 
told that they began to chase people from the land by threats and by murdering some of those who were farming 
the land. The campesinos were told to sell their land for a certain price otherwise their widows would sell it for 
cheaper.  Some sold their land for very low prices others had their land taken from them.   

Most fled without their belongings into the towns nearby such as Turbo. However, they were not equipped to live in 
the town as they did not have skills to get jobs and they could not tend to their own land. Some started to return 
eight years ago when they heard about the Justice and Peace laws. Others returned more recently when they heard 
about Law 1448/2011. They have received no help from the authorities despite being threatened regularly. There 
have been five judgments passed in cases relating to land restitution. Some of the campesinos have now been 
accused of unlawful occupation of the land and are now being investigated. They were clearly very poor and had 
limited resources.  

We were taken to the area by Carlos Paez who is the President of the Associación Tierra y Vida. Carlos was a 
beneficiary of protection measures. When we arrived in Macondo, we heard many testimonies of the campesinos. 
Many of the campesinos are being threatened by people working for the large landowners. We were told that there 
were three big farms on the land that the campesinos are trying to return to. They are called; 

1. “Guacamayo”  which  has  about  10,000  hectares  of  land 
2. “Hacienda  C”   
3. “Cuchilla  Negra” 

No one knows who owns them but they may be owned by larger corporations. 



(iv) Judges and Magistrates 

The branch we visited is responsible for three regions, including Antioquia. There are only six judges within the 
branch that can deal with land restitution cases. They explained how the process works. The judges work individually 
on the cases when the claim is not opposed but they work in groups where the cases are opposed. The process is 
that the URT gathers evidence and then that is presented to the magistrates. The case should take about four 
months. The process has been criticised because all cases have to go before the judges even when there is no 
opposition to the cases and this slows the process down.  However, sometimes the cases are only opposed once 
they reach the judicial stage.   

If the case is unopposed, the judges will decide the case there and then without any need for further information. If 
the case is opposed, magistrates will ask for further information. 99% of requests have been decided in the 
applicants’ favour. In the cases where the court has refused to grant the title, this has generally been because the 
new owner of the land has been able to successfully prove that they bought the land in good faith. Compensation is 
then awarded to the victim. 

Many victims do not wish to return to their land because the land is not in the condition that they left it in (i.e. poor 
soil, no housing, polluted rivers) or they fear being killed upon return. The levels of people not wanting to return to 
their land is huge. They have two options: (i) take compensation; or (ii) be given a plot of land in a different place.   

At present, there are 15,000 cases at the administrative stage that all need to be considered at judicial stage.  In 
Antioquia alone, more than 11,000 requests were made to the URT, but only 583 of those were finalised. Their 
workloads are already so heavy that it is taking them a long time to work through all their cases.  

The judges and magistrates are concerned about their own personal protection. They are only provided with one car 
and two bodyguards for every three judges and/or magistrates. Travelling together in this way puts them at greater 
risk of being attacked. They compared the allocation of security measures to that which are given to senators, who 
each get their own car and bodyguard. The judges thought that they were at a greater risk than politicians.  

The judges and magistrates are not yet directly experiencing pressure from mining companies. However, the issue is 
still a hostile and controversial one, and both judges and magistrates have many enemies because of their work. 

  



 (v) Rios Vivos 

We met with various campesino leaders who had come from different parts of Antioquia. They all reported similar 
problems. In particular, they are greatly affected by the armed conflict and suffer at the hands of both the 
paramilitaries and the army. In some cases they had been forced to leave their land due to megaprojects, such as 
road building and hydroelectric projects (planned by the Colombian Government).  In other cases they had to leave 
because of mining projects. We were told that multinationals were involved in mining projects and that they had 
explored mining areas without having been granted concessions or any sort of permission.  Multinationals were not 
specifically named. 

They all told us about leaders who had been assaulted, killed or disappeared. Protests against the multinationals 
were criminalised and that police used firearms against protesters. People have been arrested and illegally detained. 
As a lot of the problems they face are due to the interests of multinationals, they believe that the multinationals 
should be seen as a participant in the social conflict. They told us that the tactic of paramilitary groups had changed.  
They are conscious that massacres are reported and lead to bad publicity therefore they cause people to disappear 
instead. 

