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Foreword

Iam pleased to present this important qualitative study of poverty and
insecurity in Colombia.  Inspired by the global Voices of the Poor study,

research teams visited 10 poor Colombian communities to facilitate open
discussions on three topics: work, security, and education. The research ini-
tiative then called upon local people to develop proposals that address their
priorities. The results of this study are a welcome complement to the recent-
ly published Colombia Poverty Report. They bring to light the personal,
cultural, familial, and other social manifestations of poverty that are usual-
ly hidden behind aggregate statistics.

In the chapters that follow, people of all ages describe their efforts to
overcome often extreme disadvantages in their homes, schools, workplaces,
neighborhoods, and villages. Poor Colombians face innumerable risks to
their physical and emotional well-being, and they have painfully few op-
portunities to be productive and to gain self-respect. Many poor youths de-
scribe homes wracked with suffering and despair, and neighborhoods vir-
tually under siege by drug traders, gangs, or armed groups. Their dreams of
escaping poverty by obtaining an education are often crushed in classrooms
beset with discrimination, unmotivated teachers, and overcrowding, and in
job markets with little to offer even those with degrees. Everyone in the
community suffers when the local youths lose hope.  

Despite their many hardships, the 942 people who engaged in the
study cling fiercely to their faith in themselves, their families, and their com-
munities. They vividly describe how lack of adequate work, insecurity at
home and on the streets, and substandard schools intersect and exacerbate
one another. However, from their vantage point, public policies and devel-
opment approaches remain blind to their interlocking needs. As a correc-
tive, they want local institutions that can provide multiple, coordinated re-
sponses to problems. They challenge us to see development as a holistic
process, to understand that fixing one problem here and there is not going
to help them leave poverty behind. Poor people expect to be part of the
hard work of reorienting the way development is promoted. Indeed, they
want to get involved.

We must make a commitment to respond in practical and lasting
ways to the problems of poverty and conflict. There is little doubt that en-
larging people’s well-being and security in Colombia will require finding
more and better ways to amplify poor people’s voices and to give youths an
opportunity to regain hope. Action research such as this aspires to con-
tribute to such processes. But it is only a first step. Poor people have and
will continue to put forward many creative approaches to strengthening



x

their livelihoods, families, and communities. We must rise to their challenge
and demonstrate that we have truly understood their messages. We must
support their faith in themselves.

STEEN LAU JORGENSEN
Sector Director, Social Development Department
World Bank

Voices of the Poor in Colombia
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I would like to return, have a better economic future,
have my children at home, be able to leave them alone
and not worry that they will be in danger. [We need to
have] organization, training, and work for productive
projects . . . to be united and understand each other;
to have clear rules from the beginning; to have trust,
responsibility, and reliability; to be able to count on
having greater information on projects and programs

from the various entities so that they can exercise
community oversight.

—Aspirations expressed by various study
participants of Cazucá

Chapter 1

The Colombia Study:
Proposals for Action 



2 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

This study explores poverty from the perspectives of 942 poor women,
men, youths, and children from different regions and ethnic groups of

Colombia. The Colombian study is very much in the tradition of the global
Voices of the Poor research conducted by the World Bank in 1999; that
is, it uses a participatory approach designed to encourage local people to
analyze and discuss their problems and priorities. The Colombian initia-
tive, however, has two features that distinguish it from that earlier effort.
First, it focuses on areas of particular relevance to poverty and develop-
ment in Colombia: work and employment, violence and insecurity, and ed-
ucation and capacities. Second, the Colombia study was designed to elicit
proposals from poor people on how to make their lives more prosperous
and secure. 

The fieldwork for the study took place in 10 poor communities in
June–July 2002. The sites were selected to ensure representation of different
regions, rural and urban contexts, diverse ethnic groups, special vulnerabil-
ities, and high and low intensity of armed conflict. Research teams visited
very poor comunas that are typical of Colombian urban areas in the cities
of Barrancabermeja, Cali, Cartagena, Medellín, and Pasto. Researchers also
went to Altos de Cazucá, a periurban neighborhood of internally displaced
families on the outskirts of Bogotá (Soacha municipality); Sanquianga, an
Afro-Colombian fishing community on the Pacific coast (Nariño
Department); villages in Girón (Santander Department) and Usme (Bogotá
Department); and an Indian reserve in the northern Cauca Department.
Both the study agenda and the methodology emerged out of an inclusive
process that drew on guidance from Colombian scholars and policy experts,
civil society leaders from diverse parts of the country, government officials,
donors, and international specialists in participation. (See annex 1 for details
on the methodology and annex 2 for a general description of the sampling
criteria and communities.) 

The coming of the Alvaro Uribe administration in August 2002 and
the preparation of a new Country Assistance Strategy for Colombia in
the same year provided an auspicious moment for undertaking this study.
For both Colombia and the World Bank, the change in the country’s lead-
ership offered an opportunity to focus greater attention on Colombia’s
disturbing poverty trends and continuing civil conflicts. It was also an
opportunity to assess strategies for more effective poverty reduction and
peace building over the next four years. We hope that this study will con-
tribute to such processes by raising awareness of poor people’s views on the
causes of, and most promising solutions to, violence, unemployment, and
powerlessness. 
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Country Context

During the 1980s and early 1990s, when much of Latin America was ex-
periencing a “lost decade,” Colombia’s economic performance remained

strong and resulted in remarkable poverty reduction and social progress.
These advances, however, proved fragile.

Until 1996, Colombia enjoyed high, sustained, and very stable growth.
The general poverty rate fell from 80 percent in 1978 to 60 percent in
1995.1 During the same period, the share of Colombians living in extreme
poverty fell from 45 percent to 21 percent, while impressive gains were
achieved in primary and secondary school completion, health insurance cov-
erage, access to basic infrastructure, and life expectancy. In addition, rates of
child labor and infant mortality fell.

Much of this progress can be attributed to three decades of progressive
social policies. Colombia’s strong economic performance allowed for a dra-
matic expansion of social expenditures during the 1990s, which substantially
benefited the poor. Driven by mandates in the 1991 Constitution and a series
of related laws, public spending on social programs (involving health, educa-
tion, housing, public services, and social security) doubled between 1992 and
1997. Public expenditures for these programs increased their share of gross do-
mestic product (GDP) from 8 percent to 15 percent. Likewise, the share of over-
all public expenditure dedicated to social programs increased from 30 to 35
percent (Giugale, Lafourcade, and Luff 2003). The new constitution and ac-
companying legislation also brought major changes in the administration of
health and education services and public utilities, mainly because of the decen-
tralization of power to the departmental and municipal levels of government.

However, the most severe economic crisis to hit Colombia since the
1930s struck in the second half of the 1990s. After decades of positive and sus-
tained growth, economic activity in Colombia began to decline in 1997 and
turned negative in 1999, bringing the country’s ambitious social policy agenda
to a halt. Macroeconomic performance deteriorated significantly, growth rates
plummeted, and the unemployment rate escalated to almost 20 percent.

The poor were hardest hit. The economic collapse not only worsened
unemployment but also widened inequality and reversed the positive pover-
ty reduction trends observed since the 1970s. By 1999, among Colombia’s
41.4 million people, 64 percent (26.5 million people) lived in poverty, and
23 percent (9.5 million people) lived in extreme poverty (World Bank 2002a).
Long-standing poverty programs became overburdened. Many efforts at
peacemaking also faltered. The recession and rising violence contributed to
the deterioration of key human development indicators and left some groups
in a highly vulnerable situation, notably young children, adolescents, and in-
ternally displaced people.
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The sudden deterioration of economic and social conditions should
be understood in the context of a much longer crisis in the country’s pub-
lic and private institutions, especially with regard to the state’s governance
capacity. This is perhaps most obvious in the government’s decreasing abil-
ity over the last two decades to contain armed violence, guarantee rule of
law, and exercise justice in ever-larger portions of its territory as irregular
armed forces of guerrillas, paramilitary units, and drug groups battle for ter-
ritorial control.

It is widely agreed that drug trafficking has been one of the most
damaging factors in Colombia’s economic, social, and institutional crisis.
The growth of the drug business has intensified armed conflict by providing
a permanent source of funding to guerrilla and paramilitary groups. It is
also directly linked to the increase in homicide rates in areas of heavy traf-
ficking, to the inefficiency of the judicial system, and to increasing corrup-
tion and impunity. Eliminating the drug business will not end the country’s
poverty and armed conflict. However, most people accept that it is a neces-
sary first step toward ending the costly war and overcoming the corrosive
effect of drug money on the political and economic management of the
country (Garfield and Arboleda 2003). The Uribe administration—elected
with a clear mandate to strengthen state authority, undertake political re-
form, and fight corruption—faces numerous challenges. It must design and
implement a framework for restoring peace and improving governance
while confronting an intensified armed conflict, a social and humanitarian
crisis, and a discredited political system. But a severe fiscal deficit and mount-
ing public debt hamper the government’s capacity to work in these areas and
rebuild the economy. It is against this difficult backdrop that a large share of
the poor people who participated in this study expresses very little confidence
in their government or hope for a better future. 

Why a Participatory Approach?

The findings presented here are not representative of poverty in Colombia
in any statistical sense. Rather, qualitative and participatory methods are

valuable because they bring information to light that is gathered with the
“informants” playing an active role, as opposed to a more passive one of an-
swering a standardized set of questions with a standardized set of responses.
With the purposive selection of study communities and participants and a
more open toolbox of methods, participatory researchers forego the possibil-
ity of being able to generalize their results to wider populations. But re-
searchers gain a key advantage of remaining firmly grounded in individual
experiences and local contexts throughout the data collection and analysis.
The result is often more accurate and meaningful findings that both enrich



and broaden the understanding of poverty and provide an invaluable
complement to quantitative studies. Qualitative tools reveal important but hith-
erto unknown information hidden behind aggregate data; they show the
faces of real people and the nuances of social and cultural dimensions that
are impossible to see in statistics.

The intention of the study approach is to let poor people speak for
themselves and to use their means of organizing information and their own vo-
cabulary. To do this rigorously requires an iterative and painstaking process
of repeated crosschecking during data collection and content analysis to un-
cover important patterns and differences. The many layers of triangulation
are the nuts and bolts of rigorous qualitative research and a key means used
by qualitative analysts to minimize the impact of their preconceptions and
biases and place in the world, which can exert tremendous influence over the
“findings” they produce. Such tensions between data and analysis are no less
real in the quantitative field. Learning to grasp what we do not know or in-
tuitively understand is a very hard thing for all of us.

But the aim of this study is not just an enriched and robust data set.
Participatory poverty research has a bigger agenda: creating more in-
formed and inclusive policymaking processes. There are no sure-fire ways
to achieve this, but steps have been taken in the research design to increase
the possibility of such innovations (see annex 1). Policy officials, develop-
ment experts, and a broad cross-section of civic groups in Colombia
helped to plan the study, and some even participated in the fieldwork and
analysis.

The action proposals from this work largely complement the analyses
and recommendations of development experts. But a striking finding is the
very high consistency with which poor people call for approaches that di-
rectly support families, are managed locally by community-driven processes,
and can address problems affecting work, violence, and education in a more
integrated fashion than do current poverty-reduction programs in the coun-
try. The proposals reflect poor people’s sense that households are the critical
arenas where development problems begin, that responsive and effective local
institutions are extremely important if poor communities are to become more
prosperous, and that advances on livelihoods, security, and education will
have to be made simultaneously if any progress is to be made at all. These
points so crucial for the poor are not reflected in the analysis or recommen-
dations of most poverty reports.

Indeed, the findings suggest a different way of understanding pover-
ty in Colombia and point to new directions for action. Now the challenge
is to develop processes in which poor people can influence those in posi-
tions of power and build partnerships with them more systematically. Such
changes will be vital to reshaping local, national, and global policies and

5The Colombia Study: Proposals for Action



programs in ways that are far more responsive to the needs and aspirations
of poor Colombians.

Notes
1. The poverty line is based on an estimate of the income needed to purchase a

hypothetical “family basket of goods” (food, education, rent, and other), calculated pe-
riodically. The extreme poverty line is defined based on the cost of food as a per-
centage of the entire family basket. Households that would have to spend all their
income to obtain the food component of the basket are considered extremely poor.

6 Voices of the Poor in Colombia



Well-being is having a job. Work is the basis for
supporting the family.

—A woman from Barrancabermeja

With a job, you live happily.

—A young man from a barrio of Medellín

Chapter 2

Employment, Work, and
Opportunities
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Ajob that offers a decent and stable income—not just any job—is the
number one condition for well-being, according to both male and fe-

male participants in the study. Conversely, the absence of adequate work is
seen as the chief source of fear and despair. “Without work,” says a man
from Cazucá, on the outskirts of Bogotá, “there is nothing to eat and you
can’t educate your children. That’s why unemployment is like terrorism.
Terrorism is not only when there are weapons; it’s when you’re terrified by
the situation, and you’re terrified about not being able to resolve it.”

Work opportunities have been changing rapidly, and this change has
brought difficult transitions in family and community life. With informal
labor largely replacing formal employment, people struggle to be creative
and entrepreneurial, but say there are few rewards. Earnings have dropped
or remain consistently low. Men are reported to be deeply discouraged, re-
sorting more frequently to antisocial behavior, which in turn heightens ten-
sions in and outside the home. Women, with more work options, do what-
ever it takes to keep the household going and are in many cases becoming
their family’s principal breadwinner. Poor people also say crime and pros-
titution have become increasingly acceptable ways to make a living, espe-
cially among youths. Children and teenagers across the study communities
are reported to be leaving school to enter the labor market.

Quantitative data on unemployment corroborate many of the study’s
findings on labor trends. According to the Colombia Poverty Report
(World Bank 2002a), most of the 7.5 percent increase in the urban pover-
ty rate between 1995 and 1999 can be attributed to the loss of employment,
and the remainder to falling wages. Some members of households that lost
their breadwinner have managed to become self-employed, but at the price
of a steep drop in earnings. The rest have been left without any labor
income.1

Urban Livelihoods: Informality on the Rise

We used to earn more. Now it is difficult for employers to pay,
and the only thing left is to look for any kind of informal work
on a day-to-day basis [el rebusque]. —A former builder turned
vendor in Cartagena

Almost all of us here live by el rebusque. —A young
Afro-Colombian man from a barrio of Cali

My husband used to work at a hotel, and with the salary he
earned we were able to pay for our children’s schooling. I ex-
pected that my children would become professionals, but now
that seems very unlikely. My children’s future appears



completely bleak . . . Up until two years ago I had social secu-
rity, accident insurance, and assistance for my children, but
now I have none of that . . . Now we are really poor.
—A woman from Cartagena

For the overwhelming majority of study participants across the six poor
urban neighborhoods, formal employment is a thing of the past. Many

who are technically unemployed are in fact employed in conditions that
do not meet the requirements of law, or, much more commonly, are self-
employed as microentrepreneurs. A common feature is the informal and
insecure nature of their working lives.

With resignation and resentment, study participants commonly refer
to informal work as el rebusque or la maraña. In practice, such work en-
compasses a diverse set of activities. Across the urban communities visited,
women work as clothes washers, cooks, domestics, fruit sellers, recyclers,
hairdressers, dressmakers, child care providers, street vendors, manicurists,
street sweepers, and sex workers. Men work as day laborers in construction
and as drivers, bakers, mechanics’ assistants, mattress makers, recyclers,
vendors, informal security guards, lottery ticket sellers, gardeners, painters,
woodworkers, car guards, porters in the market, and sand diggers. Because
these activities rarely involve a contractual relationship, people commonly
report that they are paid late, less than what was agreed upon, or not at all.

Deterioration of Formal Employment

Study participants distinguish clearly between trabajo (informal self-
employment), and empleo (formal employment). They report that em-
ployment conditions have worsened over the past few years, and that it is
generally better to work for oneself in the present environment, though
self-employment is risky and difficult. Employers are cutting corners more
and more, hiring fewer people to work longer hours, while offering lower
wages and few, if any, benefits. The days of employment with full mandato-
ry benefits—“when a salary was paid with severance, vacations, insurance,
bonuses,” in the words of a Cazucá resident—are all but gone. 

When discussing the effects of the economic recession, study partici-
pants frequently point to the disappearance of valued construction jobs,
which may not have been permanent but typically offered good pay. The
construction boom of the early 1990s, fueled by an unsustainable burst of
capital inflows, budget deficits, and drug money, ended after 1995. There
are reports of job losses in many other sectors as well. According to a
Cartagena woman, “Ten years ago [the owners of a hotel] had a cleaning
staff of four; now they contract one. Before, they had a cleaning woman for
each floor; now each person has five floors to clean. Overwork!” 

9Employment, Work, and Opportunities



10 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

It has also become common practice for employers to pay so-called
“all-in” wages, which supposedly cover medical insurance. In practice, em-
ployees have to accept what is offered, even if their wages do not in fact
cover medical expenses. A 50-year-old man from Barrancabermeja, a sand
digger, is one such employee:

I will quit this job because it’s very hard. In addition, the sand dust
causes many muscle and lung ailments . . . and this job doesn’t pro-
vide any medical insurance or anything like that . . . except whatev-
er medicine the employer or workmates want to offer if one is sick.

