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Summary
›

In 2016, the Colombian government and the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
signed a peace agreement after three years of negotiations and at least four failed peace talks since 1982.
The implementation of the peace agreement has been
monitored and verified by international actors with
technical, humanitarian and financial resources to
promote peacebuilding and reconciliation. This Brief
examines the challenges of implementing the peace
agreement and explores how the European Union can
support the implementation process and reconciliation efforts in Colombia.

The implementation of the peace agreement in Colombia faces a variety of challenges. One of the main challenges is to
link the peace accord as state policy with
the execution of the government’s National
Development Plan, while ensuring that the
government fulfils the commitments enshrined in the original agreement, with participation of all stakeholders throughout the
process, including at the local level.

›

Overall, levels of violence in Colombia have
decreased since the peace agreement was
signed. However, violence against social
leaders and demobilised ex-combatants and
communities has increased significantly.

›

The Brief analyses first the state of play in the implementation of the peace agreement and its main challenges. Secondly, it presents an analysis of local-level
violence. Thirdly, it highlights how peacebuilding and
reconciliation efforts can mitigate local conflict dynamics. Finally, it concludes with policy implications
and recommendations for supporting the implementation of the peace accord and shows how the EU can

The EU and international actors can play an
important role by monitoring and mediating
between the government, the victims and
the demobilised population, and by protecting civilians from post-conflict violence.

›

Aligning agendas between civil society, the
government and the EU can provide a counterweight to the forces opposed to peace,
reverse the dynamics of local violence that
still persist in the aftermath of war, and
strengthen the legitimacy of the accord.

INTRODUCTION
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positively contribute to peacebuilding and reconciliation at the local level.

Plebiscite for Peace 2016

Plebiscite for PeaceVotes
2016per department
Votes per department
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GAPS IN IMPLEMENTATION
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Concerning the first point of the accord, ‘comprehensive rural reform’, the government has been focused on the design of the multipurpose cadastre
and Development Programmes with a Territorial
Approach (PDET) (4) that were included in the
National Development Plan, with the establishment
of a land registry as a public service, and on the registration of one million hectares of public land in
the National Lands Fund that has not been distributed. The implementation of the 16 Action Plans for
2
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The degree of polarisation in Colombian society shows
that the implementation of the peace agreement faces
many challenges. Overall, only 6 % of the goals and
objectives set out in the peace accord were accomplished between 2018 and 2019.

Land reform and restitution
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The implementation of the peace agreement can be
credited with some positive aspects and outcomes.
Firstly, the architecture of the agreement has transformed the government’s public policy approach,
focusing on the local areas most affected by the violence of the conflict in a highly centralised country.
Secondly, one of the main features of the process
is that it promotes active participation by civil society to enhance the legitimacy of the peace accord
and increase public confidence in it, especially at the
territorial level. Thirdly, an inclusive perspective incorporates concepts of ethnicity and gender into the
approach to peace and these feed into the implementation process. However, public perceptions concerning the peace agreement are still highly polarised, as
demonstrated by the result of the plebiscite for peace
that took place in October 2016 to ratify the accord (1).

One of the main issues concerning implementation at the local level is the coherence between
the original agreement and actual policy implementation (2). There is a clear discrepancy between
the national government’s public discourse, in which
it reassures international actors of its commitment to
the peace agreement, and its record in actually implementing the provisions of the original accord, formulating and applying policies that do not correspond
with the main points of the agreement. Additionally,
coordination between the national and the local levels remains deficient (3). These negative aspects are
reflected in the following main challenges for implementation at the local level.
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Regional Transformation (Planes de Acción para la
Transformación Regional – PATR) is one of the main
challenges here, as to date progress has been made on
the roadmaps for only three of these.

Political participation
Democratic participation at the local level and political interaction between the local and the national level
needs to be expanded and institutionalised. There
is a huge legislative challenge at this point regarding the approval of the key laws for institutional and
democratic reform, which failed to pass in Congress in
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2020, and the regulation of social protest and peaceful
mobilisation.

Reincorporation of ex-combatants
and security guarantees
The disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration
(DDR) process has made progress through the commitment of ex-combatants, international actors and the
government. Progress in this area has been achieved
due to the approval of collective and individual projects, the reincorporation route and the maintenance
of Territorial Training and Reincorporation Spaces.
However, local security for ex-combatants is a key
challenge: 2020 was the year in which ex-combatants
experienced the most violence since the peace accord
was signed in 2016, and this trend continues to increase. Data available from Indepaz, the Institute for
Development and Peace Studies, records 322 social
leaders murdered between 2016 and 2020 (5).