We were also told about the problem of coca cultivation. Growing coca is the only way to bring in sufficient income 
to survive forcing many campesinos to grow the crop who would not otherwise have done so. 

They have some hope through the peace talks in Havana, but they are afraid that not all problems will be resolved. 
In their opinion social issues need to be addressed as much as the land conflict and they fear that this will not 
happen. 

Their other concerns were: 

x A general feeling that Law 1448 is not working due to the difficulty in obtaining land titles or proving 
ownership. Where people have been displaced and cannot return, they are given inadequate compensation 
which they felt means that it is not worth the effort of making a claim;   

x They suspected that the state was colluding with paramilitaries and therefore did not trust state agencies.  
While they want dialogue with the government, they also said they were looking for solutions among 
themselves. It was felt that where megaprojects were proposed the government supported the 
displacement of campesinos in order to make way for economic development. People were described as 
being doubly victimised: firstly, by the armed conflict; and now by the megaprojects. 

x Concerns about militarisation, particularly where megaprojects are taking place the government is sending 
large numbers of military personnel into their areas; 

x Lack of protection for human rights defenders; 
x Lack of legal protection for campesinos.  They feel that their situation is similar to that of indigenous and 

African Colombian communities but they are not afforded the same protection.  Constitutional laws meant 
to guarantee their protection are simply not effective in practice. 

 

 



 

(vi) General Concerns 

We heard other concerns that the real motivation behind Law 1448/2011 was not to give back the land but to 
legitimise the original goal of looting of the land. There are already other plans for the land that is supposed to be 
returned to the campesinos. For example, in a place called San Carlos where campesinos are trying tor reclaim their 
land, it has already been decided that a dam will be built there. In San Carlos and San Fransisco, what the process 
will do is give people back the titles to the campesinos but it will be impossible for them to go back to their land. This 
will mean that the big business interests, which want to buy the titles from them, will be able to. If people cannot 
return to their land they will give them compensation.  Many will never get their titles back. 

We told that the process was about the government proving to the international community that it is complying with 
international human rights standards. This is how Colombia is able to sign the free trade agreements and enter into 
the world market. Law 1448 is part of this process. However, the process will then allow the multinationals to buy 
the land. Most of the land that is supposed to be returned is already earmarked for other projects. They are trying to 
modernise the economy but in a way which is unjust and unfair. 

Another problem is that after so many years of being away from their land, the campesinos no longer have access to 
the campesino way of life. 

EL PROBLEMA DE LA TIERRA URBANA 

Some of the group also met with a number of NGOs, which are based in Medellín including MOVICE. They were told 
that Medellín had always has been a city with a lot of violence especially in the 1990s due to the drugs war. The 
death of Pablo Escobar in 1993 led to a new structure of the narcotraficantes/paramilitary groups known as the 
“paramafiosa.” Those groups try to control the social structure of the city. There have also been alliances with 
authorities  for  example  in  the  “Pacto  de  los  PEPES“  in  the  1990s  to  fight  Pablo  Escobar and in the Operación Orion in 
2002 where the Colombian army went into Comuna 13 (District 13) supported by paramilitary groups.  

After the process of demobilisation   the   paramilitary   leader   “Don Berna” had a leading position in the criminal 
structure of Medellín between 2004 and 2008. He was in prison and in 2008 was extradited to the US. Different 
illegal groups then battled for dominance. Between 2006 and 2011, 7,000 people were killed. About half of these 
people were seen as being innocent victims, that is to say, they were not related to any of those groups. 

In the outskirts of the city they also control the sale of plots of land. There is almost no research about these groups 
and there is an extremely high level of impunity. People in the barrios are frightened and will not make complaints to 
the authorities about the groups because they know that the police have links to these groups.  

They told us that there were approximately 314 different gangs with about 135,000 members, about 40 % of whom 
are underage. These groups control different parts of the city with invisible borders that only they know about. This 
puts people who cross the borders without noticing at high risk, especially to young people who cross those borders 
without noticing. If they enter the territory and they are not  known  by  the  “ruling” gang members, they think they 
belong to another gang and kill them. They told us about a case where a young boy was killed while trying to visit his 
girlfriend. They also told us about cases of children being killed when they had gotten off a bus in the wrong area. 
The gangs that control the different zones of the city allow businesses to operate within their areas. In exchange for 
the guarantee of  their  “safety”  they  “permit” people to open up a store or run a businesses. They have to buy some 
unofficial  “licence”  (permiso) to be able to operate in the area - even the chewing gum sellers have to operate within 
this regime. 

