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A rocky road to a gender-sensitive peace in Colombia
By Sara Koopman

Introduction

One half of all negotiated peace accords fail according to Kroc institute, which has developed a peace
accords matrix that tracks the implementation status of 34 recent comprehensive peace accords by
assessing 51 distinct provisions year-by-year for 10 years in quantitative and qualitative form." But the
Kroc institute has also said that the Colombian accord ‘addresses root causes more comprehensively than
any other negotiated settlement has’(Aronson 2016) and the institute is itself involved in monitoring the
implementation of the Colombian accord.? All peace accords need special attention and support in the
implementation phase, but as the most inclusive accord to date, the Colombian accord is particularly
worth supporting through the rocky implementation phase. The gender sensitive aspects of the accord are

in particular danger of not being implemented, both because of the controversy around them and because

"It is available at peaceaccords.nd.edu — though note that it does not yet include the Colombian accord. There are
several other databases that compare peace agreements. One by the University of Edinburgh, available at
www.peaceagreements.org) focuses particularly on gender clauses in agreements — yet it only has the first version

of the Colombian accord, and not even all of the relevant sections. I would not recommend it as a tool in its current
form, though they say they are working to update it. The UN database, at www.peacemaker.un.org, does not point
to particular clauses but simply to entire agreements that address gender. The UN worked with the University of
Cambridge to develop the database at www.languageofpeace.org which does pull up particular clauses related to
gender, but it is unclear when it was created and it has also not been updated with the Colombian agreement as of
the end of March 2018.

*Those reports are available at https://kroc.nd.edu/research/peace-processes-accords/pam-colombia/
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internationally research has shown that gender aspects of accords are often dropped in implementation
(Bell 2015). International attention and support for the gender-sensitive approach in Colombia can have

an important impact, both in Colombia and for establishing international precedent.

The Colombian context is notoriously complex, and so this briefing paper provides some basic
background for international actors interested in more effectively supporting the implementation of the
gender-sensitive approach. It begins with an overview of the Colombian conflict, including the armed
actors, root causes, and its impact on women and men. It then reviews the peace process and women’s
role in it. The gender sub-commission of the negotiations established the gender-sensitive approach in
the accords and this is outlined. Because it was presented alongside and functions together with the
differential approach that is also briefly explained. The initially agreed upon accord was put to a popular
vote in October 2016 and very barely failed. The paper offers a brief analysis of the impact of these two
approaches on the vote and of how they changed in the second round as the accord was renegotiated. This
is followed by a review of the implementation hurdles that have been faced, with a focus on the gender-
sensitive aspects. The paper ends by reviewing the role women have played in implementation and
pointing to ways that international actors could support the implementation of the gender-sensitive
approach and the inclusion of women in this ongoing process by supporting Colombian women’s
organizations who are working to keep gender justice on the agenda and to ensure that this approach

moves off the page and into daily reality.

The Colombian conflict

The armed conflict in Colombia has been between various armed actors with complicated and shifting
relationships. The primary conflict was between the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia, Armed Revolutionary Forces of Colombia) guerillas and the government, who signed a peace
agreement in 2016. However, over the years there have also been various other guerrilla groups fighting
the state who have either signed peace agreements or been defeated. Today only one other such group
remains, the ELN (Ejercito de Liberacién Nacional, National Liberation Army), and they are now

conducting peace negotiations with the government.

There have also been various right wing paramilitary groups ostensibly fighting the guerrillas (though
more often attacking civilians), with varying degrees of closeness to the state. Some were set up by the
government, beginning in the 1960s, and others by large landowners and drug traffickers. The largest
groups of these paramilitary groups negotiated a peace agreement with the government in 200S that was

widely seen as a ‘sweetheart deal’ whereby they kept all of their profits and paid light sentences (though



many top leaders were later extradited to the United States on drug charges when they began discussing
details of their connection to the state). Not all paramilitaries demobilized (and some remobilized), but
after this deal the government denied their political motivations and all connection to them and called
them BACRIM (bandas criminales, criminal gangs). Analysts widely agree that they did reduce in size and
change form, but that many if not most continue to have political ends and ties to the state, though more
so now at local and regional levels. Some of these newer groups are now pushing the state for another
peace deal and it appears that some version of such that does not recognize them as political actors is in

the works.