El Rebusque: Insecure and Low Paying

There is much competition nowadays due to unemployment.
People who want work done will get three or four bids . . .
Because there are so few employment opportunities, workers
have to beg the person who is offering a job and accept what-
ever that person wants to pay. —A poor man from Medellín

The rapid growth of the informal economy in the wake of the economic cri-
sis has meant rising insecurity for poor workers (see box 1). While people ac-
knowledge some benefits of self-employment, such as greater independence,
they overwhelmingly describe the experience as harsh. Many juggle multiple
activities to eke out a living. “With the lack of employment opportunities,

Box 1. Informal Recycling in Pasto

A female youth from Pasto says: “Today you can get Col$100
[less than a nickel] for a kilo of cardboard. It’s not enough, but
we don’t have any other choice if we don’t want to die of hunger.”
With rising unemployment, the number of recyclers increased
sharply in the Pasto barrio after 1997. Now there is intense com-
petition among residents as most struggle to make a living by re-
cycling. “Recycling is the only thing that lets us buy food,” explains
a community leader. Recycling cooperatives have formed, creating
tension between those who have permits to engage in recycling
and those who do not. According to the community leader, “We
don’t have uniforms or documents, so we don’t have the right to
recycle. This is why we work at night.”



one has to change jobs constantly,” laments a woman from Pasto. Such ver-
satility is not compensated with higher earnings. Workers in the urban bar-
rios consider Col$10,000 a day (less than US$4) to be a good wage, and
Col$5,000 or less is not unusual. A woman from Medellín describes the
scramble to patch together adequate work:

People seek any means to earn a few cents: selling tamales or blood
sausages, performing housekeeping jobs by the day, selling newspapers
and handicrafts. I, for example, go out to the streets on festival days
trying to sell anything I can. But things have become much worse. It’s
terrible when you work so hard and earn less than before . . . You feel
despair, because no matter how stupid you are, you can see that some-
thing is happening and someone should take the blame for it.

A woman from Cazucá explains that her entire family must work to make
ends meet: “With my dressmaking business, I earn money to pay the rent.
My husband sells small hoses—he earns Col$3,000 a day—and one of my
sons works as a street vendor, so with that we can eat soup . . . The rest is
tightening our belts an additional notch.”

Adding to the difficulties, people say the informal economy is greatly
affected by continuing hardship in the wider economy. A woman from
Cartagena explains: “In the past, a street vendor depended upon workers [to
purchase goods] . . . There used to be magazine sellers close to Alcalis; they
also sold shoes on credit and you paid them later . . . but now a vendor
works more and earns less.” The slow economy is also reported to be putting
vital inputs for productive activities out of the reach of many vendors.

Barrio Stigma

Study participants in five of the six urban barrios in the study, as well as mi-
grant workers in the rural communities studied, report that they are often
refused work if their prospective employer finds out where they live.2 Living
in a poor barrio carries an especially severe stigma because such neighbor-
hoods are commonly thought to be populated by criminals, thieves, and sup-
porters of guerrilla or paramilitary groups. A man from a rural pocket just
outside Bogotá remarked, “They say to us, ‘Ah! You’re from there, where the
guerrillas are?’ . . . Yes, but that doesn’t mean I’m a guerrilla myself.”

It is not uncommon for those looking for work to lie about where
they live in order to secure a job. “If you’re from a place with a bad repu-
tation or from a poor neighborhood like this one, if you want to get a job
or something, you have to lie and claim you’re from someplace else,” says
a young Afro-Colombian man from Cali. Another young Cazucá man re-
ports that his barrio has a long history of exclusion:
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Although our barrio is surrounded by industries, we have no access
to jobs there because our neighborhood is stigmatized. It has been
this way from the time it was founded, when it was considered a
zona roja [conflict zone], until today, when it’s also seen as a center
of crime.

The Strain of Changing Gender Roles

When there is no work, we have to go hungry or sell anything
we can on the streets—empanadas or anything else. Men feel
ashamed of selling food on the streets, but women have no
problem with it. —A woman from Barrancabermeja

Let’s face reality . . . Nowadays many of our wives have taken on
the role of household providers, and we men have been forced
to assume their domestic roles . . . which means that we have
to stay at home doing women’s work. —A man from Cazucá

Women in the study’s six urban neighborhoods are increasingly working
outside their homes. Participants say the shift was an inevitable result of
men losing the formal employment they once enjoyed, increasing the need
for women to contribute financially. It is also the case that there is more
work available in activities that have traditionally been the preserve of
women, such as domestic work, washing, cooking, waiting tables, and sell-
ing food on the street or in markets. In some cases household roles are being
reversed, and both men and women are finding it a difficult adjustment.

A woman from Cazucá explains female advantages in the labor mar-
ket: “We are hired faster . . . A man doesn’t wash clothes or take care of
children, much less work as a maid or something like that.” According to
a Cartagena woman, “Men can’t stand for the neighbors to know they are
unemployed, much less see them begging . . . I on the other hand do what-
ever I need to do; I’ve even had to beg in the street. My husband considers
that repugnant and prefers to sit at home.”

With these changes, daycare for the young children of working moth-
ers has become a pressing need (see box 2). And though more and more
women earn incomes, their economic and social status is changing more
slowly: women continue to earn less than men who remain employed, and
they still shoulder a far larger share of household responsibilities. In Cali,
for example, a discussion group reported that the average weekly income
for men who work is Col$70,000 (US$25), and for women, Col$40,000
(US$14). Moreover, as explored in the next chapter, loss of employment for



Box 2. An Urgent Need for Daycare

Poor women throughout the neighborhoods visited say that
daycare is an especially important issue. Forced to spend much
of the day or night earning income outside the home, women
seek assistance from the state to help keep their children off the
streets. In particular, they plead for expanded services from the
ICBF, the Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar
(Colombian Family Welfare Institute). This demand is a con-
stant in the study, cutting across discussions of work, violence,
and education. Single mothers in several of the communities call
for the creation of family centers, including nurseries, or simply
for expanded coverage of the ICBF daycare centers known as
hogares comunitarias. These centers are typically residences run
on behalf of nearby families by women known as madres co-
munitarias. Without such support, mothers say, they go to work
fearful that their unsupervised children will pick up bad habits
on the street or fall prey to abuse at home. 

men and changing roles are viewed as major sources of tension in the
household, and there are widespread reports of rising drug and alcohol
abuse and domestic violence by men.

Given male unemployment, significant gender inequities, domestic
abuse, and violence on the streets, it is not surprising that study participants
report a growing number of female-headed households in their communi-
ties, especially in Medellín, Cali, and Cartagena. These households are de-
scribed as extremely poor and insecure. A woman from Cartagena sums up
the plight of many: “The man left, was killed, was displaced, or went off
with another woman . . . The woman has to struggle on alone.”

Gender changes in the labor force are also reflected in quantitative
studies of labor and socioeconomic trends. Most of the jobs available to
women have been in middle- to low-skill occupations, which pay poorly.
Women’s increasing numbers in the workforce seem to be the result of their
replacing male workers in low-paid jobs. In addition, surveys find that
women who are heads of household, separated, or divorced have great dif-
ficulties finding work and tend to be poor. The differential between men’s
and women’s earnings has narrowed, however, with women’s rising educa-
tion and decreased fertility (World Bank 2002a).
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The World of Rural Work

Well-being is having a house and a plot of land to cultivate so
our children don’t wind up on the street.
—Cauca community leader

Since we don’t own the land, anything we want to do must be
authorized by the landlord. Each landlord has up to 400 tenants
under his charge, but landlords visit the village area only twice
a month, to collect rent.
—A 45-year-old man from Girón

In the rural communities studied, possession of sufficient land to earn a liv-
ing is the foremost aspiration. There are many obstacles to land owner-

ship, however. Some villages are struggling with land scarcity as populations
grow; others face tenure problems and highly unequal relations with distant
landlords. Poor rural areas are also disadvantaged by weak access to mar-
kets, environmental decline, and long-standing ethnic and gender inequities.

Issues Around Land

Problems related to land scarcity or insecure tenure are concerns in all four
rural communities studied. People in a rural hamlet in Girón are sharecrop-
pers, who do not own the land they cultivate and depend on a small num-
ber of large landowners for their access to land, agricultural inputs, and
markets for their crops. Their pressing desire is to become landowners them-
selves. As discussion group participants attest, “Having one’s own land, that
is well-being . . . Our dream is to have property, to leave it to our children
so that they are not forced to work the land of others all their lives.”

In sharecropping communities, farmers report that they must ask
permission from their largely absent landlords to make improvements to
their dwellings, plant fruit trees for home consumption, or even build a la-
trine. (“The owner doesn’t live here, so she is not interested in building a
latrine,” reports a 33-year-old father.) Neither are farmers allowed to breed
cattle or fish without express permission from the landowner. Residents
also assert that owners impose “unreasonable” restrictions on their access
to water. Such a quasi-feudal arrangement is typical of rural communities
in much of Colombia. Many sharecroppers want to purchase land of their
own, but the prime agricultural land they cultivate is not for sale, nor is it
in the interest of the owners to sell it.

In the indigenous community in Cauca, community lands have be-
come extremely scarce due to population growth, and many young people



are forced to migrate to earn a living. Most farmers in Usme own the land
they work. But family landholdings traditionally are partitioned and passed
on to multiple offspring through inheritance. As a result, many plots are be-
coming too small to support a family. This process, known as minifun-
dización, is forcing the young to migrate to the city or live on their parents’
farm and work as landless laborers. A farmer from Usme explains:

The farms are small. They don’t have the capacity to support the
whole family. If we plant one arroba, it is not enough. The land-
owners have one or at most two acres. A few people have farms of
up to 50 acres, but they divide them among 10 children. Only about
three or four people have large landholdings. The largest owner has
300 acres.

Marketing: The Missing Link

In all the rural communities studied, difficult marketing conditions are
identified as a key obstacle to well-being. Several proposals formulated by
study participants focus on improving the position of producers in their ne-
gotiations with traders, and helping them bring high-quality produce to
market, without intermediaries, when prices are high.

In Usme, farmers express anger at their continuing dependence on
truckers who pay well below market prices for a load of potatoes. The age-
old dilemma facing farmers—that a good harvest usually means lower
prices—is also mentioned. But still more detrimental, say farmers, is the fact
that cheap imports keep prices down. According to a farmer from Usme,
“Potato prices have been stuck at the same level for 20 years. The farmer is
losing money as a result. Day by day, he grows poorer, but the farmer con-
tinues planting because he says, ‘I will see if I get it back.’ Lies!”

Sharecroppers in Girón report that they would prefer to organize
their own marketing strategies. But they fear that bankers and input sup-
pliers, with the support of large landowners, would likely make it very dif-
ficult for them to obtain the financing and inputs they need to produce and
market bumper harvests.

Environmental Degradation

In the 1970s we used to take in four tons of fish in two boats.
Now we take in just half a ton, and this resource is still
dwindling. —A poor Sanquianga fisherman

In three of the four rural communities studied, as well as in Cartagena, where
fishing is also a means of earning a livelihood, environmental degradation
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due to overfishing, soil exhaustion, and chemical contamination of natural
resources is endangering livelihoods and intensifying poverty.

Residents of Sanquianga on the Pacific Coast derive about 90 percent
of their income from fishing and shellfish harvesting. However, since the
late 1970s both fish stocks and earnings have been falling steadily as a re-
sult of natural disasters, contamination from shipping and oil spills, and
overharvesting by the community’s growing population. In table 1, adults
in Sanquianga graphically depict the relationship between these factors and
the community’s declining natural resources. Residents say that there is
strong environmental awareness in the face of the declining stocks, but il-
legal use of dragnets, dynamite, and other “high-tech” practices continues.
Study participants report that some conservation measures are in place,
such as training from Sanquianga National Park officials, monitoring each
other’s catch, and constructing a community refuse treatment system to re-
duce pollution. Nevertheless, there is an urgent need to identify other in-
come sources for the community’s growing number of very poor people.

Table 1. Nature under Pressure in Sanquianga

Source: Discussion group of women and men in Sanquianga.
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In some parts of the country, marine pollution is making fish unsafe
to eat. In the Cartagena barrio, residents report that they can no longer fish
to supplement their family’s food or income. “Now fishing is forbidden in
the bay because some biologists made a study and concluded the water is
polluted . . . Sometimes the fish tastes of gas, but people eat it anyway.”

Likewise, on land, the intensive application of chemical fertilizers,
herbicides, and pesticides is having a profound effect on farmers’ lives in the
sharecropping community of Girón and in the Cauca indigenous commu-
nity. Farmers are aware of the health hazards involved in working with
agrochemicals, and some in the study report bouts of nausea and
headaches. People consider organic production to be a way of avoiding
these risks, but they fear that yields will be too low to repay their debts. A
farmer explains:

Tomato crops should be sprayed continuously to avoid diseases and
to control freezing . . . It’s also necessary to apply chemical fertilizers
every 10 or 12 days during a two-month period . . . The most expen-
sive item is [pesticide/insecticide], but if you don’t spray you don’t get
crops . . . The agronomist is married to Bayer, so he comes here pro-
moting the poison . . . The manufacturers are making money off it.

Agrochemical costs are reported to be rising in both these communities at
a faster and steadier rate than crop prices. Farmers describe being trapped
in a cycle of paying for agrochemicals on the basis of future crop yields. As
one farmer explains, “The problem is that what we sell has no fixed price,
but what we buy does have a price, and each day the price is higher.”

Indigenous and Afro-Colombian Aspirations

Land is our mother, the basis of life . . . An indigenous person
has known since childhood that his land is sacred, that it is
not for sale or mortgage. We have an ancestral vision of the
land . . . The indigenous person is interested in land for working
it, living on it, and living together with it.
—Discussion group participants in Cauca

In Cauca’s indigenous community, the link between identity and land is
strong. Similarly, the Afro-Colombian inhabitants of Sanquianga, a fishing
community on the Pacific coast, view land not just as an economic asset but
as a source of identity and spirituality. Nevertheless, while both groups con-
tinue to draw strength from their cultural and spiritual traditions, they ex-
press a strong desire for deeper and more productive ties with the wider econ-
omy. Although Colombia’s ethnic groups have a long history of exclusion
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from the mainstream economic, social, and political life of the country, pro-
visions in the 1991 Constitution began to address the status of indigenous
people and Afro-Colombians in an effort to integrate them more fully into the
society. 

The settlement of the Guambian Indians in Cauca is legally recog-
nized as a collectively owned territorio de paz y convivencia (territory of
peace and harmony). The available land has not been sufficient to sustain
new generations, however, and 66 young families are now landless. As a
community leader explains, “Children grow up and one hectare is too small
for the family to work . . . The young people get bored and go out to do
day labor on other farms, or they leave the community. The family gets big-
ger and the plot of land is not sufficient any more.” The community is now
developing a strategy to acquire more land in an effort to curtail the emigra-
tion of young people. In addition, the community council is pushing to re-
turn to traditional organic farming techniques to help tap new markets, but
there are concerns about an initial decline in output and quality. The com-
munity is also aware that it suffers economically because it lacks the tech-
nology to dry and roast the coffee beans it grows, and to market coffee di-
rectly to consumers. “We lose half the price [that we could receive] if we
could sell it dry,” says a community leader. Guambian women, for their
part, propose to revive the community’s Arts and Crafts Committee, both
to preserve local identity and to bring in extra income.

As the Afro-Colombian community of Sanquianga lives principally
from fishing and shellfish collection, land is not as vital as in the other vil-
lages studied. But declining stocks of fish and shellfish are endangering local
livelihoods, and study participants say they urgently need economic alter-
natives. A discussion group of women, for instance, propose initiatives that
would build skills and offer startup funding to launch new productive ac-
tivities, such as ecotourism:

A woman should be trained to raise chickens, pigs, and other things
so that the [marine] resources can rest. If women had other activities
for supporting their families, we would not have to go to the raicero
to collect shellfish. We could go there only a few days a week and
allow the mangrove to rest.

Study participants in Sanquianga also see economic potential in showcasing
their culture. A young woman proposes that they should take advantage of
local resources and make crafts out of shells: “That would provide us other
income, and if the area is good for eco-tourism, so much the better. We would
have a market and we would also recover our customs, dances, and songs.”

Moreover, recent legislation known as Law 70 allows Afro-Colombian
communities to opt for collective land ownership. This should help facilitate



access to project funding for environmental conservation and sustainable
resource development. Residents also expect that collective land titling will
increase their bargaining power with the state and NGOs. 

Persistent Disadvantages for Rural Women

If I see that my husband has money, I, as a woman, have the
right to ask him to give me some. If I wash and take care of
the children, then I am working also . . . We don’t have the
same rights. Men go out fishing and women go out collecting
shellfish, and when we arrive home, the man lies down and
waits for the woman to prepare food, take care of the children,
and clean the house. —A Sanquianga woman

The truth is that women’s work is not appreciated here. They
take care of children; care for the house, the family. The man
earns a low salary, this is true, but whatever he earns he spends
on alcohol and women. —A Sanquianga woman

In contrast to urban neighborhoods, where women’s work prospects seem
to be catching up with men’s or even surpassing them in some cases, tradi-
tional gender inequities loom large in the rural communities studied. Rural
women not only work as hard as men for less money, but also, like their
urban counterparts, shoulder household responsibilities—washing, clean-
ing, cooking, buying food, and looking after children.

