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Displacement in Colombia 

By Johan Carlstedt, 6 July 2006 

In Colombia under the government of president Alvaro Uribe - who after a constitutional amendment without popular referendum was re-elected in May 2006 by 27.6% of the electorate - the process to dislodge the people from the land in favour of large scale national and multinational agriculture and commercial ventures continues. According to an authorative report by the NGO CODHES some 3.5 million of the country's 45.6 million strong population have now been evicted from their land and internally displaced. One million of these people have been displaced since the government of Uribe took office in 2002. 

In the green and fertile valley of Cauca, which stretches for 600 kilometers along the river Cauca between the western and central ranges of the Andes, the indigenous peoples, the campesinos and the large afro-colombian population are forcefully pushed away towards the hot and humid pacific coast in the west and the poor neighbourhoods in the "marginal zone" Aguablanca in the city of Cali to the east. 

According to leaders of the indigenous Nasa people in Cauca the "Andean Free Trade Agreement" (FTA), currently under negotiation with the United States, and a package of legislation that is set to be introduced hand-in-hand with the FTA, will increase multinational exploitation of Colombia's natural resources and lead to further increased demand for contested land causing more violent displacements. Already in Colombia 3 percent of the population owns 70 percent of the land. 

The presidency and the policies of Alvaro Uribe receive significant support from the United States government who provided 775 million U.S. dollars in "aid" to the Colombian government in the year 20051 which consists of 643 million U.S. dollars for military and police assistance programs and 131 million U.S. dollars for the "Andean Counterdrug Initiative", little or none of which aids the poor in Colombia who make up the majority of the population (64% in 1999 according to a poverty report in 2002 by the World Bank2). The argument that this "aid" is used to combat illegal drugs production, under what is known as "Plan Colombia", stands in stark contrast to the United Nations World Drug Report 20063 showing an increase in cultivation of the coca bush in 2005 with levels at least twice as high as in the early nineties. 

Attempts by the communities to organise to resist displacements and to demand land titles and fundamental human rights, as "granted" by national and international law, are brutally repressed; the leaders and their families are subjected to intimidation, death threats, disappearances, torture and murders by the police, the DAS security forces, the army as well as pro-government paramilitaries who are collaborating with the Colombian army4 and multinationals such as the Coca-Cola company5. 
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Aguablanca - The "Marginal Zone" of Cali 

By Johan Carlstedt, 6 July 2006 

The district of Aguablanca in Colombia's second largest city of Cali (2.4 million inhabitants) is defined by the authorities as the "Marginal Zone" and is home to around 600.000 people, mostly afro-colombians, who live in extreme poverty and substandard conditions. These are people who have been forcibly evicted from their rural land or who have fled natural disasters, misery and armed conflict. Left without alternatives they have illegally occupied government or privately owned land in the outskirts of Cali where they have created neighbourhoods by building shacks and basic houses without land titles. As more people arrive there is an ongoing battle between the people who are forced to create new neighbourhoods and the government who seek to dislodge the dwellers. 

Over time many of the neighbourhoods have become permanent and some basic services have been provided but as a consequence of the illegal occupation there is often a lack of facilities, especially in the more recently created areas, such as schools, primary health care, water, sewage, electricity, roads and waste collections. Conditions are made further difficult by floodings, diseases and armed gangs. In the first six months of 2004 there were 1225 assassinations recorded in Cali6 with an additional 8500 wounded - a number that does not include those killed in the country's armed conflict. 

Human Rights Watch reports that "In 2004, Colombia’s Constitutional Court held that the government’s system for assisting displaced persons was unconstitutional. In September 2005, the Court found that the steps taken by the government to comply with its ruling were insufficient in terms of both resources and institutional will."7. 

Aguablanca provides concrete examples of the Colombian government's human rights violations as reported by the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights8. Although the areas are illegally occupied there are no alternatives made available for a majority of the inhabitants and when the police is sent in by the government in violent raids to evict people from recently occupied land, the men, women, children, the sick and the elderly are simply left homeless on the street without possessions or documents overlooking a field of burnt down and bulldozed shacks. 
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The Police Raid 

By Johan Carlstedt, 6 July 2006 

On the 16th of June 2006 at three in the morning 900 police officers, including the infamous Mobile Anti-Disturbance Squadron (Escuadron Movil Antidisturbios) ESMAD, attacked the around 1200 families who over the previous four months had built improvised houses on illegally occupied government land known as Brisas del Bosque in the Aguablanca district of Cali in Colombia. The police, acting on orders by the Cali government secretary, Miguel Yusti, to dislodge the community by "blood and fire" violently attacked the community and killed a six month old baby who died from exposure to teargas. Members of the community were beaten indiscriminately and the police continued the attack by setting fire to the houses with all personal belongings still remaining inside. Four bulldozers were then called in to level any remains to the ground. 

Several children and pregnant women had to be taken to casualty. Included in an S.O.S distress message from community organisations9 is a description of how twenty-five year old Diana Calvo Quintero was beaten by police and, along with her 7 month old baby, José Miguel Burbano Calvo, was thrown into the black water sewer, which receives the waste from the entire city of Cali. Diana is in a poor state of health and her baby has been hospitalized by a gastrointestinal infection which began immediately after leaving the sewer. 

One and a half-year-old Evelin Jael Rivas Rosale received a severe blow to her front when an agent of ESMAD directed a blow towards her mother who was carrying her. She is currently in hospital and remains seriously injured. 

Many people were detained and men, women, children, the sick and the elderly were left homeless on the street without possessions or documents overlooking a field of utter destruction reminiscent of an aerial bombardment. Two weeks later many of them still remain by the road next to the field in miserable conditions. 

Read their Testimonies. 

To engage in solidarity with the people of Colombia, contact 

The Colombia Solidarity Campaign
Info@colombiasolidarity.org.uk
http://www.colombiasolidarity.org.uk
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