
1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Challenges to IDP Policy Implementation in Colombia 
 
 

MPP Professional Paper 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Master of Public Policy Degree Requirements 
The Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public Affairs 

The University of Minnesota 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mary Small 
 

April 27, 2012 
 
 
 
            
Signature below of Paper Supervisor certifies successful completion of oral presentation and 
completion of final written version: 
 
_______________________________     ____________________ ___________________ 
Greta Friedemann-Sánchez             Date, oral presentation Date, paper completion 
Assistant Professor, Paper Supervisor 
 
________________________________________   ___________________ 
Eric P. Schwartz, Professor and Dean, Second Committee Member Date 
Signature of Second Committee Member, certifying successful completion of professional paper 
 
________________________________________   ___________________ 
Ryan Allen, Assistant Professor, Third Committee Member  Date 
Signature of Third Committee Member, certifying successful completion of professional paper 
 
 



2 
 

 

Table of Contents 

I. Executive Summary   ............................................................................................................. 3
II. Introduction   .......................................................................................................................... 7
III. Overview of relevant implementation theory   ...................................................................... 9

What is implementation “success?”   ...................................................................... 11
A final note on the proliferation of variables   ........................................................ 13

IV. Methodology   ...................................................................................................................... 14
V. Overview of situation in Colombia   .................................................................................... 15
VI. IDP Policy History   ............................................................................................................. 21
VII. Variables to consider: Contextual   ...................................................................................... 23

1. Characteristics of the IDP population   ............................................................... 24
2. Intractability of problem   ................................................................................... 27
3. Aspirational policy-making   .............................................................................. 30
4. Political support   ................................................................................................ 33
5. Security and geographic coverage   .................................................................... 35

VIII. Variables to Consider: Actionable   ..................................................................................... 37
1. Degree to which IDPs and their advocates are empowered   .............................. 37
2. Consequences of venue or actor choice   ............................................................ 40
3. Challenges to IDP Registration   ......................................................................... 44
4. Horizontal and vertical complexity   ................................................................... 46
5. Implementing agency competence, skill, and resources   ................................... 53
6. Discretion/behavior of frontline staff  ................................................................ 56

IX. Implementation Recommendations   ................................................................................... 59
X. Research Recommendations   .............................................................................................. 61
XI. Conclusion   ......................................................................................................................... 62
XII. Glossary   ............................................................................................................................. 63
XIII. Bibliography   ...................................................................................................................... 64

 

 

 

 



3 
 

I. Executive Summary 
Colombia has been in the midst of an internal conflict for more than 40 years.  Over the 

last fifteen years, the conflict has intensified, resulting in a sharp increase in the number of 

internally displaced persons (IDPs).  Currently, Colombia has the highest number of IDPs in the 

world, roughly 9% of its population.  As a group, IDPs are poorer, more likely to be indigenous 

or Afro-Colombian, less well educated, and more likely to be illiterate than other Colombians.  

The majority of IDPs are displaced to urban slums, where they live in substandard housing, often 

on illegally occupied land, and where over 95% work in the informal sector.  These extreme 

challenges mean that even small changes in government policy and its implementation can have 

a large impact on IDPs’ quality of life.         

Since 1997, the government, and in particular, the judicial branch via the Constitutional 

Court, have granted rights to IDPs in several areas, including humanitarian and emergency 

assistance, socioeconomic stabilization, access to healthcare, and land restitution.  Unfortunately, 

many of these rights are routinely violated.  Indeed, despite some gains in the last two years 

under President Juan Manuel Santos’ administration, a large gap still exists between the rhetoric 

of the government and the lived experience of many IDPs.  In 2011, Colombians were displaced 

at similar numbers as in previous years (OCHA, 2011; Acción Social, 2011).  Attacks by armed 

groups against IDP leaders and human rights activists have also continued unabated (Programa 

Somos Defensores, 2011).  Perhaps most importantly, according to the indicators used by the 

Constitutional Court, only 10% of IDPs fully enjoy their rights to housing, income and 

emergency assistance (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2011).  Despite policy 

mandates to fund IDP services and the affirmation of IDPs’ right to services, most IDPs still do 

not receive them.  In general, programs for IDPs do not cover all IDPs, are uneven in quality, end 

too soon, and are underfunded.   

While a thorough examination of the Colombian IDP policy regime would make clear 

that there is much left to be done at the policy creation level, full implementation of the policies 

that already exist would make a significant difference for displaced persons in Colombia.  Rather 

than focusing on what new policies or policy changes might be beneficial, this paper is 

concerned with strengthening the relationships between the policies that are passed and the 

experience of IDPs on the ground.  In other words, this paper examines the barriers that have 

prevented full implementation from occurring.  
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Based on original field research conducted in 2011, I examine the incomplete 

implementation of internally displaced persons (IDP) policy in Colombia.  Whereas there is 

already much academic and advocate energy surrounding the quality of IDP policies at the 

macro-level and the specific needs of the IDP population at the individualized micro-level, there 

is a noticeable lack of attention to the needs and capabilities of the implementers—the people 

and organizations at the meso-level in between the policy decision-makers and the IDP 

communities. 

Through qualitative analysis of primary and secondary data, I analyze the barriers to full 

implementation of IDP policy through the lens of eleven variables.  Five of these variables are 

contextual, in the sense that they are highly resistant to change over time and therefore constitute 

the environment for implementation.  These include: characteristics of the IDP population, the 

intractability of the problem, Colombia’s culture of aspirational policy-making, a lack of political 

support  and challenges associated with incomplete geographic coverage and threats to security.    

In contrast, six of the variables are actionable variables, meaning that there are opportunities for 

intervention and change over a relatively shorter time period.  The policy recommendations 

follow directly from these variables, and are summarized in the table below.  For more 

information about the ways in which implementation is affected by each variable, see the page 

number from the full report provided in the far right of the table.         

 

Variable Recommendation Who How Pg 
# 

Degree to which 
IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

Mandate that 
departmental 
governments include 
department-level IDP 
coalitions in decision-
making about 
implementation. 

Constitutional 
Court 

 37-
40 

Degree to which 
IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

Create an accountability 
mechanism to track 
progress and 
compliance, potentially 
by adapting the 
standardized form 
already used for 
national agencies. 

Constitutional 
Court 

Adapt the standardized 
form already used for 
reporting from national 
agencies. 

37-
40 

Degree to which PRIORITY: Continue Government  37-
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IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

to improve the 
protection of IDP 
advocates and leaders 
under threat of physical 
violence 

of Colombia 40 

Consequences of 
venue or actor 
choice 

Pursue electoral and 
legislative strategies to 
improve both policy and 
implementation (when 
there are safe spaces 
within which to do this).   

IDP leaders 
and advocates 

Start developing electoral 
strategy and expertise in 
areas with lower levels of 
election violence.   
Start by pressuring existing 
candidates, rather than 
trying to field IDP 
candidates. 

40-
43 

Consequences of 
venue or actor 
choice 

Maintain close and 
positive relationship 
with the Constitutional 
Court 

IDP leaders 
and advocates 

 40-
43 

Challenges to IDP 
Registration 

PRIORITY: Invest in 
community education 
and informal 
communication systems 
to address systemic 
under-registration.   

Acción 
Social/ 
Department 
of Social 
Prosperity 

Collaborate with IDP 
associations focusing on 
organically emerging 
coalitions at the 
departmental level. 

44-
46 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Explicitly use exchange 
to induce better 
cooperation between 
implementing actors 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Consider financial 
incentives, transfers of 
technical skill or 
information, and/or the 
allowance of additional 
discretion.   
Include these exchanges in 
MOUs, contracts, or other 
working agreements.   

46-
53 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
sequential relationships 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Develop mechanisms to 
“pass” individual IDP 
households between 
implementers, potentially 
through a shared database 

46-
53 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
reciprocal relationships 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Develop mechanisms to 
provide feedback about the 
“downstream” quality of 
work for implementers, 
potentially through a 
shared database. 

46-
53 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
pooled interdependence, 
especially in urban areas 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Explain the benefit of this 
strategy to funders; avoid 
destructive competition 

46-
53 
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between organizations. 
Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Encourage 
understanding of and 
appropriate response to 
sequential, reciprocal 
and pooled 
interdependence among 
implementers.   

Funders Require that sequential, 
reciprocal or pooled 
interdependence language 
be used in narrative section 
of grant applications 
Give priority to joint grant 
applications that create 
structures to support these 
relationships 

46-
53 

Implementing 
agency 
competence, skill, 
and resources 

Create a streamlined 
process through which 
contact information of 
people who are already 
registered can be 
updated. 

Funders Consider allowing frontline 
staff, including non-
governmental staff, to 
make these updates.   
Create a process through 
which IDPs can submit 
these updates themselves 

53-
56 

Discretion/behavior 
of frontline staff 

Harvest learning from 
the frontline and use it 
to inform future policy 
changes and 
Constitutional Court 
rulings 

Start with 
Constitutional 
Court, 
eventually 
Acción 
Social/ DPS 

Create a feedback loop 
through which frontline 
and field staff can submit 
feedback about 
implementation. 

53-
56 

 
These recommendations only scratch the surface of achieving full and faithful 

implementation of IDP policy in Colombia.  Greater interaction with frontline workers and better 

insight into mid-level Colombian bureaucracy are necessary elaborations.  However, since 

implementation studies are currently absent from the Colombian academic literature, this study is 

a first step toward understanding why the gap between Colombian policy and implementation is 

so large, and how that gap might be narrowed in the future to the benefit of the nation’s 

approximately 5 million1

 

  IDPs.     

 

                                                           
1 This number is disputed.  As of 2011, there were 3.9 million IDPs registered in the government’s RUPD registry.  
CODHES, a human rights NGO, has long reported numbers much larger than those reported by the government.  
However, a statistically rigorous survey conducted by the Follow-up Commission in conjunction with the 
Constitutional Court and the National University found an under-registration rate of approximately 25%.  The 
number I use here and elsewhere uses the RUPD number and then corrects for the estimated under-registration.    
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II. Introduction 
Colombia has had an internal conflict for more than 40 years.  Over the last fifteen years, 

the conflict has intensified, resulting in a sharp increase in the number of internally displaced 

persons (IDPs).  Currently, Colombia has the highest number of IDPs in the world, roughly 9% 

of its population.  Among the displaced, indigenous and Afro-Colombians are heavily overly 

represented as they constitute 6.4% and 22.5% of IDPs, respectively, compared to a national 

averages of 3.4% and 7.2% (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el 

Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  As a group, IDPs are poorer, less well educated, and more 

likely to be illiterate than other Colombians.  The majority of IDPs are displaced to urban slums, 

where they live in substandard housing, often on illegally occupied land, and where over 95% 

work in the informal sector (Ibid.).  These extreme challenges mean that even small changes in 

government policy and its implementation can have large impact in the lives of IDPs.         

Since 1997, the government, and in particular, the judicial branch via the Constitutional 

Court, have granted rights to IDPs in several areas, including humanitarian and emergency 

assistance, socioeconomic stabilization, access to healthcare, and land restitution.  While a 

thorough examination of the Colombian IDP policy regime would make clear that there is much 

left to be done at the policy creation level, full implementation of the policies that already exist 

would make a significant difference for displaced persons in Colombia.  Rather than focusing on 

what new policies or policy changes might be beneficial, this paper is concerned with 

strengthening the relationships between the policies that are passed and the experience of IDPs 

on the ground.  In other words, this paper examines the barriers that have prevented full 

implementation from occurring.  

Based on original field research conducted in 2011, I examine the incomplete 

implementation of internally displaced persons (IDP) policy in Colombia.  Whereas there is 

already much academic and advocate energy surrounding the quality of IDP policies at the 

macro-level and the specific needs of the IDP population at the individualized micro-level, there 

is a noticeable lack of attention to the needs and capabilities of the implementers—the people 

and organizations at the meso-level in between the policy decision-makers and the IDP 

communities.  Distrust between IDP communities, their advocates and leaders, and the 

Colombian government is high, so discrepancies between the promises made to IDPs and what 

actually happens on the ground are ascribed by academics and activists alike to an insufficient 
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allocation of resources and lack of political will.  While these two factors contribute in 

significant ways to implementation failures, they alone offer an overly simplistic analysis of the 

cause of IDP policy implementation failures, and therefore are unable to point toward productive 

recommendations to improve implementation in the future.  A richer analysis, using variables 

common within the implementation literature as well as some new ones that have explanatory 

power within the Colombian context, is necessary.  

Additionally, this paper seeks to begin to counter-act the geographic bias of 

implementation studies.  In a survey completed in 2005, Saetren found that over 90% of 

publications in the field of implementation studied North American or Western European 

implementation processes.  Latin America and Oceania were the most neglected regions (Saetren, 

2005). Furthermore, many assumptions undergirding implementation theory in North America 

and Western Europe—such as the nature of the relationship between the national and state 

governments—do not hold in Colombia, a country with a heavily centralized government 

structure.   Implementation scholars have complained that the field is saturated with case studies 

and lacks the quantitative rigor of large sample size studies needed to test theory.  However, even 

the basic dynamics of implementation in the Global South are so poorly understood that the 

development of case studies of implementation failures and successes outside of North America 

and Western Europe is still needed.   

However, within the context of Global South implementation processes, specialization by 

county is also necessary.  Colombia is an anomaly in many ways.  On one hand, it has a long 

democratic tradition, a relatively well developed market economy and a history of economic 

stability.  On the other, the government does not have complete territorial control, the country 

still suffers from a long-running armed conflict, large scale internal displacement continues, and 

an increase in organized crime and drug trafficking threatens stability (Elhawary, 2010, p. 389).  

This unusual combination of characteristics, known by some scholars as the “Colombian puzzle” 

(Gutiérrez Sanín, 2007) means that the current implementation context in Colombia is unique 

and requires a country-specific analysis.   

In order to better understand the failure of IDP policy implementation in Colombia, I first 

review the relevant implementation literature, define implementation success for this study, and 

provide an overview of my methodology.  I then provide a brief summary of major events, 

legislative action and judicial decisions shaping the IDP policy regime, as well as a summary of 
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the current situation of Colombia’s IDPs and the poor level of implementation that has been 

achieved to date.  With this background in mind, the bulk of the paper is then devoted to an 

exploration of the eleven variables that have most hindered implementation in this particular case.  

Finally, I offer recommendations—first on how the Colombian government and other actors 

involved in IDP policy implementation might improve implementation for the benefit of the 

nation’s estimated five million2

 

 IDPs, and second on what additional research is needed to more 

fully understand this particular case.    

III. Overview of relevant implementation theory 
Before examining why implementation of IDP policies has been so poor, it is useful to 

contextualize this study within the implementation literature.  Implementation is defined by  

Mazmanian and Sabatier (1989, p. 21) as “the carrying out of a basic policy decision, usually 

incorporated in a statute but which can also take the form of important executive orders or court 

decisions.  Ideally, that decision identifies the problem(s) to be addressed, stipulates the 

objective(s) to be pursued, and in a variety of ways, ‘structures’ the implementation process.”  

Since the birth of the field, two main approaches to implementation have emerged.  The first of 

these, the top down approach, emphasizes the ways in which the policy itself can structure and 

control implementation.  The fundamental question of this approach concerns what can be done 

in policy development to improve the chance of implementation success (Wildavsky & Pressman, 

1985; Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1989).  Many of the solutions provided within this analysis 

address clarifying responsibility, authority and communication of policy intent.  Unfortunately, 

this structure is not attentive to the power embedded in interpretation and other discretion 

afforded implementation workers.    

In response to this incomplete analysis, a bottom-up approach emerged.  Within the 

bottom-up approach, the behavior of the target group (in this case IDPs) and the frontline staff 

are instead emphasized.  This frame focuses on what Lipsky calls the “street level bureaucrat” 

and their discretionary decision-making power (Lipsky, 1980; Elmore, 1980).  Later versions of 

                                                           
2 This number is heavily disputed.  As of 2011, there were 3.9 million IDPs registered in the government’s RUPD 
registry.  CODHES, a human rights NGO, has long asserted numbers much larger than those reported by the 
government.  However, a statistically rigorous survey conducted by the Follow-up Comission in conjunction with 
the Constitutional Court and the National University found an under-registration rate of approximately 25%.  The 
number I use here and elsewhere uses the RUPD number and then corrects for the estimated under-registration.    
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this approach have also focused on the innovations taking place at the lowest levels of 

implementation and how to harvest these lessons and feed them back up to policy-makers 

(Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004).   

These two approaches define the ends of a continuum.  Rather than mutually exclusive 

categories, a reconciliation of the two acknowledges that policy creation, implementation and 

policy outcomes constitute a “seamless web,” rather than discrete stages (Ingram, 1990, p. 471).  

For this reason, this paper uses an integrated approach that acknowledges a complex reality in 

Colombia (Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1989; Matland, 1995; Ryan, 1996).  While power is heavily 

centralized at the national level (supporting usage of a top-down approach), Colombia also faces 

continued conflict, lack of complete territorial control and low accountability (supporting usage 

of a bottom-up approach).  

In this way, implementation theory aligns well with the way in which Colombian scholars 

segment their analysis.  When Colombia’s Constitutional Court originally declared an 

“unconstitutional state of affairs” with regards to forced displacement in 2004, Manuel José 

Cepeda Espinosa, a Constitutional Court Justice and top legal scholar, wrote that this state of 

affairs was due to a lack of institutional capacity at three levels: “the design and regulatory 

development of the public policy to respond to forced displacement; the implementation of the 

policy; and the follow-up and evaluation of the activities carried out during implementation of 

the policy” (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 8).   