In three of the four rural communities studied, men earn more than
women for agricultural day labor. In the Cauca Indian community, for exam-
ple, men earn Col$5,000 and women Col$3,000 (about US$2.00 and US$1.50)
for a day’s work. In the sharecropping community of Girón, women’s agricul-
tural work is restricted to “softer” and very poorly paid chores such as har-
vesting tomatoes. In Sanquianga, fishing is the exclusive preserve of men, while
shellfish collecting, which is far less lucrative, is done mainly by women.

Children and Youths: At Work and Endangered

I don’t justify criminal activity, but . . . in the face of extreme
poverty, people find other ways to make a living . . . The oldest
son must bring in money. —A Cali mother

Since 1995, children have been working because they can’t
count on their fathers . . . and those children assume the role of
family providers. The mothers also oblige their children to
work. —A man from Medellín
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One of the more troubling findings of the study is that demeaning and
illegal ways of earning money are increasingly considered to be ac-

ceptable and legitimate activities for young people. Men and women across
the urban communities visited, and in some rural zones as well, conclude
that increasing incidents of prostitution, theft, assault, and drug peddling
are the inevitable result of inadequate educational and work opportunities
for youths. Urban participants in particular attribute rises in child labor
and youth delinquency to the economic downturn.3 People also recognize
that the relative absence of police in their neighborhoods, combined with
the growing intrusion of paramilitary organizations, guerrillas, and drug
gangs that offer tempting salaries, leave young people with little hope of
avoiding dangerous and illegal work.

In rural communities, it has long been normal practice for children
to labor in agricultural and household tasks. In Usme, boys work in the
fields from a very early age, harvesting beans and potatoes and taking care
of animals. Girls help in the home, doing chores and looking after their
younger brothers and sisters. Children carry out similar responsibilities in
Cauca (see box 3). Everyone is aware of the harmful consequences of child
labor for children’s education and for their futures. Some parents in Cauca
recommend that the school calendar be adapted to the agricultural cycle by
scheduling vacations at times when children’s labor is needed.4

In urban areas, numerous discussion groups report that child labor has
become an indispensable supplement to family incomes since 1995. In
Cartagena, Pasto, Medellín, Cali, and Cazucá, children are selling fruit,
matches, water, pens, cookies, sweets, bottles, hammers, nails, and newspa-
pers. Children usually hawk their wares on the street, sometimes by a traffic
light, and on buses. Packing customers’ purchases in markets and helping

Box 3. Child Labor in the Harvest Season

Research team field notes: “We arrived at a house in the Cauca
indigenous community and found the father, mother, and chil-
dren making colored seed bracelets. The parents were taking a
break from the fields where the whole family has been pruning
coffee plants. The oldest girl is 11 years old. Her hands were cov-
ered with wounds and blisters, as she had spent the previous days
helping to prune the coffee. On this day, her job was preparing
lunch and taking care of her younger siblings, an activity she al-
ternated with making her share of the bracelets.”



Figure 1. Youth Delinquency: The Cycle of Acceptance

Source: Discussion group of men and women in Cali.
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parents with recycling activities are also common. In two locations, people
report children stealing and begging to help sustain their families. A dis-
cussion group of adults in Cazucá estimate that up to 30 percent of the
neighborhood’s children under age 13 work on the streets as recyclers of
glass, cardboard, and plastic. Others sell sweets, work as assistants on buses,
or sell ice cream at traffic intersections.

In addition to economic hardship, participants say, family break-
down is driving larger numbers of children to seek work. “Many children
in this neighborhood grow up without a mother . . . They have to go out
and work,” say Medellín residents. A resident of Cali explains, “Some chil-
dren work because their parents have no way to support them . . .
Sometimes their parents are vagrants and drunks, so children wind up on
the streets looking for odd jobs.” In Cazucá, the story is similar: “Some
girls work because they have degenerate, good-for-nothing parents, so they
have to work on the weekends in order to obtain food.”

In both Pasto and Medellín, discussion groups of youths report that
gang-related crime such as theft, assault, and drug peddling have risen in
tandem with unemployment in recent years. Poor people say that crime is
in fact the most effective means of earning income in Cali. The peak times
for income from stealing, according to participants in a discussion group
there, are the months of December (Christmas holidays), July (school vaca-
tion), and March (Holy Week). From figure 1 and other work in discussion
groups, it appears that such practices among youths are increasingly ac-
cepted as normal in the community.

In at least four of the 10 communities studied, participants mention
prostitution as another increasingly acceptable way to make a living. In
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Cartagena, most study participants see prostitution as a way of helping fam-
ily finances. Some also argue that teenage girls are motivated by the desire
to purchase expensive fashion items, “to have shoes and designer jeans and
to compete with other girls.” In the Medellín barrio, striptease and prostitu-
tion are seen by some as the only alternatives for young women. One dis-
cussion group there rated the frequency of these activities on a scale of 1–10,
showing that these activities have risen sharply since 1993 (figure 2).

Organization and Capacity Building
as Ways Forward

Organization and working together are the best ways to
advance. —A 60-year-old woman from Sanquianga

When asked to make proposals for improving work opportunities,
study participants across the communities single out the importance

of organización. They interweave livelihood and organizational recommen-
dations to such an extent that at times it is difficult to differentiate them. In
addition, they call for expanding poor people’s access to financing, other
productive inputs, and markets, and for improving the relevance of work-
related training and education.

In Sanquianga, a local man suggests:

I believe that if we have good community organization, things will
improve and we will deal with issues and we will all benefit, without

Figure 2. Labor Trends among Women in Medellín

Source: Discussion group of women in Medellín.
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excluding anyone . . . Here, we all fish, and with organization we
could have cold storage rooms, marketing channels, and processing
industries. That would enable us to accumulate savings and have
permanent incomes to improve living conditions for our families.

Box 4 describes diverse activities by a women’s association in Sanquianga
to regenerate shellfish stocks and boost local incomes from the mangrove.

Indeed, numerous proposals emphasize the need to build “good orga-
nizations” that can help people find or create work opportunities or improve
the work they have. In the sharecropping community of Girón, study par-
ticipants propose to create a farmers’ association to market their produce in-
dependently, without intermediaries. Participants in Barrancabermeja put
forward recommendations to form a cooperative to produce and market de-
tergent and textile items. In the Cauca Indian community, participants plan
to market organic coffee internationally. In Medellín, women propose to cre-
ate an association of single mothers for domestic and cleaning work. In every
case the common denominator is organization to help people work together
to improve their livelihoods.

Strong community organization already exists in the Cauca indigenous
community, with its deep-rooted minga system of collective work and its ac-
tive council, the cabildo. In other places, however, formal community-based
organizations are weak, with low attendance rates, leaders who are divided
and unresponsive to their members’ interests, and poor records of bringing

Box 4. Asociación La Nueva Esperanza

“It gives us an opportunity to improve our situation,” says a
Sanquianga woman about the Asociación La Nueva Esperanza,
or New Hope Association. The association reforested a man-
grove marsh, planting 3,000 trees with the help of local people,
who also lent a boat, gas, and food to the effort. In addition, the
association established internal rules restricting the harvesting
of shellfish in the mangrove to three days a week, and it has
helped to build awareness in the community about appropriate
mangrove management. The members also receive training and
engage in other community work, and have improved their in-
comes. With these activities, say the women, “We feel people ap-
preciate us and value us more, and we also value ourselves
more. We feel more important and better as women.”
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improvements to communities. (Such local institutional challenges and sys-
temic problems in the wider environment are discussed in the final chapter.)

In addition to community organization, men and women, young and
old, repeatedly state that education and skills are key to finding decent work.
“We can’t work because we don’t know how to read and write,” says a mem-
ber of a discussion group of women in Pasto. A young man from the same
area sums up the feeling of many study participants with the observation, “If
more education were available, we would have more opportunities.” Access
to skills training in jobs for which there is local demand, and improvement in
production and marketing of goods and services, emerge repeatedly as prior-
ities for government action to help people lift themselves out of poverty.

“Less education means less work, but also less work means fewer op-
portunities to get an education,” insists a young community leader in Cali.
Indeed, many in the study perceive a dynamic and multidimensional re-
lationship between work and education. Figure 3, depicting a proposal by

Figure 3. Opportunities and Obstacles: A Youth Training
Proposal 

Source: Discussion group of youths in Cali.
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Cali youths to build skills in such areas as electrionics, refrigeration, and
leatherwork, illustrates poor people’s view that work-related training might
help to pry apart the interlocking disadvantages of unemployment, com-
munity violence, and low education.

Notes
1. The poverty report raises particular concern about the increase in unem-

ployment among low-skilled household heads during the recession. They lost not
only their wages but also the social security benefits associated with formal em-
ployment.

2. Similar findings are reported by Moser and McIlwaine (2000) and in the
Voices of the Poor studies.

3. Extremely poor families in the study reported an increase in child labor
since the 1995 economic crisis, a trend consistent with findings from a study on the
social dimensions of the economic crisis (González 2001). In contrast, statistical
work for the Colombia Poverty Report (World Bank 2002a: 27) found a decrease
in child labor during recession periods, seeing overall reductions from 1978 to
1999. Perhaps breaking down the data on child labor by socioeconomic level and
poverty ranking would help researchers understand differences in responses from
different types of families, which may be masked when using aggregate numbers.

4. The Escuela Nueva system, established in 1975, allows rural children to
take part in planting and harvesting activities. Children may leave school to work
and come back to continue their studies when they are done. This is made possible
by the modular, self-instructional, and interactive educational materials, and the
openness of the teachers. The Escuela Nueva system was found at only one of the
study sites, however.
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In the midst of so much wealth, we also have the
highest poverty rates. Today there is more hunger,
more pain, all caused by a political system that

does not reflect territorial realities.

—A Cauca leader

For me violence is nothing strange. I started living it
when I was three years old.

—Youth from a Cali barrio

People are sickened by powerlessness and fear.
Nobody dares to denounce [criminals] and sometimes
people are pressured to collaborate. The worst is that

this fear has spread to every village in Colombia.

—A Cali schoolteacher

Chapter 3

Violence and Insecurity
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It is difficult to overestimate the cost of violence for Colombia. Since 1980
some 100,000 people have died as a direct result of the political conflict.

Two million people have been displaced internally and have been pushed to
the margins of society, having lost their jobs, their homes, and increasingly, their
hope. Another million people—perhaps the most educated—have left the
country. By some calculations, the conflict dampens GDP growth by 2 full
percentage points a year. There are also less quantifiable but even more dis-
turbing repercussions of the political conflict: these include an increase in
other forms of violence (notably common crime and domestic assault) and
the fracturing of Colombians’ basic trust in the societal contracts and insti-
tutions that are essential to the successful functioning of families, communi-
ties, and nations (Giugale 2003). In this chapter we explore how poor people
across the study communities perceive the different forms of violence that
permeate their daily lives, and the actions that they propose to resist them.

According to study participants, violence spiked upward beginning in
1995. This contrasts with findings in the Colombia Poverty Report, which
show a small increase in 1995 and a decrease after that (World Bank
2002a, figure 12). The disparity is likely attributable to different indicators
used by the two sources. Whereas the poverty report uses only official
homicide rates, poor people often weave together political, social, economic,
and domestic forms of violence, which may include—but are not limited
to—officially reported homicides. Other statistics verify that domestic
abuse rates have indeed risen with the recession and worsening poverty.

A discussion group of women and female youths in Pasto identified
three forms of violence that are common in their community, and they re-
ported marked increases for all three since 1995 (figure 4). Like many other
study participants, these girls and women linked the rise in violence to the
start of the economic crisis.

Political violence has increased over the past decade as well. The
most significant indicator of this violence is forced internal displacement,
which has shown a sharp and continuing increase since 1997. The human
rights organization CODHES and the Colombian government’s Red de
Solidaridad Social show a 50 percent increase in the displaced population,
from 1.25 million in 1997 to 2.5 million in 2001 (Documento Nacional de
Planeación 2004). Study participants emphasize that political violence fuels
criminal and domestic violence and youth delinquency.

The Backdrop of Political Violence

In three of the 10 communities studied, guerrilla and paramilitary units
are competing actively for territorial control, and armed groups sporadi-

cally threaten an additional five communities. Since the mid-1980s, the



principal conflict—strongly tied to the drug trade—has been between the
FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) and AUC (United Self-
Defense Forces of Colombia). This pervasive insecurity has devastating ef-
fects on local people: popular leaders have been hunted down and assassi-
nated, whole communities and families have been torn apart, investors have
been forced to flee. Poor people are caught in the middle. Especially vul-
nerable groups include poor youths and rural populations caught in the
crossfire. All barrios in the study report that they are receiving some of
these displaced groups.

Fear and Impotence in the Battle for Territory

All the actors who foment violence are equally guilty of violating
human rights. They all threaten and frighten people.
—Group of children and parents in an indigenous community
in the Cauca

As is well known, over the last 60 years Colombia has been a battleground of
ideologies and economic interests, with land at the center of most conflicts.

Figure 4. The Rise of Neighborhood Violence, 1995–2002

Source: Discussion group of women and female youths, ages 11 to 27, Pasto.
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Even urban settlements included in this study have been the scenes of strug-
gles over land. The settlements are first occupied illegally by squatters, with
residents gradually gaining property rights over time. But the struggle for
control of the settlements continues, with self-defense forces, militias, crim-
inal groups, and youth gangs all fighting for dominion of local drug and
gun markets.

Residents may legally own their plots, but in practice they enjoy very
few rights. According to a community leader in Cazucá, “The paramili-
taries own the whole area; the community members are no longer owners.
We live and support ourselves, but others are the real owners because they
are in command. They have the power and the weapons to rule.”

These armed groups formulate local public policy, hand out jobs, and
administer justice, including “sentencing” people to death. But conflict be-
tween the different groups is a constant. “Whenever a new gang arrives, its
members fight with the gang already there for control of the territory,” says
a 20-year-old in Cazucá. Conflict means loss of life and pervasive fear.
Speaking of the paramilitaries, a young mother from the same community
says: “Sometimes I think los muchachos [paramilitary groups] are heartless.
They kill without mercy. But I also know that they offer work to some
youths who are in the drug business.”

In urban areas, study participants speak of death lists. A young man
from Cazucá explains, “We live anxiously every minute around here . . . If
you are careless you may end up on a list, and they’ll show up at your house
and kill you.” The list names those considered “undesirable” and “worthy
of punishment” (usually death) by so-called social cleansing groups that op-
erate in poor neighborhoods. A community worker from a barrio in
Cartagena explains how the list works: “In each neighborhood they prepare
a list of people with the names and the reasons they will kill them: some
girls who play Quitball; others because they are tramps; one guy because he
hits his wife or mistreats his mother; others for selling drugs; or another for
being homosexual.”

In Cazucá, the elimination of undesirables on the list is a particularly
sordid affair. Victims are shot in the face at close range. Threats are written
on walls and posted in bars and other public places: “Death to perverts,”
“Death to those who help the guerrillas,” and “If you don’t behave, you
die.” Attempting to wipe the graffiti away also exposes one to the risk of
punishment by paramilitary members.

In rural areas, fear builds with the continuous battling and reprisals
among guerrilla, government, and paramilitary forces. A fisherman from
Sanquianga paints a grim picture: “For some time now, corpses have been
floating down the Patía River carrying signs saying that anybody who buries
them will die, too.” The conflict, says a young man, permeates everyday life:



“Before, we could go anywhere we wanted, but now we can’t . . . Nobody
goes up to the mountain, not even to get a Christmas tree. In years past you
could go to a party, but now it’s impossible because people are watching
you.” The violence also undermines community bonds and collective ac-
tion. The same young man says, “We’re afraid to get organized, because we
have the feeling that the paramilitaries are watching us, and they don’t like
organized communities.” (Chapter 5 discusses some community proposals
to organize in spite of these threats.)

In Sanquianga, where guerrillas and paramilitaries are in open con-
flict over the control of coca plantations, “the armed conflict deepens the
crisis and increases poverty,” say a discussion group of men and women.
People have become too afraid to leave their villages and come into town to
purchase goods, and commerce has suffered as a result. According to a mu-
nicipal town council member:

The paramilitaries come into the municipalities to control the drug
trade . . . They terrify people and then take advantage of that; they
take over the houses people have abandoned and settle right in. They
demand things from merchants—goods, food—and they never pay.
They use people’s boats to travel or carry packages [of coca] to
Ecuador . . . That business moves a lot of money, and as there are no
police controls either, nothing can be done.

During discussions for the study, people residing in areas of high conflict
were often afraid to speak about the violence, saying that “walls have ears”
(see box 5). But in Cazucá, in the midst of the terrified silence, some spoke
out, exhorting their neighbors, “Let’s speak up, friends; let’s not allow our-
selves to be consumed by fear.”