Substitution of illicit crops
The advances in this process have focused on technical
assistance and nutrition security projects. However,
violence against beneficiaries and low participation
have increased communities’ distrust of the government. The implementation of crop substitution programmes has been delayed and not enough resources
have been allocated to these projects. This has led to
the increasing frustration of farmers who committed
to substitution at the local level but who have not been
provided with alternative means of subsistence or
earning their livelihood (6) .

Victims’ reparation and the
protection of civilians

C

Implementation and verification
This aspect has received significant financial support
from the international community and the Colombian
private sector with more than COP 290 billion (€63.5
million). However, improving the performance of
regulatory implementation priorities remains a challenge (8). Significant amounts of foreign aid have been
channelled to support the implementation of the
peace process, but it is not entirely clear how these
resources have been distributed in the framework of
the National Development Plan, and there is clearly
some discrepancy between the principles of the peace
accord, to which the government has committed, and
the programmes and projects carried out by the current government (9).

CHALLENGES AT THE
LOCAL LEVEL FOR PEACE
AND RECONCILIATION
The main challenges hindering the implementation of
the peace agreement are linked with dynamics of violence at the subnational level in the post-agreement
period, where actors involved in the reconciliation
process, namely victims, demobilised ex-combatants,
civilians, civil society organisations and local government officials face insecurity and threats related to
criminal violence, rearmament and drug trafficking.
While the general indicators associated with violence
from the armed conflict have improved in general
terms, and some municipalities have been stabilised,
civilians still suffer the consequences of violence at the local level in the
still suffer
post-agreement period.

ivilians
the consequences
of violence at the local
level in the postagreement period.

The Comprehensive System for
Truth, Justice, Reparation and
Non-Repetition seeks to advance
the participation and inclusion of victims in the peace
process using a gender and ethnic approach. The main
challenges relate to the coordination between the national and the subnational level institutions, the prioritisation of collective reparation programmes and
compliance with the Law of Victims. Advances in this
field will help to reduce revictimisation of individuals
and communities (7).

According to figures from the
United
Nations
Verification
Mission in Colombia (UNVMC), 251
ex-combatants have been assassinated since the signature of the peace
accord (10), and around 3 000 of them have returned to
illegal activities related to weapons, mining and drug
trafficking. Illegal armed actors tend to gravitate towards areas where illicit crops are cultivated for narcotics and dispute control over these territories.
Due to the growth of illegal armed groups in the areas formerly controlled by FARC, violence has increased (11). These groups include the National
Liberation Army (ELN), new FARC dissidents who did
not accept the agreement and illegal armed groups
that operate as franchises associated with drug trafficking. These groups have filled the power vacuum
that emerged after FARC’s demobilisation and operate
3
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Apart from these initiatives and the work of victims’
organisations, there have been extensive mobilisations
for peace in the country during recent years, with demonstrations in support of the peace process and the final
accord regularly taking place from 2012 up until 2020,
when street demonstrations (16) stopped due to the onset
of the Covid-19 pandemic and the strict lockdown that
was enforced in the country. The lockdown measures,
with their restrictions on movement, have placed social
leaders and vulnerable populations at increased risk of
being targeted by militias and other armed actors (17).
The increased mobilisation for peace in non-organised
civil society shows the broad degree of support for the
implementation of the final peace accord and public revulsion at the brutal methods of those intent on sabotaging the peace process, such as the widespread assassinations of social leaders, indigenous chiefs, farmers
and ex-combatants, among others (18).
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in 123 municipalities where they pursue criminal activities (12). Reconciliation is defined as the restoration
of non-violent relationships between former antagonists, meaning victims and former perpetrators, and
rebuilding relations of trust with governmental institutions (13). Rebuilding this relationship of trust in
post-conflict Colombian society includes the challenge
of protecting civilians from violence. Without safety it
is not possible to promote trust among victims, civilians and the demobilised population or between these
actors and local government authorities: security is
therefore a key factor for reconciliation.