Figure 1 models this understanding.  The policy development process is a direct input 

into implementation.  Implementation itself occurs at multiple levels, affected by inter-

organizational structures, the behavior of frontline staff, and the behavior of IDPs themselves.  A 

combination of these forces leads to implementation performance, or implementation outputs.  

These outputs then influence outcomes for the IDPs.  All of these components exist in recursive 

relationships, continually influencing one another over time.    
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Figure 1: Integrated Implementation Model 

 
 

What is implementation “success?”  
Characterizing the implementation of IDP policy in Colombia as having failed demands 

that implementation success be defined.  Numerous theorists offer views on how implementation 

success should be defined.  Winter (2003) cautions against conflating implementation outputs 

and outcomes, reminding that a bad policy could result in a faithfully executed implementation 

(good outputs, such as land successfully being granted to IDPs), but which still leads to negative 

consequences for the target population (bad outcomes, such as IDPs being forcible re-displaced 

from the land they had been granted) because of problems with the original policy.  Winter’s 

point here is that this scenario points toward a problem with the policy-making regime, not with 

the implementation regime.  Thus, an assessment of implementation should focus on outputs 

only.      

However, the separation between outputs (or implementation performance in Figure 1) 

and outcomes can easily be taken too far.  Although clarity about the understanding of success is 

important, it is also important to recognize the interconnectedness of all stages of the process 

(Ingram, 471).  For this reason, it is crucial to keep in mind that especially within a policy sphere 

as dynamic as IDP policy, implementation and policy are in a process of mutual adaptation in 
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which “policies and programs adapt to their environment and each alter the other” (Ingram, 1990, 

p. 464).  Recognition of this interconnectedness has also led some theorists to suggest a relative 

measure.  Acknowledging that any action taken by government inevitably results in changes 

other than those directly made, Dexter (1981) suggests a determination of whether or not the new 

problems caused by policy implementation were more severe than those that were solved.  

Similarly, Schneider (1982, p. 726) recommends comparing outcomes for the target population 

pre-implementation and post-implementation.     

Others have suggested measuring implementation success by whether or not statutorily 

prescribed goals are met (Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1983; Van Horn, 1979).  However, this 

understanding of success fails to account for the “vague, inconsistent and contradictory nature of 

legislation” (Ingram, 467).  Ingram and others go on to argue that policymakers deliberately 

avoid explicit policy objectives, as vaguer policies are easier to pass, usually have a broader base 

of support, and provide a more flexible reading of where to assign blame when they fail (Ingram, 

1990; Winter, 1986; Moe, 1989).  However, this causal sequence is based on the relationships 

between Congress and federal bureaucracies in the United States, and mirrored in some other 

developed democracies.  The application of this idea to Colombia requires further exploration.  A 

culture of aspirational policy-making (which will be explored below) has created an environment 

in Colombia in which the passage of legislation alone does not provide adequate information 

about policy-makers’ expectations regarding implementation.  Thus, though it works through a 

different mechanism, “vague” policies hinder successful implementation in Colombia, just as 

they do in more developed nations.      

However, perhaps most helpfully, Metz, Blase, and Bowie (2007) divide implementation 

into three stages of completeness: paper, process and performance.  Paper implementation 

occurs when the policy is never adopted beyond gaining approval from decision-makers “on 

paper.”  Process implementation takes place when new structures, schedules, paperwork, or 

monitoring schemes are put into place, but staff are not provided with additional training, 

capacity or resources to support the implementation of new practices or programs.  Performance 

implementation occurs when structural changes are made such that they directly support the 

adoption of new practices.  In this case, implementation strategies must be aligned at all levels.   

Within the Colombian context, most components of the IDP policy regime are in some 

stage of process implementation.  A few, such as those that support IDP return, have been 
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particularly superficial in their implementation, but nearly all have experienced more than paper 

implementations, as some meaningful effort toward tangible implementation has been made.  On 

the other hand, no area of IDP policy implementation has experienced the level of support and 

alignment described within performance implementation.  This paper analyzes what barriers 

have prevented full performance implementation, and concludes by making recommendations 

about how some of those barriers could be overcome. 

In this paper I use a combination of these understandings of implementation success.  

However, because the goals of Colombian IDP policy are widely considered to be positive for 

IDP communities, and because nearly all individual policies are in the process implementation, 

the assessment will primarily be based on whether or not the explicit or implicit goals of the 

policy were met, under the assumption that whether it is in the near or far future, some level of 

implementation is expected.   

 

A final note on the proliferation of variables 
In addition to a call for quantitative studies to support the development of theory, 

implementation scholars have also been critical of the proliferation of explanatory variables 

(O'Toole, 2000).  Over a decade ago, one prominent scholar commented that “any policy 

implementation scholar who adds a new variable or a new interaction should be required to 

eliminate two existing variables” (Meier, 1999, pp. 5-6).  In some respects, this is reasonable as 

Mazmanian and Sabatier (1989) alone used over 37 variables, and dozens more have been added 

since then.  However, the combination of this mentality with the orientation of the field toward 

the U.S., Canada and Western Europe constrains responsible implementation analysis in the 

Global South.  Rather than a call to cull the list of explanatory variables, implementation 

scholars, particularly those who are globally oriented, should work towards better articulating 

which variables have explanatory power in which settings.  For example, this study introduces 

three new variables: aspirational policy-making, consequences of venue or actor choice, and 

security and geographic coverage, all of which are critical to fully understanding the 

implementation of Colombia’s IDP policy.     
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IV. Methodology 
This analysis uses a combination of primary and secondary data.  Primary data consists of 

qualitative analysis of twelve elite semi-structured interviews I conducted in Bogotá, Colombia 

in June and July of 2011 in which I asked interviewees about their relationships with other actors 

in the IDP policy field and then asked them to identify implementation gaps and explain to the 

best of their knowledge why those gaps occurred.  The interviews were recorded, and were with 

academics, IDP community leaders, staff of Colombian and international NGOs, and lasted 

between 45 minutes and two hours.  These were supplemented by an additional phone interview 

in March 2012 to gather information about the preliminary implementation of the Victim’s Law, 

a major piece of legislation passed in 2011.  The interview guide contained sections on barriers 

to policy implementation and relationships among actors and institutions.  Because all interviews 

were confidential, interviewees have been assigned a letter (A-L) that corresponds to the 

sequence in which they were interviewed.  Throughout the paper, interviews will be cited using 

this code.  Specific organizations are only named when the subsequent information did not come 

from an individual at that organization.  The interview guide, consent process, and overall study 

protocol were approved by the University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board.  Secondary 

data used in this analysis consists of English and Spanish language academic literature, 

Colombian government documents, and literature from U.S., Colombian and other non-profit 

organizations, advocacy groups and research centers. While I have attempted to use peer-

reviewed articles and scholarly works wherever possible, in some cases the only documentation 

available is from non-profit sources.   

I selected variables for this analysis through two mechanisms.  First, I reviewed the 

implementation literature for commonly cited variables.  In a parallel process, I analyzed my 

interviews and other secondary documents for themes regarding implementation challenges.  I 

then attempted to understand the clusters or themes that emerged from the interviews and 

secondary documents within the variables provided by the implementation literature.  In many 

cases, they aligned, albeit with a Colombia-specific caveat.  However, in three cases (aspirational 

policy-making, consequences of venue or actor choice, and security and geographic coverage), I 

was unable to find an appropriately corresponding variable within the literature, and accordingly 

developed a new variable.   
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V. Overview of situation in Colombia  
Although some displacement of people in Colombia is due to natural disasters, the 

overwhelming majority of the approximately 5.2 million IDPs were displaced as a result of the 

armed conflict.  This conflict began in the 1950’s when the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas 

Revolucionarias de Colombia), a leftist guerilla group, was established.  The ELN (Ejército de 

Liberación Nacional de Colombia) was established several years later, followed by M-19, which 

was founded in response to the allegedly fraudulent presidential election of 1970.  Together, 

these groups pushed the government toward agrarian reform and other pro-poor social and 

economic policies against the backdrop of intense economic inequality and one of the highest 

concentrations of landholding in the world (Romero, 2000).  To a large extent, this distribution 

remains today as 1.15 percent of landowners own 52.2 percent of Colombia’s arable land 

(Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo, 2011).  The Colombian government made 

some efforts toward land reform in the late 1960’s and 1970’s, but they were answered with a 

powerful counter-reform effort by the wealthy elite and supported by structural adjustment and 

economic liberalization policies (Kay, 2007; Gwynne & Kay, 2000).   

In the 1970’s the guerrilla movement began to finance itself through extortion, and in the 

1980’s, private paramilitary armies began to emerge.  The paramilitaries come from at least three 

sources: wealthy landowners who financed private armies to protect themselves from the 

guerrillas, similar private armies created by the drug cartels to protect their business, and special 

anti-guerrilla paramilitary units organized by the national army (Van Hear & McDowell, 2006).  

Due to the inability of the national Colombian army to defeat the guerillas, the multiple 

paramilitary forces merged to increase their efficacy, and eventually came under the central 

command of the United Self-defense Forces of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, 

AUC).  The paramilitaries were more successful than the national army in dislodging the 

guerrillas, but they also brutally attacked civilians they believed were supporting the guerrillas 

(Romero Vidal, 2010; Acemoglu, Robinson, & Santos, 2009).   

Although the popular narrative is that the paramilitaries emerged only in response to 

guerrilla violence, this is an oversimplification.  At their beginning, the guerrilla forces had a 

protective relationship with peasants in the “zones of colonization” where they had settled on 

land to which they did not have formal title.  Long-distance landowners with formal titles were 

concerned about the possibility of losing control of their land. In many ways, the paramilitary 
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armies were created in the name of private property rights, as they worked to prevent informal 

land acquisition by peasants and protect the property rights of often absent landholders (Ibáñez, 

2008; Van Hear & McDowell, 2006; Reyes, 1997).  This dispute—between social equality and 

private property rights—originated as the heart of the armed conflict.   

Until the 1980’s the narcotraffickers were almost completely separate from the rest of the 

armed conflict.  However, during this decade, both the guerillas and the paramilitaries began to 

rely on the drug trade to finance their operations.  The break-up of the major drug cartels in the 

1990’s increased coca production in Colombia, as the more dispersed industry no longer had the 

same incentive to limit supply.  As drug production moved further into the conflict zones, narco-

paramilitaries and narco-guerrillas also emerged as categories within the armed conflict 

(Meertens, 2002).   

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, there has been widespread agreement 

among Colombians and international observers alike that the guerilla movement has lost the 

social justice foundation on which it was founded.  As the war has become de-ideologized, the 

guerillas have moved away from reliance on voluntary local support and toward the strategic use 

of terror (Meertens, 2002).  For the overlapping armed groups of guerillas, paramilitaries, and 

narcotraffickers, the fight is now primarily about control of territory and the drug trade.  So while 

the civil conflict is now about which armed actor will control land, the original dispute about 

land allocation among civilians still remains a crucial issue for IDPs (Reyes, 1997).   

In 2006, the primary paramilitary organizing structure, the AUC, demobilized in response 

to incentives offered by the Justice and Peace Law which included, for example, significantly 

reduced sentences for paramilitaries who admitted to their crimes (Government of Colombia, 

2005).  However, since the demobilization, there have been consistent accusations that the 

paramilitaries did not really demobilize and that instead they reformulated under a different 

structure, which the government now refers to as illegal criminal bands (bandas criminales 

ilegales, BCI).  Despite the government refusing to admit that paramilitaries still exist, 

paramilitary units continue to operate in Colombia, with Las Águilas Negras, Los Rastrojos and 

Los Machos being the most notorious.  Although the government refuses to acknowledge them 

beyond the BCI umbrella title, these new paramilitary units were responsible for the majority of 

massive displacements in 2011 (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2011).   
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The Colombian military is the fourth armed actor in the conflict.  Although collaboration 

between the military and the paramilitaries was made illegal long before the paramilitaries 

demobilized, the two share a long history.  Under the Leahy Law, which bars U.S. military 

assistance to foreign military units that violate human rights with impunity, the U.S. refused to 

provide support to the 17th Brigade, stationed in northwestern Colombia, because of human 

rights violations and collusion with paramilitary forces in the region (U.S. Department of State, 

2005; 2002).  Although the 17th

While displacement has been occurring since the 1960’s, it has been uneven over time.  

Between 1995 and 1996, the total number of displaced persons nearly doubled.  This was 

followed by a significant wave between 2000 and 2002 and another spike in 2007, by which 

point the IDP population totaled approximately 4.2 persons (Van Hear & McDowell, 2006, p. 

74).  The increase in 2000-2002 was within the context of a worsening armed conflict, the 

expansion and consolidation of paramilitary control and organization, and an end to peace talks 

between the Colombian government and the FARC guerrilla group (Salamanca, Gómez, & 

Gómez, 2011, p. 4).  The spike around 2007 was the result of a different set of factors: the 

scramble for territorial control that followed the demobilization of the paramilitaries, and a major 

counterinsurgency and counternarcotics offensive by the Colombian state (Ibid.)   

 Brigade is the most notorious unit for human rights abuses in the 

Colombian army, the “false positives” scandal, which resulted in the arrest and conviction of 

dozens of officers, revealed that human rights violations are widespread within the Colombian 

military (McDermott, 2008; 2009). “False positives” refers to a practice in which the army 

murdered civilians, dressed them in uniforms, and then presented them as guerrillas or 

paramilitaries killed in combat, resulting in promotions for officers.  All of these problems within 

the national army create challenges for implementation to the degree that IDPs associated those 

providing services with the same government who perpetrates human rights abuses.    

The year in which the Colombian government first acknowledged forcible displacement, 

1995, is also the year that the government uses as a starting point in counting the total number of 

IDPs.  Alternately, CODHES, the most prominent Colombian NGO working on issues of 

displacement, counts the population beginning in 1985, pulling an additional decade of forced 

displacement into their numbers.  Additionally, it is estimated that between 25%-34% of IDP are 

not registered in the government’s RUPD registry (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política 

Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  Using the more conservative estimate of 25% 



18 
 

of under-registration, the distance between the two lines in Graph 1 accounts for IDPs who never 

attempted to register with the RUPD or those who were improperly rejected from the registry.  

As of 2011, the cumulative total of registered IDPs is 3,875,987 (Ibid.).  As indicated by the 

higher line, there are actually estimated to be a total of 5,167,983 IDPs.  With a total population 

of just over 45 million in 2011, this means that approximately 9% of the population has been 

forcibly displaced. 

Figure 2: IDPs per year (1997-2011)        

 
Figure by author based on data from Departamento Para la Prosperidad Social (2011). 

Because there is no consensus on when displacement ends either internationally (Mooney, 2005) 

or within Colombia (Fernández & Vidal, 2003), the total number of IDPs in Colombia is 

cumulative and grows over time.  Approximately 10% of IDPs have been displaced more than 

once (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010); 

however, these IDPs are not counted more than once in the numerical estimates of either 

CODHES or the government.   

Each of the 1,098 municipalities in Colombia has been touched by forced displacement as 

a site of expulsion, reception or both.  However, while displacement is a national problem, as 

shown by the map tracking expulsions by municipality through 2008, the distribution is not even.  

Just 189 municipalities are responsible for over 70% of displacements, despite only containing 

16% of the national population (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 4).   
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Figure 3: Geographic distribution of sites of expulsion    

 
Map by Ibáñez & Velásquez (2008) based on data from the RUPD.  

These consist of both massive and trickle displacements.3

                                                           
3 Trickle displacements are usually individual or single family displacements, based on very targeted threats.  
Massive displacements are defined in Colombia as consisting of 50 or more people or ten or more families.   

  Perhaps the best known 

massive displacements are those from the Magdalena Medio region in the 1980’s and from the 

Chocó in the late 1990’s.  The majority of recent displacements are trickle displacements, 

meaning that they involve the movement of individuals or families, rather than entire 

communities.  However, the last few years have seen a resurgence in massive displacements as 

the Colombian government struggles to sustain security gains achieved under former President 

Uribe (2002-2010).  In 2011, between 36 and 50 massive displacement events displaced 13,000 

to 18,000 people (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2011).  In addition to resulting from 

different strategies on the part of the displacing armed actor, these two types of displacement 
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have different characteristics.  Trickle displacements tend to take people to large urban centers, 

while massive displacements are usually oriented toward a nearby small urban center.  While 

trickle displacements usually result in a movement between departments, massive displacements 

rarely crosses departmental borders (Meertens, 2002, 4).      

According to the most recent national survey, the majority of IDPs registered in the 

RUPD were displaced because of direct threats; approximately 60% of IDPs reported being 

displaced for this reason.  The murder of a relative was the second most common cause, and a 

community massacre was the third cause (Salamanca, Gómez, & Gómez, 2011, p. 4).  Together, 

these three reasons account for 84% of all forced displacements (Comisión de Seguimiento a la 

Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  Although there are fluctuations 

throughout history regarding which armed group the displacement is associated with, some 

approximate numbers are available.  Over time, about 31% of IDPs report that they were 

displaced by paramilitary forces and about 43% report being displaced by one of the guerilla 

forces, with the remainder reporting that they were displaced by multiple armed actors or that 

they don’t know which armed actors was responsible (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política 

Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  In the national survey, less than 1% of IDPs 

reported being displaced by the national army  This, however, is in direct contradiction with IDP 

community leaders, who indicate that a much higher proportion of IDPs believe that they were 

displaced by government forces (or government forces colluding with paramilitary forces) but 

are afraid that this narrative will not be considered valid and that their registration will 

subsequently be rejected (G, 2011; H, 2011; Human Rights Watch, 2011).         