Box 5. “Be Quiet and Silent”

A 64-year-old unemployed woman from Cazucá: “When night
falls, we hear shots and people’s screams. The next day corpses
appear and it’s as if nothing had happened! People don’t say any-
thing. That’s very sad. You see people you know die, and you
have to remain silent in order not to create problems for yourself
. . . You have to know how to survive: don’t get involved with
anybody, and run away from danger. Although you see things,
you have to get away . . . Many times our worst enemy is our own
tongues. Be quiet and silent and don’t get involved in gossip.”
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In another case, an entire community has come together to resist the
violence. In the Cauca, Guambian and Páez Indians along with a small pop-
ulation of mestizo peasants have led the struggle to retain control of land
and resist the militias. The armed conflict is seen there as an affront to long-
time residents’ territorial rights and to their sense of dignity, as well as an
attack on the local economy. In a historic session of Congress, indigenous
authorities from the region united to gain legislation recognizing their lands
as a “territory of peace.” This legal status offers a degree of protection for
youths under pressure to join competing armed groups. “We have not
raised our children for war,” insists a Cauca woman.

Vigilante Justice

The police and other justice authorities are absent from the 10 communi-
ties studied. In many cases, vigilante groups fill the vacuum. In any given
community, these might include los muchachos, guerrilla groups, or other
gangs that seek to enlist young locals and extend their influence in poor
neighborhoods.

In Cartagena, Pasto, and Cazucá, people report that the police sim-
ply refuse to come when crimes are committed. A single mother stated suc-
cinctly: “Police do not respond to requests to come to our neighborhood . . .
They only come here when someone is killed.” In Cali, people suggest that
the police are themselves heavily involved in crime. A young black man ex-
plains that people do not trust the police because “they used to come to our
neighborhood to sell weapons and collect bribes for allowing narcotics to
be sold and delivered.” In Cartagena, residents say the police actually en-
courage them to keep order and seek justice on their own. “Regarding the
rape that occurred a month ago, the police said the parents [of the raped
girl] should settle the matter. The police even said that we should seek jus-
tice ourselves, by killing the rapists,” says a madre comunitaria (a local
woman trained by the ICBF to care for children in her own home). 

In Barrancabermeja, some express support for the “cleansing” work
of the armed groups, which includes expelling or executing those who are
“harming the community,” in the words of local people. This violence, sug-
gests a resident, “is violence that benefits the community.” Similarly, a
Medellín mother of seven declares, “Now los muchachos protect the neigh-
borhood from invasion by street boys . . . they keep our neighborhood clean
of criminals and drug addicts. When a man behaves badly, the women tell
los muchachos, and they talk to him.”

Others in the study express profound disapproval of social cleansing, ar-
guing that the taking of life should never be decided so casually (see box 6). 
In Cazucá, some argue that the problem is that no one expresses outrage at 
the murder of their young, and they urge that “we should march together—
women, men, children—to draw attention to everything that is happening to us.”



Typically, though, community leaders dismiss such proposals, pointing out that
they would be endangered by allowing such open opposition to los muchachos.

Economic Impact of Violence

Until 1994, the guerrillas in Barrancabermeja controlled the job market in the
city. One of the study participants explains that in those days, jobs were usu-
ally reserved for supporters of the guerrillas, while others seeking work had
to pay the guerrillas a fee, the so-called vacuna. Today, employment is con-
trolled by the paramilitaries. “Starting around 1998, the paramilitaries ar-
rived in Barrancabermeja. They are still handling the job scene, but the situ-
ation is the same; employment continues to be bad,” says a resident. A group
of residents tried without success to create their own job association. A young
man remarked, “Look, let’s be clear: there is no way to set up another one,

Box 6. Vigilante Justice Leads to More Violence

The rise in crime and the absence of an effective state left resi-
dents of a barrio in Cali no alternative but to organize their own
protection. Calling themselves los caballos, a group of parents
began in 1996 to patrol the barrio, guns at the ready. “This
group, with their own guns and without permission from com-
munity leaders, started making night rounds. They chased out
gangs and controlled the neighborhood,” recalls a young man.

For the next two years, residents paid a fee for this protec-
tion. But when clashes with gangs resulted in the murder by los
caballos of a community leader’s two sons, residents refused to
pay for their services anymore.

Los caballos then became armed criminals themselves.
Numerous other criminal gangs began to flourish as well, in-
cluding “those who steal in the neighborhood, those who steal
outside and are organized with other gangs, those who burglar-
ize apartments, those who rob banks and financial institutions
and are involved in drug trafficking,” according to participants
of a discussion group. Some of the gangs even began attacking
taxis at the entrance to the barrio, prompting a violent response
from outraged taxi drivers. One driver told researchers: “One
day . . . about 50 of us arrived with guns and gasoline and we
started a fire in that camp where [the gangs] were hiding.”
Vigilante justice in the barrio has only bred more violence.
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because [employment] is controlled by the self-defense groups and they will
not allow it.”

Poor people throughout the study communities express a profound
sense of abandonment and exclusion from the wider society due to the vio-
lence (see box 7). When los muchachos arrived in the Medellín barrio in 2000,
they booted out the local militia, closed down local businesses under militia
control, and killed the president of the neighborhood association. A local

Box 7. A Dangerous and Stigmatized Neighborhood

Research team field notes: “The entrance to an Afro-Colombian
barrio in Cali is a corner in a wide street leading to the Ciudad
de Cali highway. There is a store with doors closed and locked;
customers are served by passing money and goods between the
bars of a security gate. Our taxi driver says he will drive no far-
ther than that corner. ‘I don’t go in there for any reason. If you
go in, you don’t come out. It’s off-limits for us; the people in that
neighborhood are fierce.’ By prearrangement, we call from a pay
telephone to one of the youths from the Community
Development Center so he can come and escort us into the bar-
rio. As outsiders, we have been told, we must enter and leave only
accompanied by someone from the neighborhood—never alone.

“This dangerous street is known for its robberies. Cars speed
by as fast as possible so they will not be stopped and held up. If
a car is stopped, the assailants will steal the radio, the driver’s
and passengers’ money, and anything else of value. . . . Men are
hanging out on the corner. A group of eight or 10 men sit on the
ground, playing dominoes from morning until night. There are
drug users too, smelling of marijuana and bazuco [coca paste].

“The streets and alleys of the barrio are twisted, labyrinthine.
Houses are jumbled together with no clear boundaries between
them, one atop another. All the doors and windows are open
and people move freely between the dwellings. Naked, shoeless
children run about, their hair brittle, their thin bodies and
swollen bellies telltale signs of malnutrition.

“On the far side of the barrio is an earthen embankment and
a massive mountain of garbage. Directly across a paved street is
the Villa del Lago development, a gated apartment complex. We
catch a glimpse of the immense wall built by the developers so
that their tenants will not have to see their neighbors . . .”



leader reports a major effect of this takeover: “Because we no longer had a
community action board, we couldn’t register in the Colombia Plan, and we
lost the opportunity to get jobs.” People indicate that the shutdown of eco-
nomic opportunities and many public services has deepened poverty through-
out the barrio. “Do you know the only thing that is in excess around here?
Hunger, tears, and despair,” says a female community leader.

In three urban neighborhoods, residents say, foreign investors have
fled due to fears of kidnapping and extortion. The resulting capital flight
means fewer jobs for both skilled and unskilled workers. An unemployed
resident of Cartagena states, “Foreign companies that used to operate here
have left because they are afraid of kidnapping. A COMECA manager is in
the hands of kidnappers now, and the company says it will close.”

Similarly, in Usme, better-off farmers abandoned their lands when
guerrilla groups arrived, and many agricultural workers on the larger farms
lost their jobs as a result. According to a 45-year-old campesino, “They
were forced to flee from bribery and extortion . . . In this rural area 70 per-
cent of workers are unemployed. About 10 years ago, a landlord would hire
from 20 to 25 workers. Now, five, if any.” In addition, the municipal gov-
ernment can no longer respond to local people’s requests, and it is all but
closed after the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) de-
manded the immediate resignation of high-ranking municipal officials.
“The mayor’s office is now empty,” reports a local authority. 

Families and Communities Uprooted: The Internally Displaced

Violence in the countryside forces people to flee, and to live
here in overcrowded conditions. The guerrillas have forced us
to feed 22 more mouths, aside from the 10 we already had . . .
They come here and there is no work for so many people.
—A discussion group of men and women in Cartagena

People are often forced to abandon their homes after receiving a written
note, signed by an armed group or left anonymously. A 22-year-old woman
from Cazucá shares her experience with the AUC:

On December 24 last year we received a letter from the AUC telling
us that we were helping the guerrillas and we must leave, or they
will kill us. Later we received the same letter, this time with flowers.
That was enough: we decided to run.

Pressure is sometimes applied differently, through extortion and threats.
Youths are forced into service. “The guerrillas started by saying they would
charge us 10 percent of each arroba of coffee, one work day, and they will
take one child,” says a 35-year-old resident of Cazucá. 
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When people must flee in search of safety, their primary assets—land
and housing—are lost, along with family and community ties. “Those men
entered the farms and stole everything: chickens, cattle, horses, pigs, ducks,
everything we had,” reports a woman now living in Cazucá. People displaced
by violence usually try to remain as close to their former homes as possible,
moving within the same region, from rural areas to towns and cities, or with-
in the same urban locality. Nonetheless, once resettled, the displaced face
steep barriers to accessing adequate housing, jobs, and basic services, and to
participating in community life. Moreover, many have limited assets, skills,
and education to help them rebuild their lives. Of the 2 million internally dis-
placed people in Colombia in 2002, 56 percent were female, and 48 percent
were under age 18. A 1995 study of displaced populations showed unemploy-
ment rates climbing from 6.2 to 34 percent among people who moved, most
of them from rural areas to the urban periphery (Arboleda and Correa 2003).

Internal displacement also strains the receiving families and commu-
nities. For households, taking in relatives often brings overcrowding; on the
community level, labor markets and limited municipal budgets are squeezed.
In rural Bazan, where some 1,700 people are settled in 75 houses, there is
too little room to build new homes. Each extended family has had to take
in yet more relatives who have been forced to flee the Río Tapaje region.
“Violence and clashes between guerrilla and paramilitary groups are forc-
ing people to leave Tapaje and come to the beaches, and that’s a problem.
The beach has no sewage system or running water . . . It’s also difficult to
find fish for everyone,” says a 40-year-old trader from Cartagena.1 The
pressures on receiving communities were further compounded during the
recession by the lack of funding for social assistance programs targeting dis-
placed people (World Bank 2002b).

The displaced in Cazucá say they do not feel as though they belong
to their new communities, and they report difficulties adapting to their new
lives. Local leaders openly reject them, and many others make them feel un-
welcome. Life in the city is fast-paced and presents new and unfamiliar
risks. Many displaced rural people lack the skills needed for urban liveli-
hoods (box 8). Children and teenagers feel alienated in a world where there
are no places to play out in the open, and where even walking to school is
dangerous. Teachers and local children laugh at them for their country
ways, calling them sacayucas or sacapapas (literally, manioc diggers and potato
diggers; figuratively, country bumpkins), to which their response is under-
standably aggressive. Thus, the cycle of prejudice and discrimination goes on.

Longing to return to his home, a displaced person now residing in
Barrancabermeja recalls, 

I had my small plot of land, and although I was poor, we lived well
there. I grew plátano [plantains], and with the money I received 



I could pay my children’s school fees and buy clothes for my wife.
[Paramilitary groups] gave me 24 hours to leave or they would kill
me. Now I have nothing, and I do nothing all day. I feel very bad. I
don’t know what to do. I’m desperate . . . You arrive here and want
to lash out against people because they see you differently. We say
hello, but because we are peasants, they ignore us.

Youths Caught Up in Violence

Listen, listen, listen. Many voices are asking for mercy; they are
children outcast by the damned violence, the poorest of the
poor. —A youth from a Cali barrio

We have no choice but to risk our lives  . . . Out of whatever I
collect, I give part to my mother; another part I use to party, to
buy drugs; and the rest is to purchase elegant clothes so I don’t
walk around looking like a beggar. —A Cali youth

In the six urban study sites, people say that youths are drawn into petty
crimes such as pickpocketing, as well as into organized criminal activities

Box 8. Farming Skills of No Use in the City

For internally displaced people who recently fled the Cauca to
live in the Cazucá district of Bogotá, the distinction between em-
ployment and work is particularly harrowing. They find that
their agricultural skills are useless in the city, and they have no
alternative but to scrape together a living doing unskilled work
such as carrying loads in the market, lifting bags of sand on con-
struction sites, or filling mattresses. To make matters worse, they
are despised and discriminated against by other neighborhood
residents, who call them criminals, guerrillas, or paramilitaries.

Manuel tells his story: “I know how to work the land, but now
that I am displaced I’m only making mattresses. This doesn’t
make me feel good. You can’t live well here because you’re always
remembering what you used to have and how you lost it, and all
we can do is long for what we once had. The people in this neigh-
borhood don’t approve of us. To them we are terrorists.”
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such as the arms and drug trade overseen by paramilitary and guerrilla
groups, or planned assaults and burglaries carried out by various organized
bands. With legitimate work opportunities extremely scarce, these activities
have become widely acceptable ways to make a living, particularly among
young people. Poor people view youths as the main instigators of violence,
as well as its principal victims.

Many of the urban teenagers and youths in the study readily admit
that they are caught up in violent crime, but say that the blame is not theirs
alone. They mention their traumatic home lives, extensive unemployment,
the pervasive political violence, and easy money to be made on the streets.
Some youths do mention efforts to resist lives of crime despite these pres-
sures (box 9).

Drug use among young people is said to be widespread and an im-
portant trigger of violence. Drug-related violence includes gang warfare to
control drug markets, robberies and assaults to fund drug habits, murder of
drug addicts by social cleansing groups, and constant and sometimes phys-
ically violent quarrels in the home.2 “I don’t want my son to go on like that,
I’d rather see him dead . . . He wasn’t always like that; bad friends damaged
him,” says the mother of a teenage drug addict in Medellín.

In cities such as Barrancabermeja, participants report that the para-
militaries and other armed groups actively seek out young recruits from
poor barrios, and youths from single-parent homes are especially easy prey.
The paramilitaries offer better salaries than can be found in the job market.
They also provide “protection” and, perhaps most important of all, a sense
of identity, as symbolized in the gift of a gun.

Box 9. Alternatives to Juvenile Delinquency

In Cali, where the incidence of youth crime is particularly high,
some young men and women are recovering a sense of their
Afro-Colombian identity through dance. “This is a way to ex-
press our sorrow, our rebellion, our feelings about exclusion and
abandonment—but without violence,” says a member of a
dance group.

Youth crime can be avoided, another believes: “I decided not
to steal any more; I don’t want to do it again. What you gain is
spent on drugs and alcohol; nothing goes to the family.
Otherwise, why is it that when we are killed, people in the
neighborhood have to take up a collection for our funerals?”



Many in the study express concern that the growing consumer culture
also fuels the violence. According to participants in Cali, for example, “Many
young people have been caught up in the drug trade and its mentality . . .
They got used to a certain lifestyle, the easy life, and so they turned to
crime.” Similarly, a youth from Pasto points out, “Young people have TV as
a reference, consumerism. They are fascinated with los verdes [U.S. money],
shoes, jeans that cost Col$70,000 [about US$25]. They want to have all
that others have, and this is why they steal.”

Problems of growing criminality are not confined to urban areas.
Residents of Usme say they are frequently victims of incursions by thugs
from nearby barrios. “The city is right on top of us, this is the problem . . .
When there were no urban barrios, nothing happened here, everything was
fine,” remarks a peasant woman. Local people endure the theft of farm an-
imals, household goods, and clothes. Sporadic theft and burglary by urban
delinquents are also reported in rural areas outside Bucaramanga. Even in
the Cauca indigenous community, shortage of land and lack of work op-
portunities push some of the young into crime. “Young people choose to go
out and rob and steal, as a result of advice given by the bad company they
keep. They say: ‘Let’s go hold someone up, and things will be better for us,’”
explains a father of troubled youths.

Rising Domestic Abuse: Forms and Causes

My son used to tell me that when he grew up, he would be-
come a guerrilla fighter in order to kill his father so he wouldn’t
hit me anymore. Everything goes to their heads and that dam-
ages them. —A woman from Cazucá

“In most homes, violence is continuous,” says a Cali woman. Indeed, in
nine of the 10 communities under study, participants report that prob-

lems of domestic abuse are widespread and growing worse. According to
both victims and perpetrators, the principal cause for this disturbing trend is
the lack of adequate work for men. Other factors include alcohol and drug
abuse, long-standing machista (macho) cultural norms, and changing gender
roles in the household as women become the main breadwinners.

Abuse of Women

A large number of women in the study report having been struck by male
family members on repeated occasions, in some cases requiring hospital
treatment. The assailant is almost always the husband, father, or stepfather.
Victims of domestic abuse rarely seek justice, however, and they say that
legal complaints are often ignored or not taken seriously. It is more com-
mon for battered women to seek solace in a friend, comadre (godmother),

39Violence and Insecurity



40 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

or relative, leaving the home for a few days to recover, and not broaching
the subject with their partner upon their return so as not to aggravate the
situation. Women also remain quiet about abuse in order to avoid public
ostracism. A woman from the Pacific coast shares a common view: “I
thought about separating, but it isn’t well regarded. We are taught to stay
with our husbands all our lives, no matter what happens. For parents, it’s
a source of pride to say they have married daughters—it doesn’t matter
how they live!” Mothers advise their married daughters to be patient and
endure beatings, assuring them that with time their partners will tire of
quarreling and the abuse will gradually stop. Overwhelmingly, the women
interviewed say they do not speak out because they do not want their pri-
vate troubles to be aired in the community.