COLLECTIVE ACTION TO
PROMOTE PEACE AND
RECONCILIATION
Despite the violence that continues to affect various, mainly rural, parts of the country, Colombia has
a tradition of peacebuilding and reconciliation at the
local and community level. There are hundreds of
locally-based organisations that promote peace at
both the national and the local levels, as a collective
4

strategy that civilians developed to protect themselves
from violent armed actors and to find a neutral space
amidst the violence (14). Indeed, 150 municipalities in
the post-conflict period have experienced a return to
peace and political violence has receded (15).

Civil society action and initiatives to promote peace
and reconciliation have been based on five main strategies involving mobilisation and participation: (i) the
promotion of a peace culture through education and
changing attitudes and behaviours; (ii) organisation
and institutionalisation of the collective actors that
support peace; (iii) community action that has an impact on politics: e.g. electoral participation, dialogue
and collective negotiations; (iv) protests against violence perpetrated by armed actors and demands for
guaranteed security and peace at the local level expressed through demonstrations, strikes etc; (v) pacific resistance to the violence committed by armed
actors through the creation and consolidation of neutral zones of peace, peace communities and civil resistance campaigns. Actions for peace have been articulated in different forms at both the local and national
level since 1978 (19). Civil society actors have tended to
resort to this set of strategies increasingly over time,
a phenomenon which has become more visible since
the peace dialogues started and since the signature
of the final accord. Clearly, channels of dialogue between civil society actors and governmental institutions need to be improved in order to promote mutual
trust (20). The inclusion of non-organised civil society
is essential throughout the whole process of mediation
and conflict resolution, specifically at the local level, in
accordance with the territorial approach.
Local peace initiatives and the organisations that deliver them are key components for the peacebuilding
and reconciliation process (21). Such initiatives are more
likely to take place under specific conditions (22), ‘such
as at times of peace negotiations at the national level,
which in the case of Colombia tended to coincide with
the strengthening of the national peace movement’ (23).
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This shows that a long-term process of peacebuilding
and reconciliation requires recognising and incorporating the perspectives and experiences of local actors.
The implementation phase of the accord represents a
crucial period to examine and articulate local peace
and reconciliation initiatives in order to learn from the
experience of local protagonists.

conflict (29). One of its main contributions has been
the ‘peace laboratories’ (2002–2012), with a total of
€92 million distributed in 220 municipalities affected
by the internal armed conflict, to foster activities to
combat the transformation of the ‘causes of multidimensional violence’ (30). In parallel, the EU provided
financial and technical support via the ‘peace and development’ programme in conflictive
territories between 2004 and 2010.
he EU’s
Afterwards, the EU promoted the
participation as
‘Regional Development, Peace and
a third party is key
Stability’ programme between 2009
and 2015, and the ‘New Territories
for safeguarding the
for Peace’ programme between 2012
implementation of the
and 2017. Currently, the EU supagreement at the local
ports the implementation of the
level and overcoming
peace accord in the framework of the
European Trust Fund for Peace (31).
the limitations

T

In the Colombian context it is difficult to talk about national reconciliation (24). Due to the ethnic, cultural,
political and geographical diversity
of the country, different processes of
subnational reconciliation have been
established since the 1980s, promoting the building and rebuilding of relations between former antagonists
– ex-combatants, victims and civilians –as well as of their relations with
of the country’s
governmental institutions (25). This a
The EU can continue to play a concentralised system.
long-term process that started at the
structive role by monitoring the cograssroots level as a result of local
herence between the key provisions
peace initiatives and the reconciliof the peace accord articulated as
ation communities that first built coexistence agreestate policy in the National Development Plan, its rements between combatants and civilians, and between
spective programmes, projects and activities, and the
ex-combatants and victims progressively (26). The role
actual implementation of that policy, ensuring consistof international state and non-state actors that have
ency between the mandate of the peace agreement and
supported the process with foreign aid has guaranteed
the concrete actions undertaken at the local level. Its
the presence of a third party between local communiparticipation as a third party and as a guarantor in the
ties and the government. The outcome of these interplanning exercise at the Commission for Monitoring,
ventions by international actors is in general terms
Promotion and Verification of the Implementation of
positive (27). However, some studies highlight the need
the Peace Accord (CSIVI) is key for safeguarding the
to clarify the role of these actors and their degree of
implementation of the agreement at the local level and
intervention and participation in the peace processes,
overcoming the limitations of the country’s centralised
and in peacebuilding and reconciliation.
system (32). Linking the diverse agendas of international
donors, the Colombian government and non-state actors and stakeholders involved in the process, such as
victims, ex-combatants and civil society actors, is also
a key element. Promoting and supporting the establishment (or re-establishment) of relations between these
actors at the local level is an opportunity to strengthen
the peacebuilding and reconciliation dynamics.