Although President Juan Manuel Santos’ administration, which took office in 2010, has 

altered the national discourse in ways favorable to IDPs, a large gap still exists between the 

rhetoric of the government and the lived experience of many IDPs.  In 2011, Colombians were 

displaced at similar numbers as in previous years (OCHA, 2011; Acción Social, 2011).  Attacks 

against IDP leaders and human rights activists have also continued unabated (Programa Somos 

Defensores, 2011).  With the passage of the Victim’s Law in 2011, which contains the potential 

for large scale land restitution for the first time, attacks against activists specifically related to 

land restitution have skyrocketed (El Espectador, 2012) as landholders who have acquired their 

land illegally or through force are at risk of losing it.  Perhaps most importantly, according to the 

indicators used by the Constitutional Court, only 10% of IDPs fully enjoy their rights to housing, 
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income and emergency assistance (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2011).  Despite 

policy mandates to fund IDP services and the affirmation of IDPs’ right to services, most IDPs 

still do not receive them.  In general, programs for IDPs do not cover all IDPs, are uneven in 

quality, end too soon, and are underfunded.  Prevention, stabilization, and return are especially 

weak (Martin, Fagen, Jorgensen, Mann-Bondat, & Schoenholtz, 2005, p. 242). 

 

VI. IDP Policy History 
Although this paper does not focus on policy development or approval, a brief overview 

of the evolution of national policies affecting IDPs is important for understanding the 

implementation context.  Of the events contained in Table 1 below of major legislative or 

judicial changes to IDP policy, Sentence T-025 of 2004, in which the Constitutional Court 

declared an “unconstitutional state of affairs” regarding IDPs in Colombia, is arguably the most 

important for understanding IDP policy implementation today.  This case, which was created by 

the aggregation of 108 IDP tutela cases4

In the table below of major legislative or judicial changes to IDP policy, each of the three 

left-hand columns indicates a different kind of change to which implementation bodies had to 

respond.  The first column indicates a major policy shift; the second column indicates a major 

change in funding, and the third column indicates a major change in organizing or 

implementation structure.  Noting these changes over time is important for understanding how 

unstable the policy field has been over time.  While most changes improve policy from a top-

down perspective, they often also complicate implementation from the bottom-up perspective by 

“changing the rules” on meso-level implementers who may not have the capacity or resources to 

adapt.    

 (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2006) is how the Constitutional 

Court came to have (and maintain) jurisdiction over the issue.  Accordingly, the Court’s action 

on this issue is responsible for much of the implementation, however limited, that has occurred.    

Table 1: Major Legislative and Judicial Events Concerning IDP Policy 

Po
lic

y 

Fu
nd

in
g 

St
ru

ct
ur

e 

Year Name Impact on IDP policy 

                                                           
4 Explained in more detail below, the acción de tutela (tutela) was created in the 1991 Constitution and offers a 
process through which individuals can seek immediate relief concerning a violation of their fundamental rights. 
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X X X 

1997 Law 387 Defines IDPs; establishes their rights and the government’s 
obligation to them; creates the SNAIPD5 and designates RSS6

X 

 as 
head agency; creates the National Council, National Fund and 
National Plan for Integrated Attention to IDPs; includes sections on 
prevention, humanitarian assistance, and return and socioeconomic 
stabilization policy. 

  
1998 Guiding 

Principles on 
Displacement 

Provides an international standard for assisting and protecting IDPs 
based on international humanitarian and human rights law; Guiding 
Principles are adopted as Colombian law. 

X   1998 Decree 173 Creates National Plan for Integrated Assistance for IDPs. 
 X  1998 Decree 501 Creates National Fund for Integrated Attention for IDPs. 

X   1999 Decree 290 Establishes the right of IDPs to documentation and entry into the 
civil registry (eventually to become RUPD7

 
). 

 X 1999 Decree 489 Assigns management of all IDP-related policy to RSS.  
  X 1999 Decree 1547 Transfers responsibility for the National Fund to RSS. 

   2000 Law 589 Defines genocide, forced disappearance and displacement, and 
torture as crimes. 

X X X 2000 Decree 2569 Elaborates on many aspects of Law 387 of 1997; attempts to address 
lack of specificity about responsibilities at the municipal level. 

X X  2001 Decree 951 Establishes a housing subsidy for IDPs. 

X X  
2001 Decree 2007 Creates measures to protect the land/property of people at risk of 

displacement; provides provisional access to land for IDPs, and 
supports IDP return. 

X   2001 Decree 2562 Guarantees education to IDPs. 

  X 2003 Law 812 Strengthens Early Warning System (SAT8

 

) and mandates a return-
oriented pilot program. 

X X 2003 Decree 2131 Provides a funding stream for IDP health services. 

X   2003 Decree 2284 Clarifies that emergency services must be provided for IDPs 
regardless of ability to pay or registry in the RUPD.  

   2004 Sentence T-
025 

Constitutional Court declares “unconstitutional state of affairs” 
regarding IDPs9

X 

. 

X X 

2005 Decree 250 
National Plan 
for Integrated 
Assistance for 
IDPs 

Requires institutions within SNAIPD to assign specific resources for 
assistance for IDPs; defines the governmental policies for each one 
of the phases of service: prevention, emergency assistance, 
socioeconomic stabilization; national bureau established for each 
phase of service. 

   2005 Justice and 
Peace Law 

Demobilizes paramilitaries and provides immunity to many 
paramilitary leaders.   

  X 2005 Decree 2467 Creates Acción Social by combining the functions of RSS and the 
International Cooperation Agency. 

 X X 
2005 Comisión de 

Seguimiento 
formed 

Leading organizations and experts take the initiative to create the 
Follow-up Commission to provide technical capacity to monitor 
compliance with the Constitutional Court mandates.   

   2006 Auto 218 Constitutional Court determines that government’s actions are still 
insufficient and that the “unconstitutional state of affairs” continues. 

                                                           
5 Sistema Nacional de Atención Integral a la Población Desplazada/National System for Integrated Attention to the 
Displaced Population 
6 Red de Solidaridad Social/Social Solidarity Network  
7 Registro Único de Población Desplazada/Unified Registry of the Displaced Population 
8 Sistema de Alerta Temprana/Early Earning System 
9 The declaration of an unconstitutional state of affairs means that two criteria have been met: a violation of the 
fundamental rights of a large group of people has occurred and the cause is structural in nature, meaning that it does 
not originate with the action or omission of a single entity or actor, but rather involves multiple entities or actors 
(Salamanca, Gómez, & Gómez, 2011)  
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X  X 2007 Auto 109 Constitutional Court adopts performance indicators to track 
implementation progress. 

X   2007 Auto 200 Constitutional Court adopts protection measures for the physical 
safety of threatened IDP leaders. 

X X X 

2007 Law 1152  
Rural 
Development 
Statute 

Establishes the redistribution of land under state ownership, with a 
priority for IDPs; creates land subsidies and a land exchange 
program. 

X   2007 Decree 1660 Clarifies land exchange program for IDP resettlement. 
   2008 Law 1190 Declares 2008 the year of promotion of the rights of IDPs. 

X   2008 Consejo de 
Estado ruling 

Highest administrative court invalidates decree that IDPs had to 
register within a year.  

X   
2009 Auto 011

  
Constitutional Court  rules that significant deficiencies in registration 
system persist and requires government to decrease under-
registration. 

X X X 2011 Law 1448 
Victim’s Law 

Aims to compensate an estimated 4 million victims of the internal 
armed conflict for their losses, includes restitution of land to IDPs. 

   
2011 Auto 219 Constitutional Court determines that government’s actions are still 

insufficient and that the “unconstitutional state of affairs” 
continues10

X 

. 

X X 

2011 Victim’s Law 
Financing Plan 

Sets aside $500 million in 2012 budget for implementation; 
proportion for land restitution not specified.  Plan obligates all 
relevant national government agencies to set aside money in their 
own budgets as well.   

 

While an examination of Colombian IDP policy in depth would make clear that there is 

much left to be done at the policy creation level, full implementation of the policies that already 

exist would make a significant difference for displaced persons in Colombia.  Rather than 

focusing on what new policies or policy changes might be beneficial, this paper is concerned 

with strengthening the relationship between the policies that are passed and the experience of 

IDPs on the ground. 

 

VII. Variables to consider: Contextual 
In this section and the next, I examine the eleven variables that, based on qualitative 

analysis of interviews and secondary data, best explain why the implementation of Colombian 

IDP policy has been so poor.  Strong implementation analysis requires consideration of variables 

that are highly resistant to change over time and therefore constitute the environment for 

implementation, as well as those that make up the particular processes, institutions, and actors 

                                                           
10 Through a series of implementation rulings, the Constitutional Court has more fully defined what full enjoyment 
of rights for IDPs would mean: Right to [immediate humanitarian] Attention, Fundamental Social Rights, Rights to 
Self-Sustainability, Civil and Political Rights, Rights to Truth, Justice and Reparation, and the Guarantee of Non-
Repetition (Salamanca, Gómez, & Gómez, 2011, p. 5)  
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doing the implementing, which may be more amenable to short term change.  The analysis below 

attempts to live up to the standard of being “fully aware of the society within which 

implementation takes place…and recogniz[ing] the overarching social and institutional 

factors…[that] cannot be easily affected” (Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1989, p. 19).  However, while 

these contextual variables help to explain why such a large gap exists between Colombian IDP 

policy and its implementation, they often exacerbate a more specific failure in the 

implementation process.  These more specific breakdowns, which I’ll call actionable variables, 

are generally more susceptible to targeted interventions and change over a shorter timeframe.  

For this reason, while the contextual variables are important for understanding the 

implementation environment, the recommendations that conclude this analysis will follow 

directly from the actionable category of variables.   

Table 2: Categorization of Selected Variables 

Contextual 
1. Characteristics of the IDP population  
2. Intractability of the problem 
3. Aspirational policy-making   
4. Political support 
5. Security and geographic coverage 
 
Actionable 
1. Degree to which IDPs and their advocates are empowered 
2. Consequences of venue or actor choice 
3. Challenges to IDP registration 
4. Horizontal and vertical complexity 
5. Implementing agency competence, skill, and resources 
6. Discretion/behavior of frontline staff 
 

1. Characteristics of the IDP population 
The failure of IDP policy implementation is likely affected by the relative disadvantage 

of IDPs as a group within Colombian society.  IDPs are heavily stigmatized, and are younger, 

more likely to be racial minorities, less educated, and poorer than other Colombians.  From this 

weakened position, it is more difficult for IDPs to either advocate for effective policies on their 

behalf or to demand that those policies be implemented once they are passed.   

Displaced households are larger and more likely to be single female-headed than other 

Colombian households.  The average Colombian household has 3.9 people, while households 
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registered in the RUPD have an average of 4.9 people and unregistered IDPs have an average of 

4.4 people.  Additionally, displaced households are more likely to be female-headed than other 

households.  46.8% of displaced households are female-headed, compared to a national average 

of 29.9%.  67.6% of the female-headed IDP households are women without a partner, and 49.4% 

of these contain a child under the age of 18.  These households, women without a partner but 

with children, are particularly vulnerable.  In general, with 56.3% of IDPs under 20 years of age, 

the dependency ratio within the IDP population is very high.   

Displacement within Colombia is racialized, as indigenous and Afro-Colombians are 

disproportionately represented among IDPs.  In the Third National Verification Survey, 22.5% of 

IDPs self-identified as Afro-Colombian and 6.4% self-identified as indigenous, compared to a 

national averages of 7.2% and 3.4, respectively (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública 

sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010). Because racial minorities, especially Afro-Colombians, 

face race and class-based discrimination in Colombia (Observatorio de Discriminación Racial, 

2009) the disproportionate displacement of racial minorities also reinforces the stigmatization of 

IDPs, as being an IDP and being an urban poor racial minority are increasingly conflated 

categories.   

While IDP education levels are comparable to those of the rural areas from which they 

come, they are significantly lower than those of the poor in the urban areas where they often 

settle.  Heads of household over 15 years old have an illiteracy rate of 20%, which closely 

matches the rural illiteracy rate of 19.5%, but is far worse than the national average which was 

estimated to be 8.6% in the 2005 census (Salamanca, Gómez, & Gómez, 2011, p. 3).  Heads of 

IDP households over 15 have an average of 4.6 years of education, far below the compulsory 

eleven years 

IDPs in Colombia experience poverty at much higher rates than other groups in Colombia, 

with 97.6% of IDPs below the poverty line and 78.8% below the indigence line (Comisión de 

Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  The actual event of 

displacement often contributes to this circumstance.  According to a comprehensive study by 

Ibánez and Velásquez (2009), displacement is associated with $3,700 USD in loss associated 

with housing and assets, $1,200 USD in loss associated with land, and $833 USD in loss 

associated with leaving land idle during displacement per IDP household11

                                                           
11 With an exchange rate of 2,398.83 pesos to the U.S. dollar, in 2009. 

.  In addition, labor 
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incomes decline significantly post-displacement, from an average of $917 USD to $400 USD 

(Ibáñez & Velásquez, 2009).  This drop in income is particularly devastating for IDPs as most 

IDPs move from rural areas to urban centers where the cost of living is significantly higher.  

Although some of the decrease in labor income is regained over time, a year after displacement, 

labor incomes on average remain at less than half of what they were pre-displacement, meaning 

that only 11% of displaced workers earn a monthly income higher than the minimum required by 

law which is approximately $270 USD (Ibid.).  This is largely due to the fact that more than 95% 

of working displaced persons work in the informal sector in which income is unregulated 

(Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).      

These financial changes are also associated with changes in the gender dynamics within 

the household as displaced women often become responsible for family survival in the cities.  

While displaced men struggle with unemployment, displace women often find work in the 

informal sector, including street vending and domestic service (Meertens, 2001).  The income 

associated with these forms of work is often precarious, providing very little stability for the 

family.  However, as the woman is often the more consistent income provider in two-adult 

households, gender dynamics shift post-displacement in ways that may make adjustment even 

harder for some IDPs (Cohen & Deng, 1998).   

At the community level, IDPs are also vulnerable, having experienced deep communal 

fragmentation.  As Meertens writes, these communities have been consistently and repeatedly 

subjected to “the arbitrary rule of guns employed by frequently shifting local power holders” 

which ultimately leads to a weakening of social ties and a loss of the collective nature of 

communities (Meertens, 2002, p. 1).  Furthermore, the community has been severely stigmatized 

(Romero Vidal, 2010), as according to several community-based interviewees, IDPs are blamed 

for crime, environmental damage, lowering the living standards of other residents in the areas to 

which they flee, and are often assumed to have links to armed actors (Van Hear & McDowell, 

2006, p. 79; G, 2011; H, 2011).  For these reasons, structural violence has been normalized 

within the IDP community, leading to high rates of early pregnancy, prostitution, forced 

recruitment into armed groups, trafficking, gang activity, and domestic violence (Cepeda-

Espinosa, 2009, pp. 5-6) 

Finally, any implementation involving IDPs is challenged by their highly mobile nature.  

Contact information is only widely available through the RUPD, and this information is not often 
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reliable for very long (L, 2012).  This is due to a combination of their extreme poverty which 

often results in repeat evictions and the fact that, according to IDP community leader 

interviewees, targeted threats increasingly follow IDPs to the urban centers to which they have 

escaped (G, 2011; H, 2011; L, 2012).  While implementers often focus on the ways in which 

mobility challenges full coverage of service provision, IDP community leaders also assert that it 

makes self-organizing and community-building among IDPs more difficult and can stifle the 

development of strong internal leaders (G, 201; H, 2011).      

As a group, IDPs are less well positioned to pressure the government to be responsive to 

them or to hold the government accountable for its promises.  The implementation literature 

associate low levels of implementation with socially marginalized groups (Mazmanian & 

Sabatier, 1989).  In this respect, the incomplete implementation of the Colombian policy regime 

matches the extreme insecurity and vulnerability of IDPs.  

 

2. Intractability of problem 
The tractability of a particular social problem significantly affects potential 

implementation success (Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1989).  One way to look at tractability is 

through the lens of Rittel and Webber’s concept of a “wicked” problem (Rittell & Webber, 1973).  

Forced displacement in Colombia easily meets the criteria; it is evolving, complex, requires 

resources beyond those of a single actor, and it is a long-term problem.  Furthermore, there is a 

lack of consensus about the root causes of displacement and how it is best addressed, since 

displacement can be defined in multiple ways.  Although there are real similarities over time, the 

composition and favored tactics of the armed groups causing the displacement are in constant 

flux.  As the fight for territorial control advances, the geographies of expulsion shift over time, 

meaning that the destinations to which IDPs flee also change.  Although trickle displacements 

are more common, Colombia occasionally sees surges in massive displacements, which require 

different levels of response and strategies for distribution of aid and services.  The situation is 

complex since it requires coordinated effort by multiple agencies (at least 27 within the 

Colombian national government) as well as international partners and civil society organizations, 

and also operates at multiple levels, with different responsibilities assigned to the local, 

departmental, and national level.  With approximately five million IDPs, fully implementing the 

policy regime also involves financial resources far beyond those of any single actor.  Finally, as 
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displacement has been a serious problem in Colombia for over four decades now, it is also 

clearly a long-term problem with no quick solution in sight.      