Women in four communities report being forced by their husbands to
have sex against their will, another common form of abuse. Rarely is such
behavior discussed among close friends, and even more rarely are police in-
volved. Such behavior is generally accepted because “the man gives the or-
ders, especially if he comes home drunk,” as a Cali woman points out. In a
few cases in Cartagena, Pasto, and Sanquianga, however, women report
that they are defending themselves and confronting men with force. “They
throw stones [at the men], hit them with sticks, and throw them out of the
house,” says a woman from Pasto.

A discussion group of Medellín women and some of their children
identified six forms of domestic abuse and described worsening trends since
1990 in most of these areas (figure 5). By their definition, “lack of food” in

Figure 5. Trends in Domestic Violence

Source: Discussion group of women and their children, Medellín.
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the home is a type of domestic violence, and this, along with poor commu-
nication, verbal aggression, and physical assaults, increased with the onset
of the economic crisis. Similar trends are reported by a large share of the
discussion groups in the study, with the exception of the indigenous com-
munity in the Cauca region, where domestic violence is reported to be rare.

Many Triggers

The father is not working, so the mother takes it out on her
children. —Madre comunitaria from Cartagena

Women are very unhappy and discouraged . . . You earn some-
thing during the week and they want you to pay for 
everything. —Internally displaced man in Cazucá

Many participants say that the stress of joblessness is much harder on men
than on women. Frustrated by unemployment, poor men are lashing out
with abusive behaviors toward loved ones and are turning more and more
to alcohol and drugs. 

Poor men and women both suggest that women’s new roles as the
principal income earners in their households serve to heighten domestic ten-
sions. In Cazucá, where displaced male farmers lack the skills needed to do
well in the urban informal economy, gender roles are being reversed, and
both men and women are finding it difficult to adjust. For some women,
men who can no longer provide are seen as a burden or a “parasite in the
house.” A woman turned sole wage earner in Sanquianga remarks, “Women
feel that the whole economic load is on us and this causes problems at home.
There are blows, bad words.”

In the rural communities of Sanquianga, Usme, and Girón, alcohol
abuse by men is viewed as an important, if not the principal, immediate
trigger of domestic strife. Women see alcohol as the enemy of the family be-
cause it consumes income and often leads to jealousy, physical aggression,
gossip by neighbors, and an overpowering sense of impotence. Once a man
begins a drinking bout, women say, there is simply nothing to be done.
Discussion group participants in Sanquianga observe:

Men take their anger out on their wives. When they come home
drunk, there is always trouble . . . In this area men have four or five
women. They demand that all their women take care of the children
and keep house, but they spend all of their money on alcohol.

Long-standing social and cultural practices also contribute to domestic
abuse. Study participants in seven communities associate violence in the
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home with the predominant machista culture, which drives such practices
as paternal despotism, verbal assault, boastful infidelity, and refusal to use
contraceptives. For many women, survival without a man in the family is
inconceivable despite the risks of bearing unwanted children, physical abuse,
and abandonment. In Cazucá, participants mention the harsh plight of
women who have children with different men. In an extreme case in rural
Girón, several women claim to have had 15 or more children, while ac-
knowledging that half that number would be quite enough. Study partici-
pants report that each new husband or boyfriend wants to have a child to
demonstrate control of the woman, while women often consent as a means
to “tie down” their partners. “For the sake of the children you endure a great
deal . . . I wouldn’t like my children to grow up without a father,” a peasant
woman explains.

Nonetheless, in five of the six urban neighborhoods, participants in-
dicate that the traditional two-parent household is fast giving way to single-
headed households and grandmother-grandchild arrangements. These are
emerging in response to the rising number of breakups among couples and
the disappearance of men due to violence, displacement, or infidelity. More
and more, women are choosing the difficult path of raising children on
their own. These households, however, are described as especially poor and
insecure.

Children Battered and Abandoned

They grow up without rules, the street is their home . . . Girls
get boyfriends at very young ages, and there is no one to guide
them or take care of them . . . It’s a complete mess.
—A Cali schoolteacher

I want to be a soldier, have a gun and kill all the bad guys,
shoot like crazy . . . —An 11-year-old boy from Cazucá

A couple of weeks ago, a 6-year-old child was raped by his
stepfather. The neighbors almost lynched him and the guy took
off. The mother went to the family welfare institute but noth-
ing happened; the mother is still living with the guy . . .
—A women’s discussion group participant, Cali

In eight of the 10 communities, study participants stress that poor children
are extremely vulnerable to violence by family members, and many have
been semi-abandoned to be “raised by the streets.” The belief that striking,



whipping, and smacking are good childrearing practices is prevalent. “Vio-
lence is part of a good upbringing,” explains a father in Barrancabermeja.
But children replicate the behavior they experience. A teacher from
Barrancabermeja observes, “If parents are quarrelling all the time, then the
children imitate this behavior . . . and they also imitate it with their broth-
ers and sisters.”

Many children in this study shared their pains and fears about family
violence, noting that their parents—in particular fathers and stepfathers—
are often very violent when administering punishment. Reports of especial-
ly severe physical punishment emerge from the rural areas visited. A mem-
ber of a women’s discussion group in Sanquianga reports that “a girl was
burned on her face with a firebrand because she was very disobedient, and
another child who took some coins got a horrible beating.” A child in
Sanquianga says, “There are children who are hung from their arms for a
long time, others are lashed, others are forced to carry bricks, and so on.”
Speaking as if such forms of punishment were quite normal, a 12-year-old
campesina girl from Cauca states, “Once my father hit me with a machete
on my left hand . . . Another day he hit my oldest brother with a machete
on his back.”

Sexual abuse of girls by stepfathers and fathers is another form of vi-
olence mentioned in many communities. In Cartagena, a madre comuni-
taria provides a matter-of-fact explanation for abuse by stepfathers: “Many
men who are raising other people’s daughters think that before they are ‘for
others,’ they should be ‘for them.’” In Cazucá, a father is reported to have
raped his 10-year-old daughter. Participants in a discussion group of girls
from Pasto report having been molested by their fathers. Most cases go un-
reported. The same girls add, “Those who rape them tell them not to talk,
so they are afraid of talking.”

In Cartagena, Cazucá, Cali, and Barrancabermeja, people stress that
children themselves are behaving violently, and some suggest that the myriad
forms of violence they experience in their early years manifest as difficult,
“tough guy” behaviors around the age of 12. In Cali, Cartagena, and
Cazucá, children report that older brothers can be very abusive to their sib-
lings. “When they come home doped up, they kick them, hit them with
their fists, with anything they can get . . . That’s how my brother is with
me,” states an 11-year-old girl from Cali. According to teachers in Cali,
“Children show aggression very easily, and their play includes a lot of fight-
ing. Their vocabulary is aggressive and rude from an early age . . . They get
enraged easily . . . They see violence everywhere . . . They live in an envi-
ronment of fear.”

As highlighted in chapter 2, women across the study communities
express extreme concern about needing to work and leaving their children
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unattended and exposed to danger inside and outside their homes.
Teenagers in Barrancabermeja insist, however, that parents are irresponsi-
ble: “Fathers neglect their children by drinking and mothers by gossiping.
Children go barefoot, dirty, naked or badly dressed . . . They are aban-
doned, undernourished.”

Breaking the Chain of Violence
We want a comprehensive program that restores our hopes.
—Participant in a women’s discussion group, Cali

A54-year-old internally displaced man, now living in Cazucá, describes
violence as a chain that begins with unemployment and ends with po-

litical violence by the so-called social cleansing groups (figure 6). The se-
quence highlights the vulnerability of youths to becoming deeply entangled
in the chain of violence.

Based on their perception of the interlocking triggers of violence,
poor people’s proposals to reduce violence emphasize measures to

Figure 6. The Chain of Violence

Source: A 54-year-old man from Cazucá.
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strengthen family and community institutions. From their vantage point,
these very local investments are essential to building more secure and
peaceful lives. The proposals also reveal clearly that the state must play a
supportive role. It is somewhat surprising, however, that the emphasis
here is not on law and order measures by government to end the wider
political conflict.

Instead, poor people focus on families as the main target of efforts to
reduce violence. For example, in Pasto, which hosts a large displaced pop-
ulation, a discussion group of men and women called for making psycho-
logical counseling available to family members (figure 7). The measure
would, they believe, help people recover the moral qualities that families
used to possess before violence became pervasive. Overwhelmed by family
conflicts, study participants there and in other communities express tremen-
dous faith in the benefits of psychological assistance. As the diagram shows,
they believe that such support could build people’s self-esteem, reduce fight-
ing in the household, recover children who become involved in dangerous
activities, improve health, and create more peace and happiness in the
neighborhood. Even if such help were offered, however, study participants
recognize that many obstacles will have to be overcome before people will
be able to take advantage of the services. For example, there is shame in
seeking help, people lack time, many have become apathetic in the face of
so many problems, and there is little communication between parents and
children.

In Cali, where violence is severe, study participants see the family as
key, as well; yet they stress a need for greater unity and organizational ca-
pacity in the community. Study participants there propose that an integrat-
ed program of family support provided by a single local agency could begin
to address pressing problems relating to service delivery, political interfer-
ence in projects, insecurity, discord among leaders, discrimination, and lack
of resources (figure 8). In their view, providing these services to families
would help to make community interests and unity a priority, and push
community leaders to work together and support decisions based on objec-
tive criteria, among other benefits.

A sound family, say the poor, is one in which there is love and un-
derstanding between the partners, and protection and nurturing for chil-
dren and youths. “Well-being is when my parents don’t quarrel and I can
go to school,” states a child of 7 from a poor and violent Cali barrio.
Harmony in the family leads to better health, improved capacity for educa-
tion and training, more work opportunities, and more effective means to re-
sist violence outside the household. Despite the wider political conflict,
from poor people’s vantage point weak families and local institutions are
the critical areas for action. 
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Figure 7. Opportunities and Obstacles: A Proposal
to Reduce Domestic Violence

Source: Discussion group of men and women in Pasto.
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Notes
1. In Medellín, where the situation is particularly acute, the municipal

government took the drastic measure of evicting some displaced groups from the
city on the grounds that their presence presented a risk to public order and could
cause a natural disaster because they built settlements in geologically unstable areas.

2. These findings are consistent with results in Moser and McIlwaine (2000). 

Figure 8. Opportunities and Obstacles: A Proposal for
One-Stop Family Services

Source: Discussion group of men and women in Cali.
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If I don’t go to school, I can’t get a job.

—Youth from Cartagena

What’s the purpose of graduating from high school if
at the end you’re in the same situation—without a job,
living from el rebusque? That’s the reason I left school.

—A Medellín teenager

Chapter 4

Education and Capacities
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Throughout the communities studied, women, men, youths, and chil-
dren identify education as a key means to combat poverty, and statis-

tical evidence strongly supports their views. The Colombia Poverty Report
finds that an individual’s level of education is directly associated with em-
ployability, household and per capita income, and the reduction of fertility
among women, a factor that in turn contributes to greater income per capi-
ta (World Bank 2002a). Yet the gap between study participants’ education-
al aspirations on the one hand and their learning opportunities on the other
is extremely wide.

Poor people above all want education to help them obtain work, but
what they find, overwhelmingly, is that public education is failing to equip
them with the skills the labor market demands. Education is also idealized
as a vehicle for promoting values, civic engagement, personal development,
better social relations, and cultural identity, but in practice these goals are
also far from being achieved. Many teachers lack training and dedication,
classes are overcrowded, instruction is dull and disconnected from students’
needs, access beyond primary education is severely restricted, and schools
do not shelter poor children from violence and discrimination. With rising
economic hardship and widespread concerns about the value of current ed-
ucational opportunities, poor people say more and more children and
youths are skipping classes or dropping out of school altogether to work or
hang out on the streets. People associate poor schools with rising juvenile
delinquency, crime, and violence in their neighborhoods.

Educational data underscore study participants’ disappointment with
their schooling experiences. Despite large and increasing expenditures on
public education, 50 percent of public schools in Colombia report low achieve-
ment on assessment tests, up from 30 percent in the 1980s. There are high
rates of failure in all grades, but especially in the primary grades, leading to
grade repetition and ultimately to high dropout rates. Public school students
are at a disadvantage compared with private school pupils, and rural children
are the most disadvantaged of all. Such disparities fuel a vicious cycle of
inequality and enduring poverty (Vélez 2003: 611–13, 620–21).1

High Hopes for Education

The educated person is more prepared to face life.
—Community leader from Sanquianga

Above all, education is valued as a vital tool for escaping poverty by
opening up better work prospects. A woman from Pasto insists, “If

you know how to read and write, you can get a job, but if you say that you
have not attended school, they won’t even give you a broom.” And a youth



from Barrancabermeja explains, “Our parents educate us so we’ll become
someone in life, become more than they are . . . My parents always say that
the best inheritance they can leave us is education.”

Again and again, parents and students hold out the idea that schools
should advance educación integral, comprehensive education. The meaning
and priorities of an educación integral vary among the communities, but at
a minimum it implies a complete education that begins in kindergarten and
ends with university graduation. But university training is not available lo-
cally in the rural sites, and in at least two locations secondary schooling is
not available either.

When people speak of an educación integral, they also refer to the
need to teach values. According to a mother in Cali, “A good education
starts with values, first at home and then at school.” Medellín parents want
schools to help keep teenagers away from dangerous streets and teach them
values to make them better people. A mother says, “They say that if chil-
dren go to school they improve themselves, are well occupied, and don’t get
into trouble.” Spirituality is seen as a dimension of education that needs
more emphasis, along with sex education to curb teen pregnancies.

An educación integral should advance personal development, self-
esteem, and political influence, and “make you somebody.” A participant
from Barrancabermeja says, “The important thing is feeling good as a person,
and education provides that.” By bringing people together, education is also
seen as a means to improve communication and harmony in families and in
the community. Education fosters not only self-respect but also respect from
others, including those in authority. “If you are poor and uneducated, you
are nothing to a politician,” comments a young man. In Barrancabermeja
and Sanquianga, people stress education’s role in building citizenship. “It is
important to know what democracy is and what being a leader means,” says
a woman from Barrancabermeja. She adds, “If you know how the muni-
cipality operates, you know where to take your petitions and projects . . . We
complain about our leaders, and this is why it is important to learn how to
elect them.” In a similar vein, a teacher from Sanquianga calls for greater
understanding of the municipal government:

Can you imagine having the mayor give a lecture to the students
about his duties and the role of the mayor’s office in the municipality,
bringing people close to government officials, the authorities, the
hospital, the business sector, the UMATA [technical assistance of-
fice], the utility service companies . . . Well, out of this I think we are
building trust in institutions.

In the three study communities with ethnically distinct populations (Afro-
Colombian on the Pacific coast and in a Cali barrio, and indigenous people
in the Cauca region), educación integral is also about recovering ethnic and
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regional pride and identity. People feel strongly that school curricula are im-
posed inappropriately from the outside, do not correspond to regional re-
alities, and erode rather than strengthen local identity. A community leader
in Cauca recommends that a good education be made available locally, so
that “youths will not leave the reserve [but will] stay in the community and
feel useful. It also serves to recover the culture that is being lost and [helps]
the community to gain identity.” A similar view of education’s contribution
to culture emerges in Sanquianga (box 10). In Cali, researchers found black
youths promoting a local version of breakdance and rap as an integral part
of their education in the barrio. 

Schools Failing the Grade

It is impossible to teach well when a classroom has 50 or more
students. —A teacher from Sanquianga

The education I received in high school isn’t helping me to get
a job because the jobs I can get are as a watchman or messen-
ger, and for that I don’t need a high school diploma.
—A Cazucá youth

People’s aspirations for education notwithstanding, there is a strong
perception throughout the study communities that schools are failing on

Box 10. Education and Cultural Expression

A teacher from Sanquianga: “There is a lack of identity; identity
is part of what parents and teachers no longer encourage in
children. The other day, at a cultural event, one of the black chil-
dren was passed over when it was his turn to go to the stage to
make his presentation. He said nothing because he has been
taught that he is worthless.

“It is important to recover the culture of our area, which is
disappearing. We should promote playing the marimba, the ar-
rullos, bundes, jugas, and currulaos [musical instruments]. The
Cultural House has published books of essays, and organized
activities and meetings such as the presentation by Petronio
Alvarez. There was also a festival of traditional food, to high-
light products such as plátano and sugarcane. But these things
are not done anymore.”



many fronts. Specific concerns include curricula that do not prepare grad-
uates to compete for jobs, low levels of learning, poor teaching, high costs,
insufficient access and overcrowding, and problems of discrimination and
violence.

Useless for Work

Four youths completed high school and they have been unable
to find jobs. There are many examples like this, so why bother?
—Discussion group on education with Cali youths

What they are teaching me at school is useless as far as work.
This is very serious because job opportunities are scarce and
school does not open the few doors that exist. —A woman
from Medellín

School is good for nothing. You graduate and it doesn’t even
get you a job in construction. —A young man from
Barrancabermeja

Across the 10 communities, there are repeated reports that public education
is not helping poor people to secure what they need most: work. A youth
from Sanquianga expresses a view held by many: “What we learn in school
does not enable us to work.” Similarly, a Cali youth adds, “A high school
diploma is not sufficient for a good job . . . It’s important to have up-to-
date training, such as in computers.” 