It was alleged that the criminal gangs have links with the councils and sometimes run them. They even have their 
own “legal  system”. There was an example of a theft - a mother reported that her son has stolen money from her - 



so members of the group went to her son and told him to pay back his mother. After he did not pay back, they came 
again and broke one of his legs, telling him that they would break the other one if he still did not pay. 

Since 23rd July 2013  “el  pacto  de  fusil“ has been in force. The Urabeños and some other gangs agreed a ceasefire 
and divided the city into their territories. Due to this pact, homicide rates are going down. The illegal groups use the 
time to reorganize themselves. Apparently the city of Medellín supports the pact.  

Although the number of homicides has gone down, there are still many people being killed and even more people 
who disappear. There is a mass grave where they suspect 300 bodies are buried and there has been no investigation 
into it thus far. There have been reports of houses being used to torture people and crematoriums. There have been 
times when body parts were found flowing in the Rio Medellín. 

One person victim told us that he was displaced three times. Last time by the gang called los Odines. He lost his 
brother and a friend who tried to help a pupil who they wanted to kill, who was also killed.  He was telling us that it 
could happen that people who bought a lot later on were forced to pay more. They would come and beat up people 
with sticks to force them to leave. Or they would force you to use an overpriced car washing service. Police officers 
know who is responsible for the crimes but they do not do anything against the gangs. 

 

We also visited the Nuevo Occidente part of the city as our hosts wanted us to understand what the problems were 
with urban displacement and paramilitary organisations. We were taken to a housing estate where 70,000 people, 
who had been living in areas considered to be high risk, had been moved to. The housing blocks were ostensibly well 
built but once you went into the estate, it was obvious that the project had been a complete disaster and people 
were living in terrible conditions, with inadequate schooling.  

GENERAL RISKS TO HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 

We had one meeting where a panel of lawyers and human rights defenders told us about the problems that they 
face. We were told that the human rights defenders were stigmatised for the work that they do. Those who defend 
political prisoners are associated with the causes of their clients. Some human rights defenders have had to stop 
working on cases because of the threats. Others have been killed.  

In Colombia, the penal law has been used to prevent social movements from developing. Some students have been 
accused of crimes or have been criminalised under anti-terrorism legislation.  The law on Citizens has been 
implemented simply to stop people protesting. Any opposition to the Megaprojects is essentially sabotaged because 
protests are criminalised.  



The Public   Prosecutor’s  Office   (Fiscalia) is given significant powers in the penal process. It is the prosecutor who 
decides what type of crime someone is charged with and the judges cannot intervene. This means that the 
prosecutor has the power to charge someone with a much more serious crime than the actual facts could possibly 
justify. People are placed in pre-trial detention before the trial on this basis. The Prosecutor’s  Office  then sends out a 
press release telling the press that someone is accused of committing a crime and accusing them of being terrorists 
etc (for example, they accuse someone of being a terrorist when, at most, the crime committed is an act of 
vandalism). The press does not revisit the story one a person is acquitted and released. This is a perversion of the 
judicial process and stops protests from taking place by demoralising the protesters. 

The other problem is that people are charged with serious crimes and then become scared of being convicted of a 
serious crime. They are then offered an alternative charge to plead to carrying a lesser penalty, which they plead to 
even though they are not guilty but they want to ensure that they are not sent to prison.  

Judges also fear bad publicity so they often end up doing things to satisfy public opinion.  

We were told that at the majority of the protests, around 40 people end up being detained. There are few resources 
and they are unable to document all the human rights violations that take place. Historically, those who had been 
detained would have been disappeared. So human rights defenders have been going along to the social protests to 
monitor this and to stop it from happening. 

We were told by one student activist that the laws are being used against student protesters. They are being 
stigmatised as well. The police will follow the marches and tell the public that they are filming the guerrilla at the 
protests. At one protest in 2012, 17 people were wounded by the police. 60 people were detained and arrested but 
then released. The police used tear gas and rubber bullets. Two people lost eyes and some were tortured. But the 
protest was peaceful. 

They complained that the police intercepted their communications and wanted this to stop.  

 

 

 