As the “wickedness” of the problem has been recognized, the Colombian government has 

used a top-down approach (Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1989) to structure its response accordingly.  

Typically, policy bodies acknowledge this dynamic by developing more complex managerial 

approaches; alternately, as either governing bodies or large implementing agencies come to 

understand how widespread the problem is, they may attempt to internalize the additional 

elements, broadening the program or policy field until it encompasses a greater portion of the 

overall problem (O'Toole, 2003).  Colombia has adopted a combination of these tactics.  As 

demonstrated in the Table 1, the organizational structure of IDP policy implementation has been 

amended numerous times over the last twenty years, each time becoming more sophisticated and 

complex.  Simultaneously, the scope of the IDP concept has also broadened, to incorporate new 

areas of IDP needs like land restitution and healthcare.  This tendency, to broaden the policy 

field rather than create boundaries around a wicked problem, is best exemplified by the 

development of the Victim’s Law, which pulls all victims of the armed conflict under its 

protection, not just IDPs (Government of Colombia, 2010).  While the desire to address victims 

comprehensively is admirable, the sheer scale of the eligible population defies straightforward 

implementation.  

However, in addition to the wickedness of the problem, the root causes of displacement 

are also difficult to address.  Policy implementation is occurring in the midst of an ongoing 

armed conflict between at least four overlapping groups of armed actors.  The armed conflict 

continues to displace thousands of people every year, adding to the scale of the problem.  

Furthermore, resolution to the question of land distribution, which is the root cause of the armed 

conflict, seems far away, and is actually exacerbated by large scale internal displacement, as the 

claim of displaced people to their land is even more tenuous when they aren’t physically present 

on their land. 

Finally, internal displacement is occurring within the context of largely irreversible 

urbanization.  Even absent very real security concerns, most IDPs do not want to return to their 

communities of origin.  This matches well with other cases within the forced migration literature, 

which find that more vulnerable households, households displaced for a longer period of time 

and households for whom displacement was highly traumatic exhibit less of a desire to return 
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(Sert, 2010).  According to numerous surveys, the proportion of IDPs who want or plan to return 

is consistently below 10% (Meertens, 2002, 4).  The Third National Verification Survey 

estimated that only 5.8% of IDPs want to return to the municipality from which they came 

(Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010, p. 39).  

Figure 4 shows clearly that the greatest barrier to IDP return is fear, although several other 

reasons, such as not having the money needed to finance return, and feeling established in the 

location to which they have been displaced,  are also important barriers.   

Figure 4: Principal reason for not wanting to return     

 
Figure by author based on data from the 2010 Third National Verification Survey12

From these data, it is clear that even if the armed conflict was to end, and return was to be 

fully funded, the majority of IDPs would still seek a durable solution other than return.  For this 

same reason, rural resettlement seems unlikely as less than 2% of IDPs had chosen this route as 

of 2010, despite the fact that it is financially incentivized (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política 

Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  Even more discouraging is that even with this 

relatively small proportion, municipalities have struggled to assist the returnees (Brookings 

Institution-LSE, 2011, p. 140).   

 

                                                           
12 III Encuesta Nacional de Verificación de los Derechos de la Población Desplazada (Comisión de Seguimiento a la 
Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).   
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The intractability of displacement in Colombia leads to implementation failures for 

several reasons.  First, the inability to reach consensus about the root causes of the problem or 

the best way to define it means that policymakers are likely to pass contradictory policies over 

time, which in turn send contradictory signals to implementers.  Because the constant evolution 

of the problem—as additional people are displaced, and as displaced persons’ desires to return 

shift—even policies that were clear become dated and less effective in their application.  The 

combination of complexity and constant change make successful implementation, even absent 

other challenges in the implementation context, very difficult.     

 

3. Aspirational policy-making  
Across policy areas and types of governmental documents, Colombia has a strong history 

of legislating aspirationally, or passing pieces of legislation that it does not have the capacity or 

resources to implement at the time of passage.  In fact, because implementation is not imminent 

in these cases, there are often two kinds of political agreement required.  One coalition may be 

needed to get the policy through Congress; another larger coalition might be necessary to provide 

resources for the effort or otherwise enable its implementation. 

In general, there is a breakdown between policymakers and policy implementers, and the 

needs of the former are usually prioritized over the needs of the latter.  The recent Victim’s Law 

provides an illustrative example.  Upon taking office in 2010, President Santos was very clear 

that passage of a Victim’s Law was a high priority for him, and quick passage was a political 

signal of his seriousness (El Espectador, 2011).  Accordingly, it was passed in June of 2011, with 

the law stating that certain structures had to be in place by December of that same year 

(Government of Colombia, 2010).  Unfortunately, while powerful as a political signal, this 

timeline did not take real implementation challenges into account.  Although a newly constituted 

agency, the Department of Social Prosperity, became responsible for coordinating everything 

regarding victims on January 1, according to a knowledgeable interviewee, the agency did not 

have any staff until two weeks later (L, 2012).       

One governmental partner described this dynamic as a “triumph of optimism over 

practicality” while another said that there was nothing delusional about it, and that it was instead 

a strategy to maintain momentum (K, 2011; L, 2012).  This often shows up in the form of 

unrealistic deadlines, which can then result in poor quality work.  For example, when the 
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Constitutional Court ruled in 2004 that the situation facing Colombia’s IDPs amounted to an 

unconstitutional state of affairs, it gave the National Council for Comprehensive Assistance to 

the Population Displaced by Violence (CNAIPD) two months to determine the level of resources 

needed to fulfill IDPs’ fundamental rights and to “establish mechanisms to procure adequate 

resources” (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 17).  Given that the budget allocation for IDP issues 

increased by more than eight-fold from 2003 to 2005, this was a nearly impossible task (Consejo 

Nacional de Política Económica y Social, 2005; Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009).   

The combination of these aspirational tendencies is problematic for implementers at the 

departmental and municipal levels.  “Bright and shiny” plans are created in Bogotá that have not 

been tested for implementation at all (L, 2012).  While interviewees cited compressed timelines 

as the primary barrier to a more thorough consideration of implementation, a lack of awareness 

about which actors might have that expertise if the timeline allowed is also a factor (L, 2012; H, 

2011; I, 2011). 

This creates a significant challenge for all partners working with the Colombian 

government.  For some partners, it can be difficult to find the balance between applauding a bold 

decision and pointing out feasibility concerns.  For example, one actor with expertise in 

reparations struggled to effectively push for the development of land restitution while also 

emphasizing that the safety of returnees had to be guaranteed, and that poor implementation 

regarding security was not acceptable (E, 2011).  In the absence of an aspirational policy-making 

culture, he would likely have focused all his efforts on pushing for land restitution.  Instead, out 

of fear that the Colombian government would, in a sense, “get ahead of [itself]” (E, 2011) and 

return people to their land before it was safe, he had to maintain a much more delicate balance.  

This tension can be even more difficult for international partners, who are often a significant 

source of financial and technical support.  What an international partner may view as friendly 

advice, Colombian government officials may interpret as an attempt at international infringement 

on Colombian sovereignty (J, 2011; K, 2011; L, 2012).   

More important than the difficulties that aspirational policy-making create for 

organizational actors is the potential to create a disillusioned population and further erode citizen 

trust in government.  Politicians create ambitious policies to signal their intentions to their 

constituents and breed optimism.  However, when those policies are not implemented fully or 

faithfully, the positive impact of the political signal may be replaced with cynicism.  There are 
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signs that some actors within Colombia understand that aspirational policymaking can have 

negative impacts for implementation.  For this reason, its original command to the National 

Council for Comprehensive Assistance to the Population Displaced by Violence (CNAIPD) 

notwithstanding, the Constitutional Court has used “gradualism” to frame the requirements that it 

places on the rest of the Colombian government.  Some critics have complained that this, in 

essence, provides cover for the continued violation of human rights which, according to the 

Colombian Constitution, can never be denied.  The Court has acknowledged this complaint, 

writing that “due to the general complexity of the problem of displacement, the Court, in 

requiring a basic rationality in the progressive development of the public policy, has had to 

tolerate the continuation of certain impingements upon the constitutional rights of IDPs” 

(Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 40).  In a moment of greater frustration, one of the Constitutional 

Court justices expressed this same sentiment by saying that “the truth is that State authorities 

cannot be ordered to fulfill impossible tasks” (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 35).   

Therefore, the search for balance between policies that are merely aspirational and 

“possible tasks” is difficult.  On one hand, the prevalence of aspirational policymaking in 

Colombia provides a way for a nation with limited capacity and resources to forcefully signal its 

values and plans for the future.  On the other hand, it places implementers in a difficult position, 

where signals from policymakers about what is expected are conflicted.  In this environment, 

there is a risk that, rather than making choices about priorities, Colombian legislators 

consistently spread the implementing structure too thin.  As the constant frustration this creates 

catalyzes a “cycle of mediocrity” (Lipsky, 1980), there is an accompanying danger that all 

policies—even those the government does have the capacity to implement fully—will be 

interpreted as aspirational, leading to poor implementation outcomes across the board.   

The culture of aspirational policy-making acts as a barrier to full and faithful 

implementation for several reasons.  It complicates relationships with implementation partners 

who do not share an aspirational orientation, risks disillusioning the population, and can 

normalize the non-implementation of policies that the government does have the capacity and 

political support to implement.     
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4. Political support 
Although the “lack of will” has been overemphasized in IDP advocates’ explanations of 

implementation failures, it does act as a barrier to full implementation.  This is one place where 

the current implementation literature, which says that the amount of interest, commitment and 

support shown by key actors has a major influence on the prospects for success (Ingram, 1990, p. 

466), matches the Colombian context well.   

Although the political support for IDPs is growing, it is still limited.  Six of the newly 

elected governors and multiple mayors have signed a “pact for the victims” that was promoted 

by a group of civil society organizations.  However, the vast majority—twenty-seven governors 

and hundreds of mayors—did not (CODHES, 2011).  At the municipal level, support for IDPs 

remains so weak that many municipal officials do not even include IDPs in the population 

numbers that they submit to the national government each year (Van Hear & McDowell, 2006, p. 

87).   

There are many reasons for the continued reluctance.  Although, realistically, the entire 

Colombian society has militarized after decades of internal armed conflict, the assumption that 

IDPs were targeted because of their involvement with one of the armed actors has proven 

resilient.  As victims in both a material and political sense, it is important for IDPs to maintain 

their perceived innocence and non-involvement in order to access public support.  However, 

interviewees admit that many IDPs have provided support to an armed actor, but usually it was 

because they were forced to do so (G, 2011; H, 2011; I, 2011).   The current political discourse 

in Colombia largely ignores that element of coercion and indirectly blames IDPs for having 

made themselves targets. 

Support is also weak because of continued infiltration of Colombian politics by armed 

actors, whose interests do not often align with those of IDPs (Romero, 2000; Cepeda & Rojas, 

2009).  Acemoglu, Robinson and Santos found empirical evidence of a historical symbiotic 

relationship between paramilitaries and some politicians (Acemoglu, Robinson, & Santos, 2009).  

For example, they find that the greater the proportion of a Senator’s constituents that come from 

areas with high paramilitary presence, the more likely that Senator is to later be arrested for 

illegal ties to paramilitaries, and the more likely that Senator was to vote in favor of two clauses 
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in the 2005 Justice and Peace Law that were considered lenient toward the paramilitaries13

Despite some changes under President Santos, questions about paramilitary and 

narcotrafficker infiltration of Colombia’s political system remain; in fact, President Santos 

himself began referring publically to the “Black Hand” in Colombian politics in mid-2011 

(Santos, 2011).  Even more explicit, in 2007, U.S. aid to Colombia was threatened by a scandal 

in which six legislators were arrested for ties to paramilitary organizations (Forero, 2007).  In 

recent months, the Intelligence Department built by the former president has been dismantled 

because of human rights abuses and ties to the paramilitaries (El Espectador, 2012a; 2012b).   

 

(Ibid).  In 2011, according to a Corporación Nuevo Arcos Iris report commissioned by the 

Government of Colombia, nine candidates for governor were put forward by political actors 

linked to paramilitaries or narcotraffickers; of these nine, eight were ultimately elected 

(Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris, 2011).     

Finally, political support for IDPs is tempered by the needs of politicians to also be 

responsive to other poor residents.  Although IDPs have an additional political claim as a result 

of the armed conflict and their own forcible displacement, they often materially resemble the rest 

of the urban poor.  While the Third National Verification Survey found many similarities 

between IDPs and comparable non-displaced households, IDPs fared more poorly than their non-

displaced counterparts in every category other than education (Comisión de Seguimiento a la 

Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  Although Colombia does have sizable 

resources, it is still a middle income country that must balance services with competing demands 

for development.  Within this context, politicians who serve urban constituencies may feel a 

tension between recognizing the claims of IDPs and meeting the needs of original residents 

(Ibáñez A. M., 2008, p. 1).    

In what is, at its heart, a fight for land, territorial control, and economic development, the 

interests of IDPs are opposed to those of most power-holders in Colombia.  As further 

development makes land an increasingly scarce resource, it is unlikely that the level of political 

support for IDPs and the full implementation of current IDP policies will become favorable in 

the coming years. Particularly in an atmosphere of aspirational policymaking, which creates a 

                                                           
13 These clauses reduced the maximum penalties that former combatants could receive and protected them from 
extradition to the U.S.  Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, among other human rights NGOs labeled 
these clauses “pro-paramilitary.”     
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space in which policies can be passed but not implemented, the lack of full political support for 

IDPs and the policies associated with them is a significant barrier to implementation.   

 

5. Security and geographic coverage 
The presence of an ongoing armed conflict means that geographic coverage of IDP policy 

implementation is constrained.  Figure 5 shows the conditions as reported by IDPs in the location 

of expulsion at the time of displacement.  The same or very similar circumstances that are 

resulting in the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people each year are also the setting 

for much of the implementation work outside of the urban centers.  It is one thing to say that 

implementation in the midst of conflict is difficult; it is another entirely to see in detail what that  

means.  Although generalized violence and, in past years, kidnapping, come to mind 

immediately as dangers for staff, Figure 5 offers more detail.  For example, even while avoiding 

outright violence, the 76% of communities that experienced access checkpoints, or the 57% that 

experienced confinement, indicate that movement is constrained in a large portion of the country.    

Figure 5: Circumstances present in location of expulsion at the time of displacement 

 
Figure by author based on data from the 2010 Third National Verification Survey14

                                                           
14 III Encuesta Nacional de Verificación de los Derechos de la Población Desplazada (Comisión de Seguimiento a la 
Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).   
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The current structure of emergency response for IDPs is that the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC) handles emergency response in areas too remote or dangerous for 

Colombian government staff.  In 2001, this meant providing assistance to 36,000 IDPs 

(International Committee of the Red Cross, 2012).  The fact that there are geographies within its 

territory to which the Colombian government does not have access is suggestive of how 

pervasive the challenges associated with geographic coverage for implementation purposes are.      

Particularly for work involving IDPs, the logistics of security are even more challenging.  

As many IDPs were displaced by government forces or severely distrust government forces for 

other reasons, trying to find security for staff that does not make IDPs feel unsafe is often 

difficult, if not impossible.  In fact, many IDP communities argue that the presence of armed 

actors, whether they are part of the conflict or not, invites violence rather than protecting against 

it (Van Hear & McDowell, 2006, p. 89; G, 2011).  Negotiating security for staff is further 

complicated by the fact that different NGO and international governmental bodies have different 

security protocols.  Because of its commitment to independence and neutrality, the ICRC, for 

example, chooses not to travel with armed security.  U.S. government staff, on the other hand, 

are often required to travel with armed security (L, 2012).  Therefore, as different partners often 

assume responsibilities for different service components, providing full coverage requires 

meeting multiple security needs.   

However, in addition to making service coverage difficult, the security situation also 

affects monitoring.  As will be explored in more detail below, limitations on monitoring also 

impact the behavior of frontline staff.  It can also worsen the divide between rhetoric and action, 

as implementation decision-makers often must rely on long-distance reports for their 

understanding of what is happening in the field, rather than conducting quality assurance work 

in-person.       

For all these reasons, one of the most significant implementation failures is in incomplete 

coverage of the rural areas.  In these regions, the continuation of the armed conflict threatens the 

safety of implementing and monitoring staff sand generally restricts movement in many areas of 

the country.   
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VIII. Variables to Consider: Actionable 
The variables that I have thus far explored—intractability of the problem, characteristics 

of the IDP population, aspirational policy-making, political support, and security and geographic 

coverage—are not likely to change significantly in the short-term and therefore provide an 

environment for the variables to be explored below.  The variables that follow below—the 

degree to which IDPs and their advocates are empowered, consequences of venue or actor choice, 

challenges to IDP registration, horizontal and vertical complexity, implementing agency 

competence, skill and resources, and the discretion or behavior of frontline staff—are actionable 

and have the potential to be changed in the short and medium-term.  The recommendations that 

conclude this paper will in large part follow from the analysis of these variables.     