Little Learning, Unmotivated Teachers

[My school] is very mediocre. I want to quit. I feel I’m getting
behind . . . This education is useless. Education should open
people’s eyes to the world.
—Teenager from Sanquianga

There are many mediocre teachers who are only going through
the motions . . . Some of them just give out homework assign-
ments and then dismiss the students . . . Others have bad tempers
and shout. In such an environment you’re afraid and can’t learn.
—A group of pupils from Barrancabermeja

In Cali, parents and students decry low achievement in school. A parent
tells researchers, “By fourth or fifth grade they don’t know how to read well
or how to multiply or do basic arithmetic . . . They’re in for trouble.”
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In several places, study participants mentioned the low scores on standard-
ized tests administered by the Instituto Colombiano de Fomento para la
Educación Superior.

Poor people cite a high student-teacher ratio as a major cause of low
achievement, and they identify numerous other gaps. In Sanquianga, for ex-
ample, a mother reports, “There are around 300 pupils and only four teach-
ers for high school, which leads one to believe that the education is not very
good. How can they teach all the subjects?” Rules that require the automatic
promotion of students to the next grade level are also cited in four out of the
10 communities under study as “reproducing mediocrity.”

In Cartagena, Medellín, and Sanquianga, there are repeated reports
that teachers lack skills and dedication. According to a 40-year-old vendor
from Sanquianga, “Education here is poor. Teachers are not well trained;
several of them have been trained using distance education, which is not
sufficient.” Teenagers from Sanquianga share similar frustrations: “A good
education should teach us to be creative, should be more dynamic. Children
should learn through games or things like that. School is so boring some-
times that many kids drop out and don’t even complete primary school.”

Teacher absenteeism is noted in several of the study communities. Parents
specifically charge that good teachers do not want to come to work. “They’re
afraid to come to dangerous neighborhoods,” says a parent. In Girón and
Cazucá, people say teachers are unwilling to travel regularly to their schools be-
cause of poor transport as well as safety risks. A group of parents in Sanquianga
traces low teacher attendance to other factors: “There are teachers who seem
to be fooling around. They hide . . . There are no good control mechanisms.
The community does not report them but tolerates the teachers’ behavior.”

In Sanquianga and elsewhere, people say that some teachers go into
teaching simply as a last resort for employment, especially in rural areas. In
some cases they secure these positions through the patronage system, which
permeates school administration. Some see teaching mainly as a way to gain
connections with the mayor and other local officials and powerbrokers.

The question of teachers’ pay generated much debate. Some people
think teachers are underpaid. A resident of Sanquianga said, “Education is
mediocre because teachers are not well paid. Their pay comes late and they
don’t have access to in-service training. The government should think about
all of that.” But many others point out that teachers’ pay represents most of
the education budget. “School budgets are just enough to cover the teacher
payroll, so nothing is left for infrastructure and school improvements,”
states a participant from Cartagena.

In rural Girón, participants express concern about the increasingly
common practice of offering teachers short-term contracts of only a few
months, a practice affecting roughly 30 percent of all teachers countrywide.



A woman reports that teachers on short-term contracts are frequently ab-
sent, adding, “The ideal would be for a teacher to be appointed on a full-
year contract.” A man elaborates, “The first and fourth grades are without
a teacher. Their contracts expired. [The government] gives them three-
month contracts to avoid paying social benefits and vacation, which are re-
quired by law . . . Then they say the children are stupid, but how can they
learn if the teachers are absent?”

Children’s learning, of course, is not just a function of what happens
inside the schools. Malnutrition (box 11), inadequate nurturing and supervi-
sion, and perhaps violence at home, along with the many other disadvantages
facing poor children, can severely impede their academic progress. A teacher
from a Cali neighborhood speaks of the adjustment problems of six-year-olds
who are just starting primary school: “They are not motivated, which is the

Box 11. Child Hunger

In at least five of the study communities, malnutrition is identi-
fied as a serious problem that affects schooling as well as child
development more generally. In Cartagena, Cauca, Cali,
Medellín, and Sanquianga, teachers report that a significant
number of children find it difficult to concentrate in class. In the
Cauca community, people say that due to economic hardship
their diet has become very low in protein and fruit. “Now we
eat much more rice. There are many undernourished children
because on the farms there is only yucca or coffee and a few plá-
tanos . . . You almost never see fruit,” says a teacher. In Cali, a
community leader asks, “How can we expect students to per-
form well if they aren’t eating well? They can’t concentrate, so
they fall behind. Then they drop out at 13 or 14 years old, and
don’t attend school any more.” While schools are lacking in
many respects, they at least provide a midday meal, many par-
ents say. A Medellín father confides, “I send my children to
school so they can eat lunch every day.” 

ICBF centers are also appreciated for the nutrition support
they provide, even if it is not always sufficient. A madre comu-
nitaria from the Cauca explains, “Although we have a nutrition-
al snack program, some children arrive very badly malnourished.
An undernourished child cannot perform well. ICBF provides the
snack for 70 children, but we have 178. To complement that al-
location, we ask the children to contribute something.”

55Education and Capacities



56 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

result of physical and emotional abandonment by their parents. The children
feel very lonely.” And in Barrancabermeja, a madre comunitaria describes
the desolate state of many of the children on the street: “You see them
throwing stones, naked, barefoot, playing in the dirt.”

Limited Access and Infrastructure

Nine of the 10 localities in the study had primary schools; only a poor
Medellín neighborhood lacked its own school. Insufficient access to educa-
tion beyond the primary years is a pressing concern, however. In rural
Girón and in the Cauca, local schooling is not available after eighth grade.
For residents of rural areas that do not have post-primary schools, going to
the city to finish high school often represents an insurmountable obstacle.
In Cartagena and Cali, study participants report that there are not enough
school vacancies to satisfy demand. “In addition, school slots are politi-
cized,” says a man from Cali, hinting that entry to secondary schools is
gained not on merit or right, but on the basis of a favor or payment to the
relevant politician or authority.

Data on school enrollment reveal that poor families face significant
barriers, particularly in rural areas. Enrollment at the primary level in 2001
was 88 percent of primary-age children overall, but just 70 percent in the
rural areas. Of the 12 percent of children ages 6 to 11 who remain out of
school, nearly all are from the lowest-income groups. The secondary and
tertiary levels of education show overall enrollment rates of 54 percent and
15 percent respectively, with children of poor families again largely excluded.
In rural areas less than 15 percent of the school-age population is enrolled
in secondary education, while an insignificant percentage is enrolled at the
tertiary level (Vélez 2003: 611–13).

In addition to problems of access, inadequate school infrastructure is
reported in several communities. In a Cali neighborhood, lack of space in
the local public school forces school administrators to divide the day into
two parts in order to offer the entire primary cycle, with grades 0, 1, and 2
attending in the morning, and grades 3, 4, and 5 in the afternoon. And in
the indigenous community in the Cauca region, a group of pupils report,
“There are no sports facilities, no audiovisual equipment, no laboratories.
There is only one computer . . . so it’s really very difficult.” Similar defi-
ciencies are found in the sharecropping community in Girón, as well as in
most of the urban neighborhoods studied.

The absence of recreational space is of particular concern. In Cali,
a group of youths who are now caught up in crime say, “We never had a
basketball court, or a soccer field, or a bicycle track.” Here, as well as in
Medellín, Cazucá, and Cartagena, a number of proposals focus on setting
aside recreational areas as a way of reducing violence. A Cali teacher ex-



plains, “It’s very important to have recreational space,” not so much for its
educational value, but because recreation keeps children and teenagers
away from the temptations of delinquency.

Unjustifiably Expensive

Household surveys indicate that urban families spend as much as 20 percent
of their incomes on education. Poor households must allot an even higher
proportion. Indeed, in seven of the 10 communities, parents and students
express deep concerns about the prohibitive cost of school materials, uni-
forms, registration fees, transport for pupils, and “top-ups” to teachers.
Moreover, the greatest expense (school registration, uniforms, and materi-
als) comes for many at a critical time in the year, just after the considerable
expenses of Christmas and New Year. In Cartagena, a parent who lives del
rebusque tells researchers that “materials and tuition cost around 30,000 to
40,000 pesos in elementary school and in high school 60,000, 70,000, and
even 80,000 pesos”— roughly US$12 to US$15 per student, a prohibitive
sum for a family that survives on informal labor. The benefits of education
are insufficient to justify these expenses, say some parents in the study.

In the sharecropping community in Girón, parents mention having to
make private payments to teachers to make sure their child can continue in
school. “Sometimes the students have had to pay the teacher, for example
400,000 pesos to the mathematics teacher, 200,000 pesos to the physics
teacher, and 600,000 pesos to chemistry teacher. In addition, families pro-
vide the teacher’s food and lodging.” In several other places, participants
mention unreasonable requests for money made by teachers for a whole
range of “events.”

Another Battleground

There are teachers who tell children that they are no good,
or who tell the parents, “Your child is worthless.”
—A Pasto resident

Study participants also share concerns about the conduct of teachers in the
classroom. Pupils express dissatisfaction that teachers are often impatient, in-
sensitive, and uninterested in whether or not they are learning. A girl from
Cartagena says, “You need trust between teacher and students so the students
won’t be afraid to tell the teacher that they don’t understand something.”

In at least three communities, study participants report that teachers
abuse children emotionally and physically. Researchers asked schoolchild-
ren in Barrancabermeja to identify forms of punishment as well as the qual-
ities of exceptional teachers. On the latter question, children focused on
teachers’ attitudes and behaviors in the classroom (box 12). Their list is
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consistent with the performance criteria for evaluating institutions identi-
fied by poor people in the global Voices of the Poor study. People every-
where long to be treated with respect and dignity—even children.

Another difficulty, some study participants say, is that children re-
produce in school the violence they experience at home, and teachers add
to these tensions with further scolding. According to a nine-year-old from
Cazucá, “When I was at school, children used to fight a lot and teachers al-
ways scolded me. That’s why I don’t go to school any more. I don’t miss
school. It was very boring.” A teacher in Sanquianga remarks, “Kids grow
up in a violent environment, and they replicate that behavior at school, at-
tacking their classmates and their teachers.”

Box 12. Children’s Fears and Hopes in School

Students described the following forms of punishment as com-
monly applied in schools:

Putting a hat on a child who does not know the an-
swer to identify him as a dunce
Calling a child a burro (donkey)
Threatening to send a child to the principal
Knocking the wind out of a student by hitting his mid-
dle with two fingers
Forcing a child to hold two bricks in his hands outside
the classroom
Forcing a child to put a finger on the ground and turn
around until a hole is made
Hitting a child with a ruler, mainly on the hands,
sometimes using a wet ruler to cause more pain
Slapping a child’s face.

The following were identified as qualities of an exemplary
teacher:

Having a good disposition, being warm and friendly
toward students
Accepting that he or she can make a mistake
Being a guide, not a dictator
Being a friend before being a teacher
Being dynamic in the classroom and not just dictating
from a book.



The Shame of Discrimination

One of the most difficult problems has been getting the rest of
the school to accept the situation of these [displaced] children.
—A schoolteacher from Cazucá

Poor children from Barrancabermeja, Cali, Sanquianga, Girón, and Cazucá
inform researchers repeatedly that other children, and sometimes teachers,
treat them very badly. Poor clothing (beneath the uniform), tattered shoes,
a different accent, rural origin, darker skin, and at times a slower learning
rate, are all objects of ridicule and reprimand.

In Sanquianga, a discussion group of parents deplore “the attitude of
many teachers who discriminate against black children in front of a paisa
child, for example. This discourages the students from staying in school.”
Black children from the poorest families have real problems even securing
admission to a school. In an Afro-Colombian barrio of Cali, teenagers say
they are forced to lie about where they come from. A youth says, “If I had
said that I’m from this neighborhood, they wouldn’t have taken me. I went
all the way through high school and they never knew where I was from.”

Displaced children in Cazucá also feel deeply excluded. “They call us
sacayucas because we come from the countryside,” says a girl. These children
long to return to the schools they attended before being displaced. According
to a displaced boy, “I don’t like school here. I don’t like being locked in. There,
I could ride my bicycle with my friends and be happy, but not here.” And a
teenager adds, “Why do they treat us badly for being displaced? We are human
beings and deserve respect. We are not responsible for this situation.”

Cazucá study participants say that teachers often turn a blind eye to the
constant fights among pupils who are dealing with the turmoil of displace-
ment. An 11-year-old boy says, “The kids fight too much at my school . . .
They fight over ice cream and other things. Teachers never say anything,
they don’t make note of the behavior or write it in the observation book be-
cause if they do, you could be suspended for about 10 days.” A teacher
mentions that some efforts, albeit belated, have been taken to build under-
standing in the school system about the particular needs of displaced chil-
dren, and a student mentoring program has started in the Cazucá school.

Pushed and Pulled Out of School
If families had better incomes, that would prevent students
from dropping out of school. —A man from Cartagena

The advantage of not attending school is that you can work
and earn money. —A youth from Girón
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Most children here think it’s more important to make money
than to go to school. —A parent from Usme

In every study community without exception, the overwhelming majority
of children do not complete secondary school. The qualitative data gath-

ered for this study suggest that the average age at which students drop out
of school is 13, but there is considerable evidence that some children leave
school as early as age 8 or 9. For every 10 students who enroll in primary
school, six will complete the primary cycle and only three will graduate
from secondary school.

The dropout problem is just one part of a complex picture. Study
participants reveal that most children attend school erratically for many
years before they leave for good. The need to work is cited as the most com-
mon reason for poor attendance and dropping out, but a host of other
problems, including lack of parental support, teen pregnancy, and the lure
of fast money and drugs on the streets also cause children and youths to cut
short their education.

Despite the evident sacrifices made by a very large share of poor
families to send children to school, urban and rural children and adults
nevertheless say that some parents do not prioritize education sufficiently.
In the two rural communities of Girón and the Cauca region, participants
assert that parents with low levels of education themselves are much less
likely to show interest in their children’s schooling. A boy from Girón con-
tends, “Your first learning is from your parents. If your parents did not go
to school, they won’t be able to teach you well.” In the Cauca indigenous
community, researchers discovered that of a sample of 93 parents, only
three had completed grade 11, another three had made it to grade 7, and the
rest had not reached grade 5. A local teacher explains, “More education is
needed in order to understand the importance of education for success . . .
This is why some parents don’t show interest in [their children’s] school
attendance.”

Rural children typically help with agricultural work and, like their
urban counterparts, may also be engaged in petty vending, such as selling
coal in Sanquianga. A teacher from Girón laments, “For example, there’s a
child who has not come to school because they have him harvesting toma-
toes. He is 10 years old and in the third grade. Some parents are like that.
For them the most important thing is work, and they don’t even send an ex-
planation to the teacher.” Sanquianga parents also point out that many chil-
dren leave school of their own accord: “The loss of identity suffered by our
youths makes them value money more than school. They would rather
work on illegal plantations, where they can earn money, than attend school,
where they earn nothing.”



In urban communities as well, lack of parental concern for education
and a need for children to work emerge as obstacles to keeping youths in
school. In a barrio of Cali, a group of teenagers state, “Parents don’t give
priority to school expenses over other expenses. In addition, you can buy
liquor on credit, but not notebooks.” The attractions of drugs, alcohol, “easy
money,” and consumerism are also said to draw many away from school. In
Barrancabermeja, teenagers admit, “Some of us are addicted to drugs and al-
cohol. We start liking to have money, and then we stop going to school.”

Teenage pregnancies are mentioned in most places as another impor-
tant cause of the high dropout rate. In Cali, teenage pregnancy is unusually
prevalent. A young mother says, “Most of them get pregnant at 13, 14, and
15. Teenagers live very free . . . A boy gets his girlfriend pregnant and drops
out of school, and she leaves school too.”

In Medellín, a discussion group of men and women explored the
causes and impacts of the school dropout rate, summarizing the diverse
challenges to educating children in the study communities (figure 9). This

Figure 9. Causes and Effects of Dropping Out of School

Source: Discussion group of men and women in Medellín.
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web of interconnected causes and effects shows that poor people do not see
education through a sectoral lens, but as part of a broader system that ham-
pers their capacity to take control of their lives, develop, and prosper.

Vocational Education Valued but Scarce

Education is useful when you are taught something that helps
you get work. —A young woman from Medellín

Nowadays at school they don’t even teach you how to sew on
a button. They don’t teach practical skills.
—A woman from Girón

Whether focused on improving livelihoods, reducing violence, or re-
forming schools, the proposals that poor people developed for this

study frequently call for expanded vocational education. The proposals par-
ticularly stress training in skills that have an immediate market value. Youths
from Girón, for example, would like to receive training locally in “sewing,
hairdressing, cooking, baking, accounting, mechanics, and electronics.”

The national vocational training program known as SENA (Servicio
Nacional de Aprendizaje) is mentioned favorably in four communities. A
woman from Barrancabermeja says, “[SENA] is very good because they
teach several things, from dressmaking to metal mechanics . . . executive
secretarial training, practical things.” But the requirement that trainees have
completed ninth grade restricts access to SENA courses.

Youths in Action, a program that provides a stipend to students while
they receive work-related training, is found only in Cazucá. The current
courses on “computer systems, hairdressing, and painting” offered by the
program are thought to be useful, but entry is limited. A woman in a dis-
cussion group explains, “Many youths are registering, but there are few
openings and some students cannot afford transportation to training loca-
tions.” In addition to calling for improved access to courses, teenagers and
adults in the study propose that the training be held during evening hours
to accommodate work schedules.