Other armed actors still fighting today include some FARC guerrillas who broke away and did not
demobilize. Numbers given for these vary between S00 and 1,100. They were initially a much lower
percent than the international norm for demobilizing guerrillas, but it has been growing as the
government’s reintegration programs have gotten more delayed. They are operating as several groups and
are no longer considered political actors by the government. There is also a group called Ejercito Popular
de Liberacién (People’s Liberation Army) which is a small break off of that guerrilla group that demobilized
in 1991 and is widely considered to no longer have political but simply criminal aims, despite their name.
This is a relevant distinction in Colombia where all of the multiple armed actors have been involved in
criminal drug activities, including various state armed forces. The drug trade has been an important source
of financing for weapons — but it is not the source of the conflict. Rather it has served as gasoline on an

already existing fire.

The war began long before the drug trade, which began in the late 1970s. The armed conflict is often said
to have lasted 52 years, because the FARC guerrillas took that name in 1964. But the FARC were born of
guerilla groups from an earlier war, often called simply ‘la violencia’, which is widely said to have started in
1948 when the presidential candidate Gaitan was killed. Yet even that war started earlier, for before his
death he had been saying in speeches that he had documentation that thousands of his followers had been
killed. Repression continued after the official end of that war in 1958 and through to 1964. As such,
Colombia has lived through one of the world’s longest wars, alongside Burma and Palestine. Though the
peace agreement with the FARC ended a large portion of it, there are still smaller armed groups fighting,
as described above — and though violence over all is down, in some areas where the FARC pulled out,
these other armed actors are now fighting amongst themselves to control that territory and as such

violence against social leaders and displacement has in fact increased in a few regions.

The war in Colombia has caused far more deaths than any other war in the Americas. The National
Historical Memory Center reports that 262,197 deaths were caused by the conflict up to the day that the
first peace accord with the FARC was signed in 2016, with about 80% of these being of civilians. Yet



authors of the official Basta Ya! (Enough Already!) government report recognize that this is a severe
undercount because, as they report, most of these deaths were carried out by the state or para-state actors
- meaning that people were generally afraid to report deaths to the state. This count is also off on the basis

of the years included.

The numbers of the dead are also off because they do not generally include the disappeared. The number
of the disappeared has also been contentious. In 2015 the government’s Victim’s Unit put it at 45,515
since 1985 (Cosoy 2015). A 2016 report from the National Center for Historical Memory put the number
at 60,630 over the last 45 years (CNMH 2016a), but in 2018 the same center put the figure at 80,514
(CNMH 2018). In some ways disappearance is a fate worse than death, for your family is always hoping
you will return. The number of the injured is also hard to track, as again many go unreported. What is clear
though is that Colombia has the second highest number of anti-personnel mine victims after Afghanistan
(CNMH 2016b).

One of the biggest impacts of the conflict has been displacement. Over one in 10 Colombians has had to
flee their homes. At 7.4 million at the end of 2016 (by UNHCR count) they are the second largest group
of internally displaced people in the world (it has traded the category of worst back and forth with Syria
in recent years). It has been mostly campesinos, small farmers, who have been displaced. Indigenous people
and Afro-Colombians have also been disproportionally forced to displace. Some 35% of the displaced now
live in extreme poverty, as compared to 7% of the population at large (Duran Diaz, Cuesta Astroz, and
Mazzoldi Diaz 2018). This violent counter-land reform, largely caused by violence from the state and
paramilitaries, has deeply concentrated land holdings. Colombia has always been one of the most land and
income unequal countries in the world, but in the last 15 years it has gotten much worse. Both the UNDP
and the World Bank have regularly ranked it as one of the 10 most unequal countries in the world in the
last few years. Colombia now classifies as a middle-income country. Particularly in some areas of big cities,
it is quite comparable to Europe. But the inequality is so great, that some regions rank on the human

development index down with the poorest countries of the world.

Struggles over land have been at the heart of the Colombian conflict since the 1940s. Displacement is not
a side effect of the conflict, it has instead been used as a “development” strategy. LeGrande (1989) argues
that there have been repeated cycles of small farmers being pushed further and further out to new frontiers,
and then pushed out yet again after they have opened new areas. The war has fueled and been fueled by

this agrarian crisis, with increasingly concentrated land ownership through violent takeovers, inadequate