 

1. Degree to which IDPs and their advocates are empowered 
Even when the target population, in this case IDPs, is socially marginalized, a bottom-up 

approach to understanding implementation would suggest that policy implementation can be 

improved if there are mechanisms to empower the target population and/or its advocates.  Within 

this variable, I will examine three aspects of this potential empowering, including usage of the 

tutela system, inclusion in decision-making, and the stigmatization of a threats against IDP 

advocates.   

Despite the challenges faced by the IDP community, there is an important judicial 

structure embedded within the 1991 Constitution that IDPs have proven very adept at using.  The 

acción de tutela (tutela) offers a process through which individuals can bring a case before a 

court without legal representation in the case of a violation of their fundamental rights, seeking 

an immediate judicial injunction against the actions or inactions of a public authority.  The case 

can be heard by any judge with territorial jurisdiction, and the judge is legally required to give a 

tutela case priority attention over other cases in order to meet the strict deadline of reaching a 

decision within ten days (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 8).  It was a collection of tutelas brought by 

IDPs that eventually compelled the Constitutional Court’s action in the landmark ruling in 2004, 

Sentence 025.  Today, the tutela is still the most important tool of empowerment for Colombia’s 

IDPs.  Sentence 025 led directly to the national government increasing its budget allocation for 

IDP-related expenditures by over 800%, drawing a direct line from the aggregation of 

individuals’ use of the tutela system to significant increase in resource allocation (Brookings 
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Institution-LSE, 2011, p. 72).  However, despite the power of the tutela, it is important to 

remember that it is exclusively reactive.  IDPs may only bring a case after their fundamental 

rights have already been violated.  While the tutela does represent an important way in which 

IDPs can hold their government accountable, access to a purely defensive measure does not 

qualify on its own as empowerment. 

 Partially in response to the reactive nature of the tutela system, the Constitutional Court 

has consistently strengthened requirements (see Table 1) that IDP community leaders and 

organizations be included in policy decision-making.  This has both mobilized and empowered 

IDPs to some degree.  The Court has led the way in its own practice, making sure to 

communicate the information in all its follow-up decisions to IDPs through their leaders and 

organizations (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 29).  However, even the Constitutional Court and the 

associated Follow-up Commission (established in 2005), as well as several interviewees from 

within the IDP community, confirm that meaningful IDP organizational participation has, to date, 

still been infrequent and ineffective (D, 2011; E, 2011; Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 41).  One 

reason for this is that the Constitutional Court has imagined a participatory structure that would 

make IDP participation maximally accessible to and convenient for actors at the national level (G, 

2011).  However, IDPs have organically organized themselves at a departmental level, which 

seems to better match their capacity and their location-specific needs.  Providing accountability 

for participation at this level would likely be a more effective and implementable mandate.   

In addition to the relatively low level of empowerment enjoyed by the IDPs themselves, 

their advocates also face stigmatization and, in some cases, physical danger, despite Presidential 

Directive 07 of 1999, which directed state officials to respect their work (International Crisis 

Group, 2009).  During his presidency, former President Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010) consistently 

contributed to the stigmatization of human right defenders, among them IDP advocates.  In 

response to criticism that his “democratic security” policies, which sought to regain territorial 

control by creating new police and military units and expanding the deployment of existing ones 

and increasing the eradication of illicit crops (International Crisis Group, 2003), were resulting is 

massive human rights violations, he attacked human rights defenders, calling them “defenders of 

terrorism” and the “intellectual bloc of the FARC” (Elhawary, 2010).  UN Special Rapporteur on 

the situation of human rights defenders in Colombia, Margaret Sekaggya, has emphasized the 

continued intimidation, harassment and killing of human rights defenders, with a specific focus 



39 
 

on Afro-Colombian and indigenous leaders (Elhawary, 2010, pp. 395-401).  In the first six 

months of 2011, for example, the We Are the Defenders Program (Programa Somos Defensores) 

recorded 29 murders of Colombian human rights defenders and 116 other acts of aggression 

(Programa Somos Defensores, 2011, p. 17).  

However, there are signs of hope that the physical security for IDP advocates is 

increasing.  After a series of murders of IDP activists involved in land restitution, the 

government announced meaningful protection plans for 40 top leaders, with plans to expand the 

protection regime to encompass an addition 80 leaders by the middle of 2012 (El Espectador, 

2012).  Compared with protection plans in the past which consisted of giving threatened leaders 

a cell phone, this change in government policy could signal real change for the degree to which 

IDP advocates are free and safe to do their work (B, 2011; G, 2011).  Still, threats to the basic 

physical security of IDP leaders and advocates has been successful at limiting their effectiveness 

in demanding and supporting comprehensive implementation.     

Despite these recent gains in government effort to protect IDP advocates and leaders, the 

impact on implementation will take some time to emerge.  Until then, implementation success 

will continue to feel the effects of a long period in which the combination of threats to the lives 

of IDP advocates and leaders, combined with the relatively low social, economic, and political 

status of IDPs as a group, failed to create meaningful pressure for full implementation of the 

policies outlined in Table 1.   

One way to increase the pace of this positive change is for the Constitutional Court to 

amend the structure it has mandated for IDP participation.  While the Court was probably right to 

think that IDP participation in decision-making at the national level was most important, 

especially given how centralized the Colombian government still is, this assessment failed to 

build from the current strengths of the IDP community.  While IDPs for the most part have not 

been able to organize themselves at the national level, functional coalitions have emerged at the 

departmental level.  A better structure would take advantage of these coalitions by mandating 

that departmental governments include them in decisions about implementation at the 

departmental level, and by creating an accountability mechanism to track progress and 

compliance with this new structure, perhaps by adapting the standardized form (Cepeda-

Espinosa, 2009, pp. 41-42) already used for national agencies.  
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Additionally, given that the Colombian government does not have the capacity to 

implement every aspect of the IDP policy regime immediately, it must make choices about 

prioritization.  To this end, the government should prioritize continuing to improve the protection 

of IDP advocates and leaders under threat of physical violence, as this strategy supports multiple 

goals.  In addition to increasing the well-being of these individuals, which is a goal in and of 

itself, this measure has clear community-wide implications.  If IDP advocates and community 

leaders are able to do their work more safely, they are more likely to participate in government 

structures that seek their input about policy and implementation, and they are more likely be 

effective in demanding that the government implement the policies it has passed, both of which 

will support improved implementation outcomes.      

 

2. Consequences of venue or actor choice  
In an environment such as the one described by the contextual variables above, capacity, 

resources and political support are scarce, and actors at all stages of the implementation process 

seek support and supplemental capacity wherever they can find it.  For some implementing 

agencies, this may look like relying on non-profits and international quasi-governmental bodies 

to accomplish tasks that are the responsibility of the government of Colombia.  Similarly, when 

IDP advocates find a relevant body to be unresponsive to their demand, they shift their attention 

to a venue that is more receptive, often from a governmental to a non-governmental or 

international entity.  While these strategies to pursue actors or venues other than those formally 

prescribed may be successful in the short term, they have potential unintended negative 

consequences in the long term.     

The government’s continued reliance on non-governmental actors for implementation 

raises a concern about the ability of the government to earn and maintain the trust of its citizens 

over the long term.  Staff from Colombian civil society organizations expressed concerned that 

many Colombians have more faith in international partners (collectively known as Cooperación 

Internacional, CI) than they do in their own government.  This experiential knowledge is 

particularly difficult to counteract since many IDPs have received more services from CI than 

from their own government (C, 2011).  An interviewee from an international agency expressed a 

similar concern through a different lens.  Rather than a focus on the relationship between the 

citizen and his/her government from the citizen’s perspective, there was a focus on the 



41 
 

government’s obligation to its citizens.  From this perspective, it is detrimental for an NGO to 

take on a role that should properly belong to the government because it lets the government “off 

the hook,” as one interviewee expressed it, and fails to develop the capacity of the government 

for the future when international partners and their funding withdraw (L, 2012).   

This perspective creates a tension around implementation and forces a consideration of 

whether present or future implementation is more highly valued.  In the present, the Colombian 

government, particularly at the municipal level, lacks the capacity to meet the needs of IDPs or 

fully implement the policy regime.  In the short term, full implementation may be best served by 

more aggressive action by domestic and international NGOs.   However, in addition to filling in 

gaps in implementation now, these organizations also value narrowing the gap between the 

policies the government creates and those it is prepared to implement.  In order to achieve this 

longer term goal, NGOs may be required to pull back and refrain from offering as much support 

and as many resources as they might be capable of.  In a humanitarian crisis, such as that created 

by many forcible displacements, this calculation is seen by some as unethical (G, 2011).  

However, others argue that when a crisis has lasted for decades, it is the ethical responsibility of 

organizations to look toward the future (L, 2012).      

A second and very different venue problem is also pervasive in IDP policy and its 

implementation: an overreliance on the court system, in particular the Constitutional Court.  

Although the government did recognize the existence of displacement as a problem in Colombia 

without court involvement, it was only after ten years of growing levels of displacement, and 

even then the resources allocated to prevent further displacement and assist IDPs were minimal.  

It was only after the Constitutional Court declared an unconstitutional state of affairs in Sentence 

025 of 2004 that real resources were allocated to implementation.  As already described, this 

Constitutional Court case was actually a review of hundreds of individual tutela cases that had 

already been reviewed and decided by lower levels of the Court.  Continuing today, when IDPs 

are concerned that their fundamental rights are not being upheld, a tutela is often their preferred 

route of action.  Additionally, the Constitutional Court has maintained its jurisdiction over the 

case and has issued a series of follow-up decisions, which monitor compliance and adapt its 

original decision in response to emerging data (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, p. 19) 

Some portion of this preference derives from a strong legal tradition of judicial activism 

in Colombia that is broadly accepted by the Colombian public and that does not carry the same 
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pejorative tone of accusations of judicial activism in the U.S.  However, some of the preference 

is also the result of an unsympathetic administration under former President Uribe (2002-2010), 

and the fact that strategic advocates and IDP community leaders are logically continuing to 

pursue the route that has worked for them in the past.     

While the activist support of the Constitutional Court, and the judicial system more 

broadly, for IDPs is beneficial for IDP outcomes in the short term, it also allows other legitimate 

mechanisms for addressing citizen complaints to atrophy, perhaps to the long term detriment of 

the Colombian government’s capacity.  As election violence in Colombia continues to be a 

problem, IDPs and their advocates have increasingly relied on the judicial system for advocacy 

(Garavito & Franco, 2010).  In 2011, 41 candidates were murdered (up from 27 in the previous 

cycle) and 66% of departments were at risk of electoral fraud (Misión de Observación Electoral, 

2011).   Interviewees with legal expertise explain that since the Constitutional Court has shown 

itself open to a heterodox follow-up scheme for Sentence 025, the over-reliance on the judicial 

system has been further encouraged (D, 2011; E, 2011).  Although these same interviewees both 

argued that the impacts were minimal at this point, they also both acknowledged a risk that 

aggressive action by the Constitutional Court was displacing public deliberation and the 

legislative-making responsibilities assigned to Congress (Ibid.).   

Movement away from using electoral processes to support change has also been caused 

by the link between political allegiance and displacement such that that is, displacement affects 

the political makeup of the electoral in a given geographic location.  An exploration of why a 

region in northwest Colombia which had been a leftist strong-hold flipped to become supportive 

of right-wing candidates for elected office revealed a strong link between political preferences 

and displacement.  Those who could be identified as supportive of the leftist political party, 

Unión Patriótica, were systematically displaced from the region (Steele, 2011).  The combination 

of a highly sympathetic Constitutional Court and the high level of risk associated with electoral 

politics support a distorted development of Colombian democratic participation.   

This in and of itself might not be such a significant problem, except that the 

Constitutional Court and its allies are highly attuned to the Court’s role in relation to the rest of 

the national government.  Two legal scholar interviewees commented that it would be 

inappropriate, indeed harmful, for the Court’s decisions to substitute for public debate (D, 2011; 

E, 2011).  For both of these scholars, it was appropriate for the Court to hold the rest of the 
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government to the standards already established by its own legal code; however, the Court would 

be overstepping its role if it ventured into prescribing how those standards should be met.  As a 

former Constitutional Court justice wrote: “the Court thus exercises judicial control over the 

rationality of the policy process, as opposed to the content of the policy itself” (Cepeda-

Espinosa, 2009, p. 27).  

While this understanding of the constraints of the Court has helped balance the role of the 

Court within IDP policy, there is an implementation challenge embedded in its role.  Because of 

the preference of IDPs and their advocates to work through the Court system and because the 

Court does not believe that it is appropriate for the judiciary to dictate how policy should be 

implemented, there is a structural disconnect between information about the ways in which the 

implementation is failing, and the decision-makers who could change it.       

The use of alternative actors and venues – either non-governmental or international actors 

in place of Colombian government actors, or judicial avenues in place of legislative ones – in the 

implementation of IDP policy makes successful implementation more difficult in the long term.  

While the additional capacity that the international community and NGOs can provide are 

helpful for securing broader coverage in the short term, the long-term capacity of the Colombian 

government is threatened by both substitutions. 

In many ways, this is one of the more difficult actionable variable to respond to.  While 

IDP leaders and advocates do have meaningful choice concerning how they conduct campaigns, 

their reasons for preferring the judicial system are wrapped up in a contextual condition that is 

resistant to change; namely, election violence.  As with many of the actionable variables, this 

interconnectedness makes practical recommendations for improvement more difficult.  However, 

when there are safe spaces within which to work, IDP leaders should pursue electoral and 

legislative strategies to improve both policy and implementation.  Although this is undoubtedly a 

daunting recommendation, IDP leaders and advocates may want to start by developing electoral 

strategy and expertise in areas where election violence is relatively low and/or by working to put 

pressure on existing candidates rather than fielding their own candidates.  IDP leaders should not 

give up their close relationship with the Constitutional Court, but should instead pursue electoral 

politics as a mutually reinforcing, and likely longer-term, venue choice.    
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3. Challenges to IDP Registration  
Internal displacement is both a material and political issue in Colombia.  Although the 

Colombian government has tried to recognize material differences among IDPs with the adoption 

of the differential approach in recent years, most distinctions within the population are still 

political.  Within government policy and its implementation, the primary distinction among IDPs 

is whether or not they are included in the national registry of displaced persons. 

The primary mechanism used by the Colombian government to determine eligibility for 

services is the Single Registry for the Displaced Population (Registro Unico de Población 

Desplazadada, RUPD).  However, for multiple reasons, a significant number of IDPs are not 

included in RUPD.  First, until 2008, the RUPD only counted IDPs who were displaced after 

1995, excluding many years of the displaced from registration.  Another gap results from an 

inconsistency in Colombian law.  While Colombia has adopted the Guiding Principles on 

Internal Displacement, which offers a relatively broad description of the potential causes of 

displacement, Colombia does not recognize people displaced by natural disasters or large scale 

development projects.  Until a legal ruling in 2002, people displaced by coca-fumigation projects 

were not allowed to register either.   

However, conferral of official IDP status is also politicized.  IDPs who claim to have 

been displaced by state actors have never been counted, and after the paramilitaries officially 

demobilized in 2006, registrations in which IDPs claimed to have been displaced by 

paramilitaries were also systematically rejected (Brookings Institution-LSE, 2011).  Historically, 

a strict time limitation was also placed on IDP registration; IDPs had to register within the first 

year after their displacement to qualify.  While this requirement has been overturned, its effects 

linger through misinformation in the IDP community and in the lives of IDPs who have already 

been rejected and don't know to try to register again.  All of these restrictions together result in a 

nearly 25% rejection rate (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2011).   

However, despite significant problems with the RUPD, the usage of a single system is an 

improvement over the previous system which involved three separate registries, each with their 

own qualifying criteria (Ibáñez & Velásquez, 2008).  The RUPD was, as it continues to be, 

maintained by the government; the SISDES was maintained by CODHES; and the RUT was the 

registry of the Catholic Church.  None of these were comprehensive, and all were accused of 

having manipulated numbers for ideological reasons.  While the movement of the Colombian 
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government to a single credible registry is an improvement for strengthening implementation 

coverage, the weaknesses in the system continue to threaten full coverage for all IDPs.   

Some IDPs do not even attempt to register.  Some may fear or mistrust institutions of a 

government that was either unable or unwilling to prevent their displacement in the first place.  

The questionnaire to register requires significant personal information.  Given that the majority 

of newly displaced IDPs today are displaced by targeted threats and not generalized violence, 

concern about whether or not the declarations are really anonymous are widespread (Van Hear & 

McDowell, 2006, p. 90).  Others may lack information about what is required for registration and 

how to do so, as IDPs often live in marginal areas where the spread of information is costly.  Still 

others may want to avoid the social stigma associated with being labeled as an IDP.  Finally 

those who were displaced as the result of a targeted threat may wish to remain anonymous out of 

concern that whoever threatened them may still be looking for them (Ibáñez & Velásquez, 2009, 

pp. 432-435) 

Figure 6: Reasons for Non-registration 

 
Figure by author based on data from the 2010 Third National Verification Survey15

The Office of the Inspector General (Procuraduría General de la Nación) has 

acknowledged that under-registration rates are high (Brookings Institution-LSE, 2011).  This 

recognition was then confirmed when a national survey mandated by Constitutional Court 

showed that 35% of IDPs are not registered in the RUPD (Internal Displacement Monitoring 

Centre, 2010; 2011).  Although the number of IDPs in Colombia has long  been a contested issue, 

 

                                                           
15 III Encuesta Nacional de Verificación de los Derechos de la Población Desplazada (Comisión de Seguimiento a la 
Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).   
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the statistical rigor of the survey, which was developed and then conducted by the National 

University of Colombia, has largely quieted the debate (D, 2011; E, 2011; Comisión de 

Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 2010).  Now, effort is 

primarily focused on how to address underregistration, while also minimizing the number of 

people who falsely register as IDPs in the hopes of accessing services or restitution under the 

Victim’s Law.   