Nonschool Actors in Education

I am poor . . . I have no money but I have always sent my
children to school. The issue is willingness, confronting the
problem, talking to whoever can get them a place in school.
—A mother from Barrancabermeja

Researchers asked discussion groups of pupils and parents to describe
and rank other actors (besides formal teachers and trainers) who play



important educational roles in their communities. Those most frequently
mentioned are parents and grandparents, the madres comunitarias of the
ICBF program, and television.

A group of Cartagena youths identified four actors that play an im-
portant role in their education, and developed specific criteria to evaluate
them. The youths, a large discussion group of more than 30, then individ-
ually rated each actor’s importance on a scale of 0 to 3, with 3 being the
most important. In almost every case, parents emerge as the top educators
(table 2).

Indeed, children throughout the study speak repeatedly of the impor-
tance of family members as educators and caretakers. “Teachers, parents,
and grandparents are those who teach the most—70 percent the family and
30 percent school,” asserts a child in Sanquianga. Grandmothers also play
a vital role as caretakers of their daughters’ children while the daughters are
at work. “I have to raise [my granddaughter] because my daughter works all
day long,” says a grandmother in Medellín.

In all the urban neighborhoods, the madres comunitarias of ICBF are
valued very highly for their care and guidance of young children under 8 years
old. For the great majority of single mothers in barrios such as Medellín,
Cali, and Cazucá, the hogares comunitarios provide essential services that
enable them to work. “Hogares comunitarios educate the children. This is
their first education outside the home. They are not expensive, so that
mothers who work can leave their children there. It’s in these homes that
they begin their socialization,” says a young single mother in Medellín.

Table 2. Relative Importance of Educational Actors

Educational
Criterion Parents Friends institutions Television

Spiritual tranquility 72 72 0 26

Conflict resolution 72 62 28 22

Tolerance 67 40 30 20

Differentiating fact from fiction 63 38 34 36

Motivation, work capacity, 56 31 43 21
and guidance

Valuing life, respect, and dignity 72 50 55 26

Knowledge 66 47 60 63

Total 468 340 280 214

Note: Values are the sums of the scores of 30+ participants in the discussion group who
ranked educational actors on a scale of 0 (low) to 3 (high).

Source: Discussion group of youths, Cartagena.
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Finally, the television receives numerous but mixed reviews in discus-
sions about its central role in children’s education. In Cali, youths mention
the educational value of Discovery Channel programs on cable TV. But in
Sanquianga, a teacher warns, “Parents don’t pay attention to the TV shows
their children watch, and in what they watch there is always opportunism,
love tragedies, and violence.”

Education Must Be Relevant

The family is the basis of a child’s formation. From there, a
child can develop better, learn new things. Education should
help us to be somebody in life, to be well-adjusted. That’s why
it’s so important for the school and the family to collaborate.
—A girl from Cartagena

When you live in the countryside, it’s also important to attend
school and learn, because mathematics, for example, is useful
for calculating the price of crops. If you can’t do math, you
may lose out, because you have to accept whatever the other
person says and they may cheat you.
—A 29-year-old man from Girón

Despite everything, poor Colombians continue to hold out hope that ed-
ucation will help them and their children climb up and out of poverty.

Study participants first and foremost want schools to help them improve
their work prospects. Among various proposals on education by participants
in Cartagena, for instance, a call for education to improve job opportunities
ranks first by a large margin. Other priorities that are consistent with find-
ings mentioned throughout this chapter include measures to expand access
to schools and educational opportunities, reduce costs of school attendance,
open community daycare centers, and increase vocational training.

The top-ranking proposal in Pasto calls for building an educational cen-
ter in the barrio to offer workshops in vocational skills to children, youths,
and adults, to help people “learn and get a job.” Participants say that if they
knew how to read and write, youths and women could find jobs more easily.
Such a center would increase the self-esteem of the community and people’s
sense of self-worth. But Pasto participants also identify significant obstacles to
launching their plan, including difficulties obtaining needed resources, lack of
support from local authorities, and lack of unity in the community.

Similarly, a discussion group in Cali focuses on their local community
development center (CDC) as a place to provide educational programs. In this
case, participants stress that the center could also improve communication



among local people and help to address problems of rivalry and lack of unity
in the community (box 13).

Participants also offer proposals for reducing dropout rates, and
these are equally crosscutting, addressing problems of child labor, teen
pregnancy, and physical abuse by teachers. In Girón, where the dropout
rate is very high, students and parents identified a set of very specific mea-
sures that parents, educators, students, and the state could take to keep
more children in school (table 3).

Study participants in several communities also suggest measures to
reduce the burden of school costs by staggering payments throughout the
year and expanding the provision of free school texts. They also recom-
mend more evening educational and training opportunities.

In sum, people say education is failing children and youths for rea-
sons that include but also extend well beyond what happens in the class-
room. They insist that schools cannot and should not ignore these wider
problems. Teachers and trainers are urgently needed who can do a better
job of teaching basic skills, as well as skills that can directly improve their
students’ work prospects. Poor people also want schools to offer a refuge
for children fleeing violence in their homes and on the streets, and to ac-
tively encourage children and youths to envision a more peaceful and secure
future for themselves and their communities.

Box 13. Education in the Heart of the Community

A discussion group in Cali: “The CDC is the heart of our 
barrio . . . The barrio needs educational programs for work and
culture, so we can change the negative factors and the poor
image of the neighborhood, and above all the stigma about who
and what we are. You don’t tell people you are from here be-
cause it makes a bad impression. A project to strengthen the
CDC would help to bring the community together, since there is
a lot of rivalry and not much unity among the leaders . . . not
only among leaders but throughout the community. That’s why
we need a communication program to bring us together, to im-
prove the entire community and help to solve the rivalry prob-
lem, which keeps us from progressing.  . . . Young people would
have more opportunities and a better education because what
they study at school is of no use as far as work is concerned. . . .
The quality of life would improve for the entire community.”
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Table 3. Attacking the Causes of High Dropout Rates

Reason for
dropping out Who can help provide a solution? By doing what?

Need to work Parents Hire a worker instead of putting the child
to work so that he or she can stay in school.

Government (through its Keep down the cost of the program
Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial, for rural areas.
or Tutorial Learning System)
Community Create a fund to support youngsters who

want to stay in school.

Pregnancy Family and friends Provide encouragement and support for the
care of the child so the mother can continue
her education.

School and parents Provide education on sexual and
reproductive health.

Abuse by Parents Investigate cases of abuse in school and
teachers support agreements between teachers

and students.

Source: Discussion group of students and parents in Girón.
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Clearly, poor people’s systemic analysis of educational obstacles and
opportunities poses complex challenges for the state and other actors work-
ing in the field of education. In addition to the responsibilities of public au-
thorities, parents and community institutions have important roles to play
in improving schools. From the perspective of the poor, not much progress
will be made in education if issues of work and violence are not addressed
at the same time.  The final chapter offers reflections on how external part-
ners in the state, the private sector, and civil society might better empower
local people to undertake the measures they identify as most urgent and
promising.

Notes
1. Since 1991, the National Evaluation System for the Quality of Education

(SABER) has administered achievement tests in mathematics, language, and science
for students in grades 3, 5, 7, and 9. These tests have repeatedly shown that a
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majority of students in grades 3 and 5 are performing below grade level. The per-
formance of Colombian students on the recent UNESCO/OREALC assessment was
broadly on par with that of students in Brazil and Mexico, and in a median position
compared with other countries in the region. The Colombian scores reveal striking
disparities between the achievement of urban students and their rural counterparts,
who consistently scored lower. However, the same study also showed that Colombia
is surpassing most other Latin American countries in educating rural students, espe-
cially in mathematics. Only Cuba does better. These results are due in part to the suc-
cess of several effective pedagogical models, in particular Escuela Nueva.





The state is to blame for the sociopolitical situation of
the Colombian people . . . All that is wrong is due to
its lack of responsiveness. The state has no authority.

—A Cauca youth

Chapter 5

Institutional and Policy
Challenges



70 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

This final chapter explores the very difficult institutional context in
which poor people struggle as the essential context for a summary re-

view of the proposals they developed to improve their lives. The chapter
closes with a consideration of the implications of these proposals for policy
formation at the macro level.

Poor people’s policy recommendations in the three thematic areas of
the study overlap considerably. Their comprehensive approaches reflect their
view that there are tight links between the factors that restrict work oppor-
tunities, fuel violence, and deny their children adequate schooling. Their
proposals focus on gaining conditions that better-off Colombians already
enjoy: reliable work, good schools for their children, safe streets. Some of
the inputs that poor people believe would foster such outcomes, notably
family counseling services and direct support to community institutions, de-
mand a significant reorientation of current approaches to reducing poverty
and promoting public safety.

Weak Institutions: Keeping the Poor Poor

There is not sufficient information about municipal, NGO, or
government programs, what they do, where they do it, or how
they can help us. —A Cali youth

Nowadays there is solidarity only in tragedies.
—A Cali community leader

People in the study communities express deep frustration over the lack of
services that would help to reduce threats to their well-being. They

decry the lack of public safety and access to justice: police are absent from
most of the 10 study communities, leaving them open to intrusions by guer-
rillas and paramilitary armed factions. This in turn leads to disinvestment,
stigmatization, and the unraveling of community leadership and collective
action. Missing, too, are supports to improve work prospects, adequate ed-
ucational opportunities, and nutrition programs to ease hunger. These dis-
turbing trends have worsened since 1995, as the economy has struggled
with crisis and slow recovery and conflict has intensified.1

Calls for better schools and the rule of law are not surprising find-
ings in a study that looked specifically at education and violence. Of equal
concern, the study revealed that although communities are coming together
in many cases to improve livelihoods and to protect themselves, they gen-
erally lack the capacities, networks, and resources to make a measurable
and lasting difference. Poor people feel profoundly unsupported in their ef-
forts to better their lives.



Unaccountable Politicians, Exclusionary Policies

When [politicians] come here they promise heaven and earth.
But then they never come back . . . They make promises and
leave. —A young man from Pasto

Politicians, especially at the municipal level, but also higher up, receive very
negative reviews across the communities studied. The dominant perception
is that they are manipulative, self-interested, and corrupt. Many in the study
say that this results in economic and social policies that are largely discon-
nected from poor people’s needs and realities, and in some cases are outright
harmful.

Reports abound of politicians making false promises at election time,
only to disregard their promises and abuse their positions of power once
elected. A woman from Barrancabermeja observes, “When money from the
government arrives at the mayor’s office, that’s the last we see of it. They
steal it, and distribute it among themselves. The mayor takes office as a
poor man and when he leaves he has a farm and a car.” Study participants
make similar observations about national officials. A recent World Bank
survey on corruption and governance in Colombia finds that civil servants
and business leaders also perceive corruption to be closely linked to the po-
litical establishment. The study depicts the Congress as one of the most cor-
rupt institutions in the country, clientelism as a pervasive system that un-
dergirds political and bureaucratic structures, and the judicial system as
lacking independence from political interference (World Bank 2002c).

The lack of political inclusion and accountability leads to policies
that disadvantage the poor. In at least two communities, study participants
raised concerns about macroeconomic policies that are seen to negatively
impact ordinary workers’ lives. A discussion group of men in Cartagena
link rising unemployment to a series of harmful policies:

Since the apertura [open-market policy] hit us here, it’s been a deba-
cle. Propil and Desto have been privatized, and now they generate
virtually no work. They hire through employment agencies, and
salaries are very low. They are like monopolies that finish off
microenterprises . . . As the IMF says, layoffs must continue or we
will not approve further loans to you. . . . Look at the hotels; they
are now supplied by industrial fishing companies . . . There is no
opportunity for [those with] small boats.

Similarly, in rural Usme, farmers associate macroeconomic policies with unfa-
vorable market trends. They point particularly to the effect of trade liberaliza-
tion on the prices of their crops. According to a discussion group of farmers,
“Before they opened doors to foreign imports in the 1990s, investment in the
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agro [sector] was larger. Now even potatoes that come from abroad are
cheaper and we have to pay.”

Study participants also report a lack of even general information
about local policymaking processes. Colombian municipal legislation, for
instance, provides a mechanism for people to participate in local-level fo-
rums that identify investment priorities to be considered in the municipal
budget. In none of the 10 communities visited, however, did people seem to
be aware of this opportunity for participatory municipal planning. Study
participants repeatedly acknowledge the importance of participating in mu-
nicipal decisions.  However, they are generally not aware that participation
is more than a helpful process: it is their legal right.  

Services Denied

The government comes up with the SISBEN, but what good is
that if they just receive you, give you a piece of paper? What
can I do with a piece of paper? —A woman from Cartagena

For the Youths in Action program they only took 14 [trainees],
but there are more than 300 youths here. 
—A poor person from Cartagena

Study participants repeatedly discuss the “the absence of the state” in their
communities, and consider this a form of violence. Where state institutions
are present (the school, clinics, and in some cases, local government offices),
people report that authorities treat them badly and in some cases deny them
services to which they are entitled. Indigenous and Afro-Colombian groups
report that discrimination and disrespectful treatment from public authori-
ties are common. “Because you are an Indian, you are served last at public
institutions . . . They help those who wear a tie first,” says a young Guambian.

Poor people perceive most social programs specifically designed to help
them to be of limited value and riddled with corruption. A particularly trou-
bling example is the trading of cupos (which entitle users to particular ser-
vices or goods) by local politicians. In Cazucá, for instance, study participants
report that access to secondary school, which has limited enrollment, requires
a recommendation from the local politico in the municipality. These practices
allow local powerbrokers to consolidate their bases, rewarding supporters by
facilitating access to a service (even when they might not qualify for it), and
punishing the disloyal by refusing them access. There is general agreement
that one needs to have tener palanca (insider connections) to get ahead, given
the pervasive culture of clientelism. “It’s important to have someone with in-
fluence in the mayor’s office,” insists a young man from Girón. It is widely
assumed that local politicians and service providers are corrupt.



Study participants from six communities also raise concerns about
the manipulation by local politicians of SISBEN, the beneficiary selection
system that determines eligibility for health and social support services na-
tionwide, and for education and housing benefits in selected departments
and districts.2 Aside from the widespread dissatisfaction that SISBEN’s cov-
erage is insufficient, the most common concern is that the program’s so-
cioeconomic stratification system does not reflect the true picture of poverty
in a given locality. Study participants report that families living in extreme
poverty are occasionally classified as more fortunate, while others who are
doing relatively well are categorized as ultra-poor. The result is that the
most needy are sometimes denied access to basic social services, while others
who are better off enjoy privileged access.

The World Bank’s Colombia Social Safety Net Assessment finds that
the SISBEN system generally serves “the poor, but not the poorest” (World
Bank 2002b). The report recommends updating SISBEN to address its pre-
sent design and implementation problems, in particular to ensure that it is
capable of serving as Colombia’s principal targeting mechanism for reach-
ing the chronically poor with social programs. Many of the reforms in this
area are in fact being undertaken by the new administration.

Unlike SISBEN, the Colombia Family Welfare Institute’s daycare and
nutrition programs for young children receive widely favorable reviews, al-
though the need to expand coverage is a theme that emerges repeatedly
across the study communities. Almost every study assessing the country’s
public institutions has found that local people view the ICBF as extremely
valuable. The hogares comunitarios and madres comunitarias receive par-
ticular praise. People explain that ICBF is one of the few government insti-
tutions present almost everywhere in Colombia, providing important ser-
vices in the communities where poor people live. 

State employment and employment training initiatives such as Youths in
Action, Employment in Action (part of Plan Colombia), and UMATA
(Unidades Municipales de Asistencia Técnica), are mentioned in only three
communities, and in each case their impact is deemed negligible. The national
apprenticeship institute, SENA, receives high marks from participants in four
of the 10 communities. However, some study participants suggest that people
need connections to be admitted. Where SENA is available, people agree that
the institute should open its doors to more people. In Pasto, where residents
express concern that SENA may be closing, a young man says, “We can’t allow
that to happen . . . They can’t close it. If they do, where will the poor study?”

In Medellín, a discussion group argues that short-term state employ-
ment programs are not worth much. “You work a lot but you do not have
a good income, and then it ends too soon.” In Cartagena, a public housing
program that employs local builders is better received but also considered
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limited: “Subsidized housing programs are pretty good because they gener-
ate a lot of work during the construction period.”3

Who Takes the Credit?

An alternative would be to have a bank offering credit services
without so many requirements. —A Cartagena woman

For example, you could sell the harvest to [creditors] in
advance and they could pay you a market price. 
—A woman from Usme

Local people repeatedly argue that they need financial services to add value
to their products and services, but that costly informal credit is practically
the only option open to them. Formal credit institutions, which are mostly
absent from the communities visited, are mentioned rarely, and then only in
very negative terms. Banks in particular are criticized for being beyond the
reach of the poor. A sharecropper from Girón explains, “The banks require
guarantees, for example, a property title for the farm and two guarantors
with real estate. With these requirements, we parceleros will never be able
to access credit for the crops.” In Usme, as well as in Cauca, the Banco
Agrario is said to be accessible only to the relatively well off.4

Institutions that offer microfinance services do not fare much better
in the eyes of study participants. There is a widespread perception that
microfinance institutions, like banks, are “in it for themselves.” In the
Cartagena barrio studied, a man remarked, “They say that they will give the
credit in four installments, but they take away the first installment as part of
the payments.”