POST-AGREEMENT PEACE
AND RECONCILIATION
CHALLENGES – THE
ROLE OF THE EU

The EU has built strong relations with Colombian civil
society in an endeavour to transform the local dynamics
of violence and conflict. Throughout the armed conflict
and in particular since the 1990s, the EU has actively
engaged with local civil society actors, strengthening
links between civil society organisations and local and
national government, and raising the visibility of the
peace work that those organisations have developed
over a long period in the national and international
arena, in a country with a highly centralised political
system (28). The EU’s role has been crucial in supporting civil society and promoting human rights protection at the local level, focusing its efforts on positive
peacebuilding and addressing the root causes of the

Land reform implementation
The effective participation of social organisations at
the local level must be guaranteed in the implementation of the PDET road map. The financial stability of
the PDET must also be ensured as a key point for the
success of the implementation to include marginalised
groups and reduce gaps. This is one of the most expensive parts of the accord that requires international
support financially and technically (33).
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weak implementation increases the likelihood that
ex-combatants will rearm and resume paramilitary
activity (38).

Crop substitution and
development assistance
International donors should focus their efforts on technical and financial assistance for crop substitution and
to guarantee the safety and participation of beneficiaries. Development-oriented initiatives should provide
concrete alternatives enabling farmers to commercialise their legally produced crops at the local level. Safety
is one of the main challenges for implementation: international actors should monitor the emergence of new
violent non-state actors and their involvement in illicit
crop production, human rights violations and violence
against civilians, namely social leaders, beneficiaries of
substitution programmes and ex-combatants.

Protection of victims’
and civilians’ rights
This point requires support from international
actors to define a stable and clear budget to fund
and deliver the victim reparation programme as
set out in the Unique Register of Victims. The assassination of social leaders and activists also
needs to be urgently addressed, by implementing local protection mechanisms aimed
at reducing violence and threats against
women, different ethnic groups, community leaders, the demobilised population
and human rights defenders. Social leaders, indigenous chiefs, farmers committed to the substitution of illicit crops,
children, women and ex-combatants
are targets of different armed actors.
Dissident factions of FARC, the ELN,
post-demobilisation armed groups, regular military forces, criminal bands and
gangs are all actors that remain active at the local level
and have continued to engage in violence during the
Covid-19 pandemic. This matter must be addressed in
line with the comprehensive and inclusive approach applied in the peace accord, understanding the relevance of
guaranteeing civil and human rights in security-related
operations and increasing the protection mechanisms
for these vulnerable populations.

actors is crucial to guarantee the coherence between
the peace accord and its implementation via national
development and planning tools (39). International actors, such as the EU, should guarantee the transparency of the implementation process.

CONCLUSIONS
Dialogue with the international community must
promote mutual understanding and the alignment of
agendas between the key actors of the peace accord
and the dynamics of public policy implementation.
The EU should participate in the formulation of public
policy as a third party and as a guarantor of the implementation of the peace agreement, safeguarding the
coherence between the accord and the implementation
of national policies, ensuring that resources have been
allocated as stipulated in the peace agreement and efficiently targeted at the populations for which they
are designated, without technical or local distortions.
In this regard, monitoring initiatives by civil society
actors, victims and demobilised armed groups that
follow and evaluate the implementation of the peace
accord must be strengthened. The unity of objectives
and the complementary constructive role that civil
society can play in specific local contexts contributes
to enhancing the strategic nature of the EU’s aid, and
creates capacities for citizens to build peace. This alliance between the EU and civil society actors translates
into a counterweight to the forces seeking to derail the
peace process and orchestrate a return to violence.
Finally, the main challenge for the local, national and
international actors who support peacebuilding and
reconciliation in Colombia is to build public confidence
in the final accord and bolster its legitimacy, and to
promote and strengthen the restoration of relations
between victims and demobilised ex-combatants, as
well as between civilians and democratic institutions.
The continuation of programmes targeted at promoting positive peace is essential for this purpose, while
the democratic participation of civil society is equally
imperative to ensure the protection of civilians, human
security and the consolidation of peace and stability.
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