The Constitutional Court and Colombian legislation are clear that all IDPs are entitled to 

certain guaranteed rights, not just those who are registered in the RUPD.  However, without the 

RUPD, it is impossible for implementers, either governmental or non-governmental, to track 

IDPs over time, or make determinations of eligibility.  For this reason, achieving more robust 

registration is absolutely imperative for improving implementation coverage.     

For this reason, in addition to continuing to improve the protection of IDP leaders and 

IDP advocates under threat of physical violence, overcoming the challenges to IDP registration 

in the RUPD deserves prioritization.  The Constitutional Court has consistently upheld the IDP 

status of all IDPs, regardless of whether or not they are included in the RUPD.  However, from a 

practical standpoint, registration in the RUPD is the only way the government can track IDPs and 

ensure they receive the services for which they are eligible.  At the insistence of the 

Constitutional Court, the government is already working to address under-registration, 

particularly among those who are recently displaced.  However, in order to address historic 

problems with registration, the government must focus on community education.  IDP 

communities are more likely to receive information through word-of-mouth than other 

communities (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado, 

2010), which means that historical barriers to registration, even if they have been removed, 

linger in the IDP information pool.  Deliberate collaboration with IDP associations, again 

focusing on organically emerging coalitions at the departmental level, offer the best mechanism 

for this community education.      

 

4. Horizontal and vertical complexity 
Implementation theory predicts that directness and simplicity will best support successful 

implementation.  This understanding begins with Pressman and Wildavsky, who write that a 

“multiplicity of decision points…introduce [the] overwhelming complexity of joint action, which 
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stifles policy intent” (Ingram, 1990, p. 466).  Within political science, Carpenter’s description of 

institutional strangulation describes the same effect through a different lens (Carpenter, 2010).  

Here Carpenter’s language of veto points is helpful.  The more opportunities there are for 

someone to say no and halt passage or implementation of a given policy, the less likely it is to 

make it through to completion.  Within the context of IDP policy implementation in Colombia, 

there are two axes against which complexity, and thus greater difficultly of coordination and 

proliferation of veto points,  challenges full and faithful implementation: horizontal complexity 

and vertical complexity (O'Toole, 2003).   

Horizontal Complexity 

In this case, horizontal complexity refers to the large number of government agencies, 

international organizations, and civil society actors that must coordinate with one another in 

order to fully implement a policy regime.  Typically, scholars consider horizontal complexity to 

have dual effects that work at cross-purposes with one another (O'Toole, 2003). On one hand, the 

involvement of multiple actors increases the likelihood that some action will take place, as there 

are more sources from which it could come.  On the other, the difficulties created by this 

complexity, further explored below, diminish the quality of this action and make full 

implementation by all actors less likely, because there are more potential sources of non-

compliance.  In the Colombian context, although the number of agencies involved is itself 

challenging, many bodies that have been designated to lead a portion of the effort do not have the 

formal authority needed to compel action by other actors.  For example, Acción Social (now 

DPS) did not have the authority to compel the 27 agencies under its coordination to do anything.   

Similarly, the Office of the Ombudsman’s Early Alert System (Sistema de Alertas 

Tempranas, SAT) monitors conditions throughout the country that could lead to displacement or 

violations of human rights.  If an imminent risk is found, a report is then sent to the Inter-Agency 

Early Warning Committee (Comité Interinstitucional de Alertas Tempranas, CIAT), which 

ultimately determines whether or not an early warning, along with associated resources, is issued.  

However, the Office of the Ombudsman (Defensoría del Pueblo) is unable to control whether or 

not CIAT acts and the institutional break between these two bodies has been the cause of 

multiple failures on the part of the Colombian government to prevent displacement from 

happening.  According to the Colombian Council of Jurists, CIAT has declined to issue an early 
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warning for about two thirds of the SAT repots, and in several cases, violence and displacement 

have followed (Comisión Colombiana de Juristas, 2010, pp. 99-100).   

Another aspect of horizontal complexity is inter-organizational coordination.  Even with 

the best of intentions, coordination between organizations and across agencies is difficult 

because of the dynamic nature of both the problem and the government response.  The ongoing 

armed conflict means that displacement continues to happen, forcing everyone to “build the 

plane while it’s flying,” as one interviewee expressed it (L, 2012).  While communication 

infrastructure between organizations is crucial for effectively coordinating implementation, the 

lack of stability in the policy regime has made it difficult to build and maintain over time.  

Together, a scarcity of resources, a history of corruption, the fact that many political appointees 

are not qualified for their jobs, and constant flux within the policy regime, have discouraged 

investment in a communication infrastructure which has, in turn, stifled coordination.   

In addition to these challenges, most of the international community is ill-equipped to 

navigate the kind of coordination and collaboration required in Colombia.  Most countries with 

significant IDP populations are fragile or near-fragile states with very low levels of capacity.  

When they arrive in the country, many international staff are accustomed to working with a 

government that readily approves any proposal put forward, according to interviewees who work 

for international NGO  (L, 2012; K, 2011).  Unfortunately, this offer poor preparation for 

effective work in Colombia as, despite needing some support, Colombia has significant resources, 

strong institutions, and a forceful legal code. 

Additionally, different actors understand and operationalize coordination differently.  

While USAID tends to sign formal contracts and Memorandums of Understanding with its 

organizational partners, PRM16

                                                           
16 Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration within the U.S. Department of State 

 relies on a sequence of informal conversations to ensure that 

their activities are aligned with other actors in the field (I, 2011; J, 2011; L, 2012).  From the 

organization’s perspective, the primary trade-off is between nimbleness and agency-wide quality 

assurance.  However, these non-standardized ways of coordinating and collaborating make it 

difficult for different actors to anticipate what coordination would require.  Conversely, this 

situation makes it easy for actors to say that they are coordinating without being held to any 

particular measure of it.   
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Finally, the level of distrust between various actors is high.  Although the government is 

a crucial actor, many civil society organizations, particularly those led by IDPs who have 

themselves been displaced by government forces, are distrustful of the government’s intentions.  

Even without this direct effect, many civil society organizations distrust the government because 

it has, in the past, denied that there was an ongoing armed conflict, and experienced high levels 

of corruption and potential infiltration by the paramilitaries.  Civil society organizations often do 

not trust one another because criticizing other organizations doing similar work has proven to be 

an effective way to compete for very limited funding resources (C, 2011).  Despite widespread 

mistrust, it is also important to recognize that the numerous NGOs do have the capacity to work 

together when the mutual advantage is clear.  Indeed, this ability points toward a route for more 

successfully coordinated implementation in the future.  In 2008, when Colombia came up for its 

Universal Periodic Review before the United Nations Human Rights Council, over a hundred 

Colombian NGOs jointly submitted a single submission to the Council (Internal Displacement 

Monitoring Centre, 2009).     

Vertical Complexity 

In contrast to horizontal complexity, vertical complexity refers to the different levels 

within a particular structure that are also required to coordinate (O'Toole, 2003).  Although this 

plays out in multiple ways within IDP policy implementation, the most obvious and arguably the 

most important application is the vertical complexity that characterizes the relationship between 

the national, departmental, and municipal levels of government.  This matches well with the 

implementation literature in which the relationship between national and state levels of 

government is consistently found to be influential for implementation success (Mazmanian & 

Sabatier, 1989).  Van Horn’s assertion that “the fundamental autonomy that state and local 

governments enjoy in the federal system is the principal explanation for the minimal impact 

of…federal implementing agencies” still stands largely unchallenged (Van Horn, 1979, p. 163; 

Ingram, 1990, p. 466).  However, this is one instance in which the geographic bias of 

implementation studies to date is most apparent.  Despite an effort toward decentralization, 

Colombia still has a very centralized government and neither departments nor municipalities 

have the kind of autonomy imagined in the quotation above.    

First, despite a brief description in the National Plan, the role of local and departmental 

governments has consistently been ill-defined.  When IDP policy was originally emerging in 
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Colombia in the late 1990’s, explicit roles were given to national agencies only.  An 

implementation plan adopted in 1998 called for the design of committees to assist IDPs at the 

district and municipal levels, but the responsibilities of local authorities were not otherwise 

defined (Decree 172, 1998).  A new plan adopted in 2005 attempted to improve this structure by 

creating Unified Comprehensive Plans (Planes Integrales Únicos, PIUs), which provide a tool for 

coordinating between national, departmental, and local institutions.  However, the development 

of these plans has been slow.  In its 2010 report to the Constitutional Court, the government 

reported that all departments had a committee for IDP protection.  All departments except 

Casanare had a PIU and 24 out of 31 departments had funds earmarked for IDP protection 

(Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2010, p. 7).  However, at the local level, progress lags 

behind.  As of 2010, only 24% of municipalities with IDPs had developed PIUs (Ferris, 2010).  

Currently, the Ministry of the Interior and Justice, Acción Social (now DPS) and the National 

Planning Department are jointly responsible for ensuring that these plans are created, to an 

acceptable degree of specification (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2009).  However, 

there are not any direct lines of authority between these national level agencies and the municipal 

governments who are tasked with creating the PIUs.     

In this respect, the implementation literature is helpful in its assertion that observed 

implementation structures tend to be less hierarchical than formal ones (Hull & Hjern, 1987).  

Even though the National Plan of Integrated Assistance for IDPs creates a structure for how the 

departmental and local governments should interact with the national government, the actual 

relationships between the actors do not match.  One reason for this is the lack of an analysis of 

which actors actually have the power to initiate interactions.  As formally structured, the 

coordination of these bodies is based on activation from below.  It is the responsibility of the 

local and departmental governments to find ways to coordinate their response to IDPs with 

higher levels of government.  However, this has proven difficult as most departmental 

governments are not prepared to handle different communication plans from each of the 

municipalities within their jurisdiction.  Similarly, the national structure is not prepared to have 

unique communications with each of the departments.         

In addition to ambiguous roles, some distrust and resentment colors the relationship 

between the levels of government.  Many interviewees, within both national and international 

NGOs mentioned a “Bogotá complex” in which decision-makers in the capital city develop 
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policies in ways that fail to account for other realities in the field (C, 2011; G, 2011; H, 2011; I, 

2011; J, 2011).  When the realities in the field thwart these policies, there is no feedback loop in 

place to correct them.  The fact that only higher levels of government seem to be able to activate 

inter-governmental relationships means that there is no clear mechanism for how complaints 

about the way in which poor decisions affect implementation performance and outcomes can 

reach decision-makers.         

Interdependence 

Finally, for the relationships that constitute both horizontal and vertical complexity, it is 

helpful to categorize coordination, as sequential, reciprocal or through pooled interdependence 

(O'Toole, 2003).  Sequential coordination means that one implementer’s work is dependent on 

another implementer further up the line having completed their work.  Successful registration in 

the RUPD is, for example, necessary in the sequence of policy implementation before IDPs can 

access emergency assistance.  Reciprocal coordination means that the outputs of one 

implementer affect the work of another.  An example of this case would be that IDPs who were 

turned away from a clinic that was supposed to offer free vaccines for their children might be 

less likely to access the health system for preventative care in the future, affecting the success of 

healthcare professionals who are trying to serve IDPs.  The third type, pooled interdependence, 

is a strategy that utilizes purposeful redundancy to minimize the number of people who do not 

receive coverage.  IDP women’s associations in Cali, for example, use this strategy very 

effectively to ensure that all women who wish to belong to an association have multiple access 

points (Grupo de Invsetigación Sujetos y Acciones Colectivas, 2008). 

USAID and PRM, for example, have a sequential coordinating relationship.  PRM 

focuses on immediate humanitarian assistance which is intended to last for the first 90 days after 

displacement, but can stretch out to six months or even longer. USAID focuses on economic 

stabilization and municipal capacity building.  Given this, the key characteristic of their 

coordination is the sequencing of it, but it was only two years ago (eight years after establishing 

offices in the country) that PRM and USAID began talking explicitly about how they might 

better connect their two efforts to support the transition of IDPs from emergency aid to longer 

term stabilization (L, 2012).   

The varied manifestations of horizontal and vertical complexity explored here challenge 

implementation for two reasons.  First, the sheer time and effort required to create alignment, 
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horizontally as well as vertically, detracts from the time and effort spent implementing the 

policies themselves.  More worrying, however, is what Pressman and Wildavsky refer to in their 

caution about joint action: the more actors that are involved, the more potential veto points, and 

the more opportunities there are for meaningful implementation to be stifled (Wildavsky & 

Pressman, 1985).  Moving forward, it will be crucial for the actors embedded in this complex 

web to plan purposefully about levers to induce a higher level of cooperation and coordination.     

Within the context of intense horizontal and vertical complexity, successful 

implementation means inducing cooperation by either authority, common interest, or exchange 

(O'Toole, 2003; Gage & Mandell, 1990).  Given that implementing agents do not always have 

authority over the other bodies whose cooperation they need, and common interest has proven to 

be an insufficient motivating force, exploration of how exchange might induce better cooperation 

is necessary.  Exchange need not be financial, and can also include transfers of technical skill or 

information, or the allowance of additional discretion.  Embedding these conversations explicitly 

within the vertical and horizontal relationships that contribute to the complexity of the IDP 

policy regime should bolster implementation success.   

Horizontal and vertical complexity also requires an understanding between actors about 

whether their work is sequential, reciprocal, or characterized by pooled interdependence 

(O'Toole, 2003).  Using these categories can help implementers support better service provision 

if actors in sequential relationships develop mechanisms to “pass” individual IDP households 

between them, and if actors in reciprocal relationships develop mechanisms to provide feedback 

to one another about the “downstream” quality of their work.  

Finally, although it may seem counterintuitive in an environmental of scarce resources, 

the strategic redundancy of pooled interdependence could be a powerful strategy.  Although the 

armed conflict will likely continue and threats to security will continue to plague implementation 

efforts in rural areas, most IDPs end up in urban centers where coverage is also incomplete.  

Given low rates of coverage, implementers located in urban centers should explicitly pursue 

pooled interdependence.  This deliberate overlap which will result in fewer IDP families slipping 

through the cracks in the largest IDP communities.  This strategy should also be explained to 

funders and, wherever possible, should replace the current dynamic in which local implementers 

compete with one another for funding in mutually destructive ways.   
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Funders also have leverage to support this more nuanced understanding of inter-organizational 

relationships.  Funders should encourage an understanding of and appropriate response to 

sequential, reciprocal and pooled interdependence among grantees who do implementation of 

IDP policy by requiring that applicants use that language in grant applications and by giving 

priority to joint grant applications that create structures to support their sequential, reciprocal or 

pooled interdependence relationships with other implementers.     

 

5. Implementing agency competence, skill, and resources  
Implementation at the local level is affected by an incomplete governmental 

decentralization effort from the late 1980’s.  Until 1988, the Colombian president appointed 

regional governors, who in turn appointed municipal mayors.  Since this time, citizens have been 

able to directly vote for these positions.  However, the movement toward greater democracy, in 

the midst of an armed conflict, also unleashed fiercely violent competition for local office, as it 

created a more tangible and accessible target than the central state for armed actors seeking to 

control the population through political channels (Romero, 2000).  Combined with incredibly 

high levels of election violence which continue into the present, even the minimal capacity of 

municipal governments in Colombia is consistently threatened and eroded.     

This is part of the reason why, especially at the municipal level, government actors rely 

heavily on international and domestic non-profits.  As is often the case worldwide, while 

international donor support might be relatively plentiful at the national level for institution 

building and accountability, there are “scant resources and little training” to help meet those 

goals at departmental and local levels of government (Martin, Fagen, Jorgensen, Mann-Bondat, 

& Schoenholtz, 2005, p. 250)   

Tumaco, along Colombia’s western coast and southern border, has been a displacement 

hotspot in recent years.  However, even here, the capacity of the municipal government is very 

low.  According to interviewees who have worked in the area, there are an insufficient number of 

staff, their level of formal training is often very low, and the lack of resources affects their 

quality of work (L, 2012).  Similarly, an international non-profit that has been contracted by 

another international government partner struggles to collaborate with a municipal government 

with such low capacity.  Although contracted for specific outcomes, staff at the non-profit report 

spending a significant amount of their time trying to identify and locate IDPs and then connect 
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them to government programs.  For example,  a poverty alleviation program that matches 

families with caseworkers has priority spots reserved for displaced families.  However, they have 

historically had trouble filling those spots because of difficulty reaching the IDP community with 

information about the program (L, 2012).   

Even when government staff are able to do their jobs, their outcomes are affected by 

inadequate resources.  One interviewee relayed an illustrative example (L, 2012).  When 

hundreds of people were displaced in early 2012 in the Chocó, a single staff person from the 

Defensoría del Pueblo was present in the nearby town to which they were displaced.  Set up on a 

table outside his own home, with no electricity, computer or even standardized form, he took 

down their declarations by pen and paper.  These sheets of paper then had to be taken upriver by 

canoe to Quibdó, the departmental capital, to be entered into a computer and placed within the 

national registry.  This level of resourcing makes implementation as imagined by policymakers 

impossible.  IDPs must be registered in the RUPD to be eligible for government services, 

including emergency assistance which is supposed to begin immediately following displacement.  

However, under these kinds of constraints, it took several days for their declarations to even get 

put into a computer to be assessed (Ibid.).      

Researchers have also noted a general inability of local bureaucrats to “work” their 

national agencies to secure the resources to which they are entitled (Van Hear & McDowell, 

2006, p. 87).  This is a symptom of an incomplete decentralization process in which the national 

government has handed over significant responsibility to the departmental and municipal 

governments, but is not always accountable to them for providing adequate support for that 

newly granted responsibility.     

The reality of resource scarcity exacerbates implementation failure at the local level.  

However, the severity of this problem has been decreasing since 2004.  Overall, the total level of 

expenditure has consistently been on the rise (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009; Consejo Nacional de 

Política Económica y Social, 2005).  Over the ten year span from the time it recognized 

displacement as a problem in 1995 until 2005, the Colombian government spent 1.3 billion pesos 

on IDP-related expenditures.  In 2010 alone, IDP-related expenditures were over 5.3 billion 

pesos(Ibáñez A. M., 2008, p. 16; Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, 2005, p. 6).   

While this obviously represents a significant increase in the resources available for 
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implementation, the total number of IDPs has increased such that the expenditure per IDP has 

grown less quickly than the overall total.    

However, at the municipal level, the situation is much worse.  Even though the level of 

resources allocated at a national level has increased steadily over the last eight years, few of 

these resources are appearing at the municipal level, even for communities with very large IDP 

populations.  By law, 22% of national revenues are transferred to lower levels of government.  

60% of this amount is based on local poverty rates, while the remaining 40% is based on 

population (Ibáñez, 2008, p. 2).  Therefore, the budgetary amount may increase if municipal 

planners can prove an increase in population.  Usually, municipal government neglect IDPs to 

such an extent that their numbers are not even submitted as population increases (Van Hear & 

McDowell, 2006, p. 87).  In 2011, no municipality had allocated more than 2% of their budget to 

displacement-related expenditures (Brookings Institution-LSE, 2011, p. 161).  This is 

unfortunately indicative of the reality for many IDPs and their advocates at the local level.  Most 

municipal government officials are at best indifferent to and at worst opposed to IDP needs and 

interests.  While there are channels through which additional money could be accessed with 

minimal municipal initiative, they are not being used.   

In fact, the struggle to find local resources will likely worsen in the coming years.  Under 

the Victim’s Law, municipalities are now responsbile for providing and funding emergency 

assistance for victims for 60 days after displacement.  This is a dual increase: rather than just 

being obligated to provide emergency assistance to IDPs, municipalities must now serve all 

victims.  More burdensome from a fiancial standpoint, the duration of their obligation has been 

lengthened from 15 days to 60 days (Government of Colombia, 2010).  While this obviously 

provides an increasingly realistic picture of the time period during which IDPs need an elevated 

level of support, it is also financially unrealisic as it must be supported by a stagnant local tax 

base (L, 2012).   

Additionally, implementation capacity is hampered by corruption (Romero, 2000; B, 

2011).  The International Crisis Group cited the “pervasive problem of corruption, impunity, and 

criminal influence in politics and government” (2010) while a Brookings report described the 

“misallocation of funds intended to benefit IDPs” (2011).  While corruption is a problem 

throughout all levels of the Colombian government, as evidenced by the parapolitics (Cepeda & 

Rojas, 2009) and false positives (McDermott, 2008) scandals mentioned earlier, accountability 
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for corruption at the local level is much rarer than at the national level.  Particularly given armed 

actors’ participation in and control of local politics, even when citizens are aware of corruption, 

they are unlikely to have safe venues through which to challenge it.  The combination of low 

capacity and inadequate resources at the local level, both exacerbated by corruption, present 

significant challenges to implementation since the majority of service delivery happens at this 

level.   

While many of the factors that shape the capacity of the municipal and departmental 

governments in Colombia are resistant to change, there is some potential for progress.  One 

relatively easy step, which dovetails with recommendations above concerning the challenges to 

IDP registration in the RUPD, is to create a streamlined process through which contact 

information of people who are already registered can be updated.  While the challenges 

associated with the highly mobile nature of the IDP population cannot be entirely overcome, this 

process improvement would make the RUPD more useful, and save time for over-burdened 

under-resourced staff at the municipal level. Additionally, it could create a positive feedback 

effect.  If the contact information in the RUPD is more likely to be correct, implementing staff 

are more likely to use it, further incentivizing registration for people who are newly displaced or 

who were inappropriately rejected from the registry in the past.   

 

6. Discretion/behavior of frontline staff 
The bottom-up approach within the implementation literature focuses on the discretionary 

decision-making power of the frontline staff (Lipsky, 1980).  Lipsky writes that “the decisions of 

street level bureaucrats, the routines they establish, the devices they invent to cope with 

uncertainties and work pressures, effectively become the public policies they carry out” (Lipsky, 

1980, p. xiii).  In this understanding, the final word on the implementation of IDP public policy 

does not come from decision-makers in Bogotá.  Rather, it is found in the “crowded offices and 

daily encounters” of frontline staff who interact face-to-face with IDPs (Lipsky, 1980, p. xiii).     

Within public policy, the attempt has long been to minimize discretion at this level 

through the standardization of processes and robust monitoring schemes.  Despite this history, 

scholars are increasingly questioning whether the space for careful judgments and adjustments 

by frontline staff should be reduced.  May (2003), a forceful advocate of the benefit of this space, 
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writes that “modifications of policies during implementation to reflect particular circumstances 

are desirable adaptations that add value to policy intentions.”  

Regardless of whether frontline staff discretion has a positive impact or not, the literature 

notes several characteristics that make it more or less likely that significant discretion will be 

exercised.  First, information asymmetries between staff and clients or target population create 

an opportunity for uneven application of the policy (Brehm & Gates, 1999; Winter, 2000; Moe, 

1984).  Similarly, very visible actions like the number of people served are more sensitive to 

policymaker preference than less visible actions such as how strictly eligibility criteria are 

applied (Winter, 2003).   

One of the easiest places to see the influence of frontline staff is in the registration for the 

RUPD.  Unless IDPs are registered in the RUPD, they are excluded from the majority of 

government services.  Therefore, for IDPs, the registration process is a relatively high-stakes 

encounter.  However, as evidenced by the survey data around under-registration, approximately 

44% of non-registered IDPs did not know how to register.  From this, we know that information 

within the IDP community about the RUPD, the registration processes, and IDP rights is likely 

limited, and can extrapolate that a significant percentage of those who were able to register had a 

low level of information about the process while they were registering, resulting in the 

information asymmetries between staff and clients identified within the literature as leading to 

significant frontline staff discretion.  Similarly, the process of registration is non-standardized, 

especially in the rural areas (recall the example a frontline worker taking hand-writing 

declarations outside his home after recent displacements in the Chocó).  This lack of 

standardization creates even more space for frontline worker discretion.       

Unfortunately, there is no evidence that most frontline workers are using this discretion to 

adapt national policies to the local context for the benefit of IDPs.  On the contrary, while there 

is a lot of commitment at the national level, there are fewer signals of such support at the 

departmental and municipal levels.  For example, in Tumaco, a family tried to register their 

children for school, but were turned away and told that there were no available spots left in the 

school.  Troubled by this violation of a governmental guarantee for IDPs, a staff person at an 

international NGO met with the Departmental Education Secretary, who assured her that there 

were plenty of seats open (L, 2012).  Similarly, the majority of IDPs interviewed in another 

study reported that hospitals and clinics would not serve them even though healthcare for IDPs is 
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supposed to be fully reimbursed by the state.  This was confirmed by testimony from a Médecins 

san Frontières doctor who reported having to intervene personally in order for medical facilitates 

in her area to see even the most serious cases (Van Hear & McDowell, 2006, p. 90).  One 

interviewee from a Colombian NGO referred to this phenomenon as “institutional laziness,” 

explaining that many government workers view IDPs as a difficult population to deal with and 

accordingly, in the absence of meaningful consequences, find it easier to simply deny them 

access (L, 2012).         

Formalization is one strategy to improve frontline implementation (Lipsky, 1980).  

However, there is significant risk that increased formalization transforms into nothing more than 

increased paperwork.  The Constitutional Court, for example, has already seen that the 

formalization of lines of accountability can have negative consequences.  In response to Sentence 

025 of 2004, several governmental authorities were obligated to provide periodic progress 

reports to the Court.  When they received over twenty thousand pages of poorly organized 

information, the Court expressed concern that these authorities were overly focused on the “mere 

elaboration of these reports” (Cepeda-Espinosa, 2009, pp. 41-42).  In response, the Court wisely 

developed a short common report which all government entities must now use, a strategy that 

relied on standardization, rather than formalization. 

An increase in external monitoring is another strategy that could improve frontline 

implementation (Ingram, 1990; Bardach, 1977).  In this respect, the Follow-up Commission has 

also supported better implementation.  Through a series of three national surveys, the Follow-up 

Commission has tracked progress on implementation since the Constitutional Court declared that 

there was an unconstitutional state of affairs regarding IDPs in Colombia.  Although the national 

survey does not provide accountability for individual staff people or even municipalities, some of 

the information is broken down by department, and departments with particularly poor levels of 

coverage have received significant negative attention from President Santos’ Administration as 

well as the Constitutional Court.       

However, in addition to the lack of targeted accountability from the top–down is the lack 

of learning from the bottom-up. While there are currently feedback loops in place at the national 

level (via reports to the Constitutional Court from each relevant government agency) and the 

individual level (via the tutela, even if they are reactive) there is no feedback loop at the meso-

level through which policy-makers in Bogotá could receive information about where the 
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breakdown in implementation is happening.  Rather than seeking to limit frontline staff 

discretion by external monitoring (difficult because of the security situation) or formalization 

(which has a tendency to lead to increased paperwork but few other results), a culture of 

harvesting learning from the frontline and using it to inform future policy changes and 

Constitutional Court rulings would prove more useful.  

Although effective implementation by frontline staff might not be sufficient to ensure full 

and faithful implementation of the IDP policy regime, it is undoubtedly an element that is 

required.  As frontline workers are often the only people within the implementation structure 

which whom individual IDPs have contact, their reality is shaped by the quality of that 

interaction.  For this reason, the degree to which frontline workers have discretion, and how they 

choose to use the discretion they have, has a disproportionate impact on the implementation of 

policy.      

 

IX. Implementation Recommendations 
Some of the variables explored constitute the societal context in which the 

implementation of IDP policy is taking place.  While the end of the armed conflict, or a decrease 

in the stigmatization of IDPs, would certainly improve implementation prospects, these changes 

are not likely to happen in the near future.  Therefore, variables such as the intractability of the 

problem, characteristics of the IDP population, aspirational policy-making, and security and 

geographic coverage provide the environment for useful recommendations.  Other more 

actionable variables, however, provide some insight into how full and faithful implementation of 

the existing policy regime might be achieved.  Table 3 below matches each of these actionable 

variables with accompanying recommendations, providing some additional information about the 

actor to which the recommendation is directed, as well as how the recommendation might be 

enacted. 

Table 3: Recommendations   

Variable Recommendation Who How 
Degree to which 
IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

Mandate that departmental 
governments include 
department-level IDP 
coalitions in decision-
making about 
implementation. 

Constitutional 
Court 
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Degree to which 
IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

Create an accountability 
mechanism to track 
progress and compliance, 
potentially by adapting the 
standardized form already 
used for national agencies. 

Constitutional 
Court 

Adapt the standardized 
form already used for 
reporting from national 
agencies. 

Degree to which 
IDPs and their 
advocates are 
empowered 

PRIORITY: Continue to 
improve the protection of 
IDP advocates and leaders 
under threat of physical 
violence 

Government 
of Colombia 

 

Consequences of 
venue or actor 
choice 

Pursue electoral and 
legislative strategies to 
improve both policy and 
implementation (when 
there are safe spaces within 
which to do this).   

IDP leaders 
and advocates 

Start developing electoral 
strategy and expertise in 
areas with lower levels of 
election violence.   
Start by pressuring existing 
candidates, rather than 
trying to field IDP 
candidates. 

Consequences of 
venue or actor 
choice 

Maintain close and positive 
relationship with the 
Constitutional Court 

IDP leaders 
and advocates 

 

Challenges to IDP 
Registration 

PRIORITY: Invest in 
community education and 
informal communication 
systems to address 
systemic under-
registration.   

Acción 
Social/ 
Department 
of Social 
Prosperity 

Collaborate with IDP 
associations focusing on 
organically emerging 
coalitions at the 
departmental level. 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Explicitly use exchange to 
induce better cooperation 
between implementing 
actors 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Consider financial 
incentives, transfers of 
technical skill or 
information, and/or the 
allowance of additional 
discretion.   
Include these exchanges in 
MOUs, contracts, or other 
working agreements.   

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
sequential relationships 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Develop mechanisms to 
“pass” individual IDP 
households between 
implementers, potentially 
through a shared database 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
reciprocal relationships 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Develop mechanisms to 
provide feedback about the 
“downstream” quality of 
work for implementers, 
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potentially through a 
shared database. 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Recognize and support 
pooled interdependence, 
especially in urban areas 

All 
implementing 
actors 

Explain the benefit of this 
strategy to funders; avoid 
destructive competition 
between organizations. 

Horizontal and 
vertical complexity 

Encourage understanding 
of and appropriate response 
to sequential, reciprocal 
and pooled 
interdependence among 
implementers.   

Funders Require that sequential, 
reciprocal or pooled 
interdependence language 
be used in narrative section 
of grant applications 
Give priority to joint grant 
applications that create 
structures to support these 
relationships 

Implementing 
agency 
competence, skill, 
and resources 

Create a streamlined 
process through which 
contact information of 
people who are already 
registered can be updated. 

Funders Consider allowing frontline 
staff, including non-
governmental staff, to 
make these updates.   
Create a process through 
which IDPs can submit 
these updates themselves 

Discretion/behavior 
of frontline staff 

Harvest learning from the 
frontline and use it to 
inform future policy 
changes and Constitutional 
Court rulings 

Start with 
Constitutional 
Court, 
eventually 
Acción 
Social/ DPS 

Create a feedback loop 
through which frontline 
and field staff can submit 
feedback about 
implementation. 

 

 

X. Research Recommendations  
Of course, further research of implementation within the Global South will be important 

to develop the field.  In addition to correcting the geographic bias of implementation studies 

more broadly, it is only within the context of a robust understanding of how other 

implementation efforts in Colombia and elsewhere in Latin America have succeeded or failed 

that we could begin to understand what, if anything, makes the case of IDP policy 

implementation unique.   

Further research at the level of frontline staff is also needed, as that is where the data are 

thinnest.  Given the serious threats to physical security that many IDP advocates and human 

rights defenders face, building rapport and getting honest feedback will be an ongoing research 
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challenge.  Additionally, even frontline staff who are not subject to targeted physical threats live 

and work in the midst of an ongoing armed conflict.  The dynamics identified in the 

security/geographic coverage variable above that challenge full implementation will also 

challenge researcher access.   

Further research is also needed to better understand what happens within Colombian 

bureaucracies, as the interviewees for this study were weighted toward NGO staff, community 

leaders, and public academics.  As the government of Colombia remains the most important 

implementer of IDP policy, a better understanding of the variables that affect implementation by 

government workers specifically are likely to be a fruitful area for targeted change.       

Finally, greater effort must be made to make research accessible to policymakers, 

bureaucrats, and staff at international and domestic NGOs.  As Weiss and Korn remind us, while 

scholars often identify and explore lessons learned, these lessons are usually identified by people 

who do not have the power to make decisions differently (Korn, 2006, p. 144).  It is only when 

these lessons are communicated back to the people who wield power within the implementation 

context, by either setting parameters as policymakers or using discretion as implementers, that 

they hold value.  While the instinct is sometimes to provide research to those at this top of that 

list, namely policymakers making highly visible decisions, recommendations about 

implementation are more suited to the meso-level implementers themselves.  Policymakers, 

through the ways in which they structure policies, can constrain and roughly direct 

implementation, but most of the details are worked out within government agencies.   Few of the 

recommendations below could be put into practice by any single actor in a meaningful way, but 

the conversation about many could be initiated by a single implementing actor.    

 

XI. Conclusion 
 These recommendations only scratch the surface of truly improving the implementation 

of IDP policy in Colombia.  Greater interaction with frontline workers and better insight into 

mid-level Colombian bureaucracy are necessary elaborations.  However, implementation studies 

are entirely absent from the Colombian academic literature, and implementation studies that 

include contexts in the Global South are sparse in the English-language literature.  For this 

reason, this study is a first step toward understanding why the gap between Colombian policy 

and implementation is so large, and how that gap might be narrowed in the future.     
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XII. Glossary 
 

Acronym English (if applicable) Spanish (if applicable) 

AUC United Self-defense Forces of Colombia  Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia 
BCI illegal criminal bands  bandas criminales 

CIAT Inter-Agency Early Warning Committee 
Comité Interinstitucional de Alertas 
Tempranas 

CNAIPD 

National Council for Comprehensive 
Assistance to the Population Displaced by 
Violence  

Consejo Nacional de Atención Integral a 
la Población Desplazada 

CODHES 
Consultancy on Human Rights and 
Displacement  

Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos y 
el Desplazamiento 

DPS Department of Social Prosperity Departamento de Prosperidad Social 

ELN National Liberation Army of Colombia 
Ejército de Liberación Nacional de 
Colombia 

FARC Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia  
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia 

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross -- 
IDP internally displaced person(s) -- 
NGO non-governmental organization -- 
PIU Unified Comprehensive Plans Planes Integrales Únicos 

PRM 

Bureau of Population, Refugees and 
Migration (within U.S. Department of 
State) -- 

RSS Social Solidarity Network Red de Solidaridad Social 

RUPD 
Unified Registry of the Displaced 
Population Registro Único de Población Desplazada 

RUT Unified Tax Registry 
SAT 

Registro Único Tributario 
Early Earning System Sistema de Alerta Temprana 

SISDES 
Information System about Forced 
Displacement and Human Rights 

Sistema de Información 
sobre Desplazamiento

SNAIPD 

 Forzado y 
Derechos Humanos 

National System for Integrated Attention 
to the Displaced Population 

Sistema Nacional de Atención Integral a 
la Población Desplazada 

USAID 
U.S. Agency of International 
Development -- 

 

 

 



64 
 

XIII. Bibliography 
A. (2011, June 10). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Acción Social. (2011). Boletín de Prevención: Observatorio Nacional de Desplazamiento Forzado.  
Acemoglu, D., Robinson, J. A., & Santos, R. (2009). The Monopoly of Violence: Evidence from Colombia. 

NBER Working Paper No. 15578, 1-67. 
B. (2011, June 22). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Bardach, E. (1977). The Implementation Game: What Happens After a Bill Becomes a Law. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press. 
Brehm, J., & Gates, S. (1999). Working, Shirking and Sabotage: Bureaucratic Response to a Democractic 

Public. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 
Brookings Institution-LSE. (2011). From Responsibility to Response: Assessing National Approaches to 

Internal Displacement. Brookings Institution-London School of Economics Project on Internal 
Displacement. 

C. (2011, June 22). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Carpenter, D. (2010). Institutional Strangulation: Bureaucratic Politics and Financial Reform in the 

Obama Administration. Perspectives on Politics, 825-846. 
Carr, S. (2009). From Theory to Practice: National and Regional Application of the Guiding Principles. 

International Journal of Refugee Law, 34-47. 
Cepeda, I., & Rojas, J. (2009). A las puertas de El Uberrimo. Barcelona, Spain: Random House Mondadori. 
Cepeda-Espinosa, M. J. (2006). How far may Colombia’s Constitutional Court go to protect IDP rights? 

Forced Migration Review, 21-23. 
Cepeda-Espinosa, M. J. (2009). The Constitutional Protection of IDPs in Colombia. In R. Arango 

Rivadeneira, Judicial Protection of Internally Displaced Persons: the Colombian Experience. The 
Brookings Institution-University of Bern Project on Internal Displacement. 

CODHES. (2011, November 2). Programa de apoyo a la consolidación de los derechos de las víctimas. 
Retrieved from codhes.org: 
http://www.codhes.org/images/stories/pdf/comunicado%20ley%20de%20victimas.pdf 

Cohen, R., & Deng, F. (1998). Masses in Flight: The Global Crisis of Internal Displacement. Washington, 
DC: The Brookings Institution. 

Comisión Colombiana de Juristas. (2010). Informe Alternativo al Sexto Informe Periódico Presentado por 
el Estado de Colombia al Comité de Derechos Humanos.  

Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre el Desplazamiento Forzado. (2010). III Encuesta 
Nacional de Verificación de los Derechos de la Población Desplazada.  

Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social. (2005). 3400: Metas y Priorización de Recursos 
Presupuestales para Atender a la Población Desplazada por la Violencia en Colombia. Bogotá: 
Government of Colombia. 

Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris. (2011). Parapolíticos, influencia en la Costa. Bogotá: Corporación Nuevo 
Arco Iris. 

D. (2011, June 24). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Departamento Para la Prosperidad Social. (2011, November 30). Estadísticas de la población desplazada. 

Retrieved February 20, 2012, from Unidad de Atención a Víctimas: 
http://www.dps.gov.co/contenido/contenido.aspx?catID=295&conID=556 

Dexter, L. A. (1981). Undesigned Consequences of Purposive Legislative Action: Alternatives to 
Implementation. Journal of Public Policy, 413-431. 

E. (2011, June 24). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
El Espectador. (2011, December 20). Santos firma decreto de Ley de Víctimas. El Espectador. 
El Espectador. (2012, March 2). Advierten que ejércitos anti-restitución están en 400 municipios. El 

Espectador. 



65 
 

El Espectador. (2012, February 14). Exsubdirector del DAS instigó asesinato de Piedad Córdoba: 'Don 
Berna'. El Espectador. 

El Espectador. (2012, March 8). Gobierno protege a líderes de desplazados frente a 'ejércitos anti-
restitución'. El Espectador. 

El Espectador. (2012, April 24). Reanudan juicio contra exdirector (e) de Inteligencia del DAS por 
'chuzadas'. El Espectador. 

Elhawary, S. (2010). Security for whom? Stabilisation and civilian protection in Colombia. Disasters, 388-
405. 

Elmore, R. F. (1980). Backward Mapping: Implementation Research and Policy Decisions. Political Science 
Quarterly, 601-616. 

Fernández, A., & Vidal, R. (2003). Colombia: the end of displacement or the end of attention? Forced 
Migration Review, 28-29. 

Ferris, E. (2010). The Role of Municipal Actors. Forced Migration Review, 39. 
Fixsen, D., Naoom, S., Blase, K., Friedman, R., & Wallace, F. (2005). Implementation research: A synthesis 

of the literature. National Implementation Research Network, Louis de la Parte Florida Mental 
Health Institute, University of South Florida. Tampa: FMHI. 

Forero, J. (2007, February 17). Scandal in Colombia Raises Skepticism on Capitol Hill. Washington Post 
Foreign Service, p. A28. 

G. (2011, July 1). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Gage, R. W., & Mandell, M. P. (1990). Strategies for Managing Intergovernmental Policies and Networks. 

New York: Praeger. 
Garavito, C. R., & Franco, D. R. (2010). Cortes y Cambio Social: Cómo la Corte Constitucional transformó 

el desplazamiento forzado en Colombia. Bogotá: DeJusticia. 
Government of Colombia. (1998). Decree 172. 
Government of Colombia. (2005, July 25). Ley de Justicia y Paz/Ley 975 de 2005. 
Government of Colombia. (2010, June 10). Ley 1448/Ley de Victimas. 
Grupo de Invsetigación Sujetos y Acciones Colectivas. (2008). Acciones Colectivas y Constitución de 

Sujetos Sociales y Políticos: Estudio sobre organizaciones de personas en situación de 
desplazamiento en sectores populares de la ciudad de Cali. Cali: Universidad de Valle . 

Gutiérrez Sanín, F. T. (2007). Violent Liberalism? State, Conflict and Political Regime in Colombia, 1930–
2006: An Analytical narrative on State-making. London: Crisis States Research Centre, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 

Gwynne, R. N., & Kay, C. (2000). Views from the periphery: futures of neoliberalism in Latin America. 
Third World Quarterly, 141-156. 

H. (2011, July 5). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Hull, C., & Hjern, B. (1987). Helping smallfirms grow: An implementation approach. London: Croom Helm. 
Human Rights Watch. (2011). World Report 2011: Colombia . New York: Human Rights Watch. 
I. (2011, July 6). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Ibáñez, A. M. (2008). El Desplazamiento Forzoso en Colombia: un Camino sin Retorno Hacia la Pobreza. 

Bogotá: Universidad de los Andes. 
Ibáñez, A. M. (2008). Public Policies to Assist Internally Displaced Persons: The Role of Municipal 

Authorities. The Brookings-Bern Project on Internal Displacement. 
Ibáñez, A. M., & Velásquez, A. (2008). El impacto del desplazamiento forzoso en Colombia: condiciones 

socioeconómicas de la población desplazada, vinculación a los mercados laborales y políticas 
públicas. Informe final presentado a la CEPAL, Bogotá. 

Ibáñez, A. M., & Velásquez, A. (2009). Identifying Victims of Civil Conflicts: An Evaluation of Forced 
Displaced Households in Colombia. Journal of Peace Research, 431-451. 



66 
 

Ingram, H. (1990). Implementation: A Review and Suggested Framework. In N. Lynn, & A. Wildavsky, 
Public Administration: The State of the Discipline (pp. 462-480). Chatham, NJ: Chatham House. 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2009). Colombia: National Policy and Response. Geneva: 
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2010). Colombia: Government response improves but still 
fails to meet needs of growing IDP population. Geneva. 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2011). Colombia: Improved government response yet to have 
impact for IDPs.  

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2011). Colombia: Property restitution in sight but integration 
still distant.  

International Committee of the Red Cross. (2012). The ICRC in Colombia. Retrieved April 1, 2012, from 
ICRC: http://www.icrc.org/eng/where-we-work/americas/colombia/index.jsp 

International Crisis Group. (2003). Colombia: President Uribe's Democratic Security Policy. Latin America 
Report N°6, 1-34. 

International Crisis Group. (2009). The Virtuous Twins: Protecting Human Rights and Improving Security 
in Colombia. Bogotá and Brussels: International Crisis Group. 

International Crisis Group. (2010). Colombia: President Santos' Conflict Resolution Opportunity. 
Bogotá/Brussels: Latin America Report 34. 

J. (2011, July 7). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
K. (2011, July 7). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Kay, C. (2007). Land, Conflict, and Violence in Latin America. Peace Review, 5-14. 
Koppenjan, J., & Klijn, E.-H. (2004). Managing Uncertainties in Networks: A Network Approach to 

Problem Solving and Decision Making. London: Routledge. 
Korn, T. W. (2006). Internal Displacement: conceptualization and its consequences. New York: Routledge. 
L. (2012, March 26). Personal Interview. (M. Small, Interviewer) 
Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Services. New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation. 
Martin, S., Fagen, P. W., Jorgensen, K., Mann-Bondat, L., & Schoenholtz, a. A. (2005). The Uprooted: 

Improving Humanitarian Responses to Forced Migration. Oxford: Lexington Books. 
Matland, R. E. (1995). Synthesizing the Implementation Literature: The Ambiguity-Conflict Model of 

Policy Implementation. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 145-174. 
May, P. J. (2003). Policy Design and Implementation. In B. G. Peters, & J. Pierre, Handbook of Public 

Administration (pp. 224-234). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
Mazmanian, D., & Sabatier, P. (1989). Implementation and Public Policy. Lanham, London, New York: 

University Press of America, Inc. 
McDermott, J. (2008, October 25). Colombian 'killings' shake army . BBC News. 
McDermott, J. (2009, May 7). Toxic fallout of Colombian scandal . BBC News. 
Meertens, D. (2001). The Nostalgic Future: Terror, Displacement, and Gender in Colombia. In C. Moser, 

& F. Clark, Victims, Actors or Perpetrators? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Violence (pp. 
133-148). London: Zed Books. 

Meertens, D. (2002). Colombia: Internally Displaced Persons and the Conditions for Socio-Economic 
Reintegration. The Netherlands and Colombia: UNHCR Emergency and Security Service. 

Meier, K. J. (1999). Are We Sure Lasswell Did It This Way? Lester, Goggin and Implementation Research. 
Policy Currents, 5-8. 

Metz, A. J., Blase, K., & Bowie, L. (2007). Implementing Evidence-based Practices: Six "Drivers" of Success. 
Child Trends: Research to Results Brief, 1-8. 

Misión de Observación Electoral. (2011). El fraude de los políticos y la violencia de los ilegales son las 
principales amenazas. Bogotá: Misión de Observación Electoral. 



67 
 

Moe, T. M. (1984). The New Economics of Organization. American Journal of Political Science, 739-777. 
Moe, T. M. (1989). The Politics of Bureaucratic Structure. In J. E. Chubb, & P. E. Peterson, Can the 

Government Govern? Washington D.C. : Brookings Institution. 
Mooney, E. (2005). The Concept of Internal Displacement and the Case for Internally Displaced Persons 

as a Category of Concern. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 9-26. 
Observatorio de Discriminación Racial. (2009). La discriminación racial en Colombia: Informe ante el 

Comité para la Eliminación de la Discriminación Racial. Bogotá: Observatorio de Discriminación 
Racial. 

OCHA. (2011). Humanitarian Bulletin.  
O'Toole, L. J. (2000). Research on Policy Implementation: Assessment and Prospects. Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, 263-288. 
O'Toole, L. J. (2003). Interorganizational Relations in Implementation. In B. G. Peters, & J. Pierre, 

Handbook of Public Administration (pp. 235-245). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
Pressman, J., & Wildavsky, A. (1985). Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington are 

Dashed in Oakland; Or, Why it's Amazing Federal Programs Work at All, this Being a Saga of the 
Economic Development Administration as Told by Two Sympathetic Observers Who Seek to Build 
Morals on th. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo. (2011). Colombia Rural: Razones para la Esperanza. 
Bogotá: Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo. 

Programa Somos Defensores. (2011). Beyond the Numbers: Report of the Information System on 
Aggression Against Human Rights Defenders in Colombia.  

Reyes, A. (1997). Compra de Tierras por Narcotraficantes. In F. E. Thoumi, Drogas Ilicitas en Colombia: Su 
Impacto Económico, Político, y Social . Bogotá: Editorial Ariel. 

Rittell, H. W., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning. Policy Sciences, 155-
169. 

Romero Vidal, M. (2010). Desprotección, estigmatización, y despojo: un Estado regional Depredador en 
el norte del Departamento del Chocó . In C. Churruca, & D. Meertens, Desplazamiento en 
Colombia: Prevenir, asistir, transformar, Cooperación internacional e iniciativas locales (pp. 249-
276). Bogotá: Pontificia Universidad Javeriana. 

Romero, M. (2000). Changing Identities and Contested Settings: Regional Elites and the Paramilitaries in 
Colombia. International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 51-69. 

Ryan, N. (1996). Some Advantages of an Integrated Approach to Implementation Analysis. Public 
Administration, 737-753. 

Saetren, H. (2005). Facts and Myths about Research on Public Policy Implementation: Out-of-Fashion, 
Allegedly Dead, But Still Very Much Alive and Relevant. The Policy Studies Journal, 559-582. 

Salamanca, L. J., Gómez, F. B., & Gómez, C. R. (2011). The Humanitarian Tragedy of Forced Displacement 
in Colombia. Bogotá: Comisión de seguimiento a la política pública sobre desplazamiento 
forzado. 

Santos, J. M. (2011, June 20). Entrevista del Presidente Juan Manuel Santos con Caracol Radio y Caracol 
Noticias . (D. Arizmendi, Interviewer) 

Schneider, A. L. (1982). Studying Policy Implementation : A Conceptual Framework. Evaluation Review, 
715-730. 

Sert, D. S. (2010). Internal Displacement: Return, Property, Economy. Inernational Migration, 1-18. 
Steele, A. (2011). Electing Displacement: Political Cleansing in Apartadó, Colombia. Journal of Conflict 

Resolution, 423-445. 
U.S. Department of State. (2002). Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor Country Reports on 

Human Rights Practices: Colombia. Washington DC: U.S. Department of State. 



68 
 

U.S. Department of State. (2005). Memorandum of Justification concerning Human Rights Conditions 
with Respect to Assistance for Colombian Armed Forces. Washington DC: U.S. Department of 
State. 

Van Hear, N., & McDowell, C. (2006). Catching Fire: Containing Forced Migration in a Volatile World. 
Oxford: Lexington Books. 

Van Horn, C. (1979). Policy Implementation in the Federal System. Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath. 
Wildavsky, A., & Pressman, J. (1985). Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington are 

Dashed in Oakland; Or, Why it's Amazing Federal Programs Work at All, this Being a Saga of the 
Economic Development Administration as Told by Two Sympathetic Observers Who Seek to Build 
Morals on th. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Winter. (1986). Studying the Implementation of Top-down Policy from the Bottom Up: Implementation 
of Danish Youth Imployment Policy. In R. C. Rist, Finding Work: Cross-National Perspectives on 
Employment and Training (pp. 109-138). New York: Falmer Press. 

Winter, S. (2000). Information Assymetry and Political Control of Street-level Bureaucrats: Danish Agro-
Environmental Regulation. Seattle: Paper for the Annual Meeting of the Association for Policy 
Analysis and Management . 

Winter, S. (2003). Implementation Perspectives: Status and Reconsideration. In B. G. Peters, & J. Pierre, 
Handbook of Public Administration (pp. 212-222). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

 

 

 

 


	I. Executive Summary
	II. Introduction
	III. Overview of relevant implementation theory
	What is implementation “success?” 
	A final note on the proliferation of variables

	IV. Methodology
	V. Overview of situation in Colombia 
	VI. IDP Policy History
	VII. Variables to consider: Contextual
	1. Characteristics of the IDP population
	2. Intractability of problem
	3. Aspirational policy-making 
	4. Political support
	5. Security and geographic coverage

	VIII. Variables to Consider: Actionable
	1. Degree to which IDPs and their advocates are empowered
	2. Consequences of venue or actor choice 
	3. Challenges to IDP Registration 
	4. Horizontal and vertical complexity
	5. Implementing agency competence, skill, and resources 
	6. Discretion/behavior of frontline staff

	IX. Implementation Recommendations
	X. Research Recommendations 
	XI. Conclusion
	XII. Glossary
	XIII. Bibliography