Informal credit—by moneylenders, between neighbors and friends, or
within the extended family—is very common. The interest rates charged for
informal credit are usually higher than those charged by formal credit insti-
tutions, up to 20 percent per month. The difference is that money is made
available immediately and without the need for guarantees. In the case of cred-
it between family members or friends, interest sometimes is not charged, or the
transaction is based not on cash but on the exchange of services or goods.

Mixed Reviews for NGOs

We wish that the Red [de Solidaridad] would give
us directly what is allocated to us. 
—An internally displaced man from Cazucá

Given poor people’s perception that the state either operates through clien-
telistic practices or is absent from their communities, it would seem that



NGOs have a potentially large role to play in filling gaps in the provision
of needed services. But NGOs get a mixed review from the poor. These
organizations too, they say, need to be more transparent and accountable.
Indeed, as discussed below, many recommendations from poor people are
not designed to strengthen NGOs, but instead focus on approaches that
would put their own community organizations in direct touch with state
services and give local people and their organizations more control over de-
cisions and resources affecting community services.

Throughout the study communities, there is evident distrust of many
NGOs. In Cazucá, where NGOs have responded in great numbers to aid in-
ternally displaced people, the prevailing view is that NGOs pocket a con-
siderable percentage of the money that the government has set aside for the
displaced population. In a discussion group, people assert that “the gov-
ernment should pay closer attention to where the money goes and how it is
distributed.” In Cartagena, barrio residents report that the presence of an
influential NGO has actually resulted in fewer opportunities for them.
“Before the NGO arrived, there was more support from ECOPETROL,”
says an unemployed youth, referring to the national oil company. “We had
more access to companies. We delivered some letters [containing proposals]
and they contributed to us.  Now the NGO controls everything.” 

At the same time, most communities recognize the important contri-
bution of NGOs, particularly in terms of training. Training in human rights,
productive activities, employment generation, and organizational strengthen-
ing of community-based institutions is considered especially valuable. NGOs
are seen as useful in helping poor people’s organizations become more au-
tonomous and better able to interact with state authorities and other actors.5

Stigmatized and Divided Communities, Fragile NGOs

Divisions within the community are the most serious problem.
—Discussion group participant in rural Bogotá

We don’t know who finances whom, or how, or what. 
—A youth from Cali

Across the communities studied, poor people feel a pervasive sense of ex-
clusion from the larger society. The simple fact of being poor, or of having
dark skin, or of coming from a “dangerous” neighborhood or village is
enough to cause rejection. People also feel deeply estranged from their own
communities because of the violence surrounding them. In nine of the 10
communities studied, and particularly in the urban areas, people say that a
chronic lack of social cohesion in the very heart of their communities un-
dermines their ability to address urgent local needs. In Girón, a 43-year-old
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farmer exclaims, “The most serious problem is our lack of unity. If we were
united we could make demands together and they would listen more.”

Participants from Cali say that the stigma they endure, exacerbated by
negative reporting in the media, deepens their poverty. A group of women
explain, “It’s disgusting how the media treat us. They are like wolves, tak-
ing up a community and tearing it apart. No matter how much you study or
prepare yourself you are rejected just the same. Even the employment offices
have lists of people to reject you . . . the same with schools. They say we are
black and thieves.”

Shunned by the outside world, poor people say their villages and
neighborhoods are splintering under the strains of violence and the hazards
of drug gangs, social cleansing groups, and armed bands competing for
control and recruits.6 In all six urban neighborhoods, people report daily
occurrence of physical and verbal aggression among neighbors, and against
community authorities. Women community leaders in Pasto, for example,
are regularly insulted or abused physically. Violent clashes between gangs
of youths whose parents live next to each other are also causing violent
quarrels among neighbors. A 2001 cross-country study provides empirical
evidence showing a strong negative relationship between violent crime and
social capital (Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza 2002). Other social capi-
tal data from Colombia are consistent with this finding, showing higher
levels of participation in community action groups in less violent areas and
lower levels in more violent areas (Cuéllar de Martínez 1997).

In the Cartagena barrio, social events that traditionally brought the
community together have now practically disappeared. A madre comuni-
taria paints the picture: “During Easter week, we used to prepare rice with
coconut, fish, bangú dessert, plátano dessert, pineapple, and beans, and we
shared them with neighbors. But we have not seen that exchange in the last
two years.” Fiestas have historically had their share of fights, but now the
violence is much more serious. According to a discussion group of women,
“The beer [festival] and anniversary celebration of the barrio were sus-
pended  . . . because men went wild shooting. In the past, [fights] were with
sticks or broken bottles, but now they’re with guns.”

Study participants express contradictory perceptions about their own
community-based organizations (CBO). These include the formally consti-
tuted community action boards known as Junta de Acción Comunal (JAC),
as well as other, more homegrown institutions such as community support
centers. On the one hand, people consistently say they value these groups
above most other institutions, placing enormous faith in their potential to
unite residents and develop collective solutions to help lift them out of
poverty. On the other hand, they do not hesitate to say that CBOs are often
unrepresentative, dominated by a few leaders, with low attendance at meet-
ings; internally divided by rival factions linked to different political parties



or local powerbrokers; or incompetent, with poor managerial, organizing,
and implementation practices.

Fear, in particular, keeps people from organizing. In Sanquianga on
the Pacific coast, local community leaders regularly report that residents
very seldom attend meetings and show little interest in community issues.7

“People are wrapped up in their own affairs and don’t care about anything
else,” says a woman in Cartagena. An NGO worker indicates that few peo-
ple will even come to educational courses for fear of being considered “too
active.”

Most of the study communities also struggle with leadership. Local
leaders are said to be caught in the web of clientelism that local politicians
spin to keep themselves in power. “In fact, they don’t work for the com-
munity, but for their own interests,” says a Cali youth about local leaders.
A man from Medellín explains, “People around here are used to everything
being politics. Say we establish a cooperative. Soon its leaders begin to do
things out of personal interest, supporting a politician.” During campaigns,
competing politicians further divide communities, as a man from Barran-
cabermeja describes: “When there are no political campaigns under way, we
work well in groups. But the campaigns begin and some leaders hire them-
selves out to a politician. The other leaders get offended and then comes
discord.”

Poor People’s Proposals

Study participants put forward 252 proposals of varying length and detail
to expand work opportunities, reduce violence, and improve education.

Two broad patterns emerge. First, poor people view problems of work, vio-
lence, and education as tightly interconnected, and many proposals call for
comprehensive initiatives to address these issues. Second, poor people see
families and local institutions as the critical arenas for action. This reflects
poor people’s sharply critical assessments of public authorities and the many
poverty-targeted public and NGO programs that fail to reach them.

To capture the linkages between the study themes and avoid duplica-
tion, the proposals are summarized in figure 10 and categorized in the fol-
lowing sections based on their content. A number of the 88 work-related pro-
posals emerged from discussions about actions to reduce violence and im-
prove schools. Similarly, some of the proposals about violence reduction were
made in the context of discussions focused on school or work, and some of
the proposals on education emerged from discussions of work or violence.
These overlaps suggest areas of potential policy synergies. Indeed, study par-
ticipants widely see advances in the three areas as tightly interwoven. 

The findings reveal strong consensus among poor people that their
lives could be improved through measures that enhance work opportunities
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(48 proposals), increase poor people’s work-related capacities and skills
(40 proposals), and improve school quality, access, and infrastructure (79 pro-
posals). Given that work and education are core areas of the study, the con-
centration of proposals in these areas is expected. An additional 70 proposals
call for crosscutting actions that would directly strengthen families and
communities. Just 15 proposals recommend efforts to increase security
directly with respect to the peace dialogue, the drug trade, and police and
military reforms. Furthermore, these proposals emerged only in the context
of discussions about reducing violence. Proposals to increase security focus
more heavily on actions that would directly help families and community
institutions reduce conflict and safeguard children and youths.

In discussing local problems and presenting their proposals, study
participants repeatedly say that they simply want the state to do what it is
supposed to do. Lacking even basic information about opportunities that
might be open to them, participants express strong interest in learning more
about the credentials and functions of state and NGO actors who come into
contact with their communities (box 14). The poor also feel that resources
are wasted because the various state and NGO providers approach them
separately, often with similar programs. Not enough is done to coordinate
and pool resources.

It is against the backdrop of poorly performing and exclusionary insti-
tutions that poor people call for direct support to families and communities

Figure 10. Number and Type of Proposals
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to overcome problems relating to work, education, and security. Their focus
on very local structures reflects their fervent desire for self-reliance and con-
trol over their lives, important forces on which poverty reduction strategies
can build. Further highlights of study participants’ proposals are highlighted
below.

Provide Support and Capacity Building for Work

Table 4 summarizes proposals for measures that poor people believe would
support their efforts to work and improve their livelihood opportunities.
These include investments in community enterprises, increased access to
child care, improved access to productive inputs, and market support.

In eight of the 10 communities, study participants proposed actions
to create or improve work opportunities through entrepreneurial activities
managed by local people and groups. Figure 11 presents a proposal by a dis-
cussion group of Medellín women to create an association for single moth-
ers who work as domestic servants. The women believe such an association
would raise their self-esteem and improve prospects for their families. 

Rather than work as domestics or informal vendors, however, many
women in the study express a strong interest in building their own com-
munity businesses, which would also enable them to manage child care and
other household responsibilities more effectively. Several proposals stress

Box 14. Proposals to Overcome Lack of Information

In Cazucá, a group of men suggest that “There should be train-
ing about the functions of each institution so we don’t get the
runaround when asking for resources. Institutions wouldn’t be
able to say that such-and-such is not their function.” In Girón,
Medellín, Cali, and Cazucá, residents propose the creation of in-
formation offices where people could learn about the precise
competencies and functions of different agencies, government
programs, and NGOs, about the services offered, and about cit-
izens’ rights to these services. In Cazucá, the provision of infor-
mation is seen as important but insufficient. Residents there
must learn how to speak to institutions effectively so that they
will get a response. And in Girón, residents propose that the
radio be used to promote understanding of and debate about
what different institutions do.
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that work-related inputs and services should be tied directly to opportuni-
ties available locally, particularly for women.

In addition to community enterprises, women’s discussion groups as-
sign priority to investments in child care and jobs for poor female-headed
households. As discussed in chapter 2, women in many areas are overtak-
ing men as the principal breadwinners, and discussion groups of women
mention ICBF and other daycare services and schools as vital for working
women with small children. Numerous discussion groups called for urgent
attention to the plight of single mothers and widows who have no choice
but to leave their children alone while they go out to work.

The Colombia Social Safety Net Assessment (World Bank 2002b) rec-
ommends improvements in the quality and coverage of daycare and nutrition
programs for the poor through effective low-cost service alternatives. This,
the reports maintains, will not only benefit children at risk but will give
many poor families the opportunity to have additional household members
enter the labor force and add to family income.

Other work-related proposals include the creation of new enterprises
(such as in ecotourism), community employment schemes, and direct sup-
port to individual entrepreneurs. Some measures would increase investment
in inputs and services that enable people who work in specific livelihoods

Table 4. Proposals to Support Employment 

Summary of proposals Communities

Support community enterprises Cali, Cartagena, Cauca, 
Cazucá, Medellín,
Sanquianga, Usme, Pasto

Create new enterprises, including Barrancabermeja, 
those in ecotourism Cartagena, Cazucá, 

Sanquianga, Medellín

Expand coverage of ICBF homes and Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
daycare centers, with guaranteed Cartagena, Medellín, 
employment for female heads of household Girón, Sanquianga 

Establish community warehousing Cauca, Girón, Usme
centers to ensure marketing, easy credit 
and low interest rates for peasants, and 
stable prices for farm products 

Expand access to land: implement Barrancabermeja, 
agrarian reform, put into production farms Cartagena, Sanquianga 
formerly belonging to drug traffickers 

Number of proposals: 48

Source: Community discussion groups.



to enhance their productivity, such as market support and productive assets
for farmers or street vendors.

In addition, nine of the 10 communities put forward proposals on
ways to build people’s skills and capacities for work, as shown in table 5.
These proposals emerge not only across the study communities but also
across separate discussions on measures to improve work, reduce violence,
and strengthen schools. Training specifically for youth is proposed more
frequently in the urban sites than in the rural, while training to form coop-
eratives is a more rural concern. 

Improve Schools

Proposals on education, summarized in table 6, span diverse approaches that
would expand access to schools and improve the quality of education, espe-
cially its relevance to work and family life. Study participants make  recom-
mendations for an education that is comprehensive, affordable, and practical.

Figure 11. Opportunities and Obstacles: A Proposal for an
Association of Single-Mother Domestic Workers

Source: Discussion group of women, Medellín.
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Table 5. Proposals to Build Capacity for Work

Summary of proposals Communities

Provide technical and vocational training Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
to young people Cartagena, Cazucá, Girón, 

Medellín, Pasto, Sanquianga, 
Usme

Provide training and advice on forming Barrancabermeja, Cartagena, 
cooperatives Cauca, Girón

Provide training in organic farming and Cauca, Girón, Sanquianga
sustainable environmental management 

Make formal education more relevant to employment Cali, Cazucá, Pasto

Expand access to SENA and public universities Cartagena

Provide more educational opportunities to build Cali, Cartagena, Cauca, 
work-related skills Medellín, Pasto

Number of proposals: 40

Source: Community discussion groups.

Table 6. Proposals to Improve Education

Summary of proposals Communities

Offer educación integral (covering all ages, teaching Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
values and skills that apply to life outside and Cartagena, Cauca, Cazucá, 
inside the classroom) Girón, Medellín, Pasto, 

Sanquianga 

Improve the quality of education, especially Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
teacher performance Cazucá, Girón, Pasto, 

Sanquianga

Ensure that schooling recognizes regional and Cauca, Sanquianga
ethnic differences 

Reduce educational costs substantially through subsidies Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
and grants for food, enrollment fees, and monthly tuition Cartagena, Cazucá, Girón, 

Medellín, Pasto 

Expand educational coverage for all ages and at Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
all levels, and the coverage of ICBF daycare centers Cartagena, Cauca, Girón, 

Medellín, Pasto, 
Sanquianga, Usme 

Expand and improve school facilities and equipment, Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
as well as recreational space accessible to schools Cazucá, Girón, 

Sanquianga, Usme

Guarantee an education to children of single parents Cali, Cazucá

Number of proposals: 76

Source: Community discussion groups.



Proposals for educación integral emerge from nine of the 10 commu-
nities. While the precise meanings and objectives of educación integral differ
from one locality to another, there are common elements. Whether discussed
in Cartagena or Medellín, among Afro-Colombians, indigenous people, or
mestizos, it is seen as education that is comprehensive, encompassing values
as well as knowledge and skills (especially skills relevant to the workplace).
It includes students of all ages, from kindergarten to university. And it con-
tributes to stronger families and communities, while respecting and strength-
ening cultural identity.

In seven communities visited, there is keen interest in expanding ac-
cess to schools for children of all ages. However, expanded access must be
accompanied by measures to reduce the out-of-pocket costs (for uniforms,
textbooks, school supplies, transportation, and tuition) that make educa-
tion unaffordable for poor families and force students to drop out in times
of crisis. Such measures could include providing free textbooks or expand-
ing subsidies for school meals, enrollment costs, and tuition fees, or even by
making school totally free through scholarships. People also propose spread-
ing the costs across the school year.

Along with universal access for school-age children, study partici-
pants call for continuing educational opportunities that address pressing
economic and social needs. They would like schools to build people’s ca-
pacity to obtain work and advance in their jobs, enterprises, cooperatives,
or farming activities. In addition, they want education to focus on the fam-
ily and its problems, through drug rehabilitation, family planning, and help
for troubled children. Teachers should also teach respect for local cultures
and for children who are different, such as the children of displaced fami-
lies. Ever present is the idea that education should help to unify and inte-
grate fragmented communities.

Strengthen Family and Community Institutions

We want the project resources to come directly to the commu-
nities without going through the mayor’s office. 
—A farmer from Girón

Courses help bring families together, they generate support
networks . . . and help us to heal, to unite. We can’t continue
to be locked up in our homes . . . depressed. 
—A young mother from Cali

Poor people across all 10 communities put forth proposals that would
strengthen their families and local groups and provide resources directly to
them. To tackle pervasive problems of violence in all its forms (domestic,
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economic, political), the largest share of proposals (45) concentrate on ap-
proaches that would directly support families and community institutions
with efforts to reduce conflict and safeguard family and community mem-
bers. As table 7 illustrates, most of the proposals in this area combine ac-
tions at the family and community levels.

Nine of the 10 communities called for providing counseling and psy-
chological support to parents and to the family as a whole, for promoting
family dialogue, and for establishing family and community support net-
works. The proposals are made, to a great extent, by groups of women.
Although economic and political violence may respond to forces that are
extra-familial and extra-communal, it is the impact of such violence on the
family and community that seems to matter most to people. Targeted mea-
sures to reduce youths’ vulnerability and dangerous behavior are also men-
tioned frequently, as described in box 15.

Table 7. Proposals to Support Families and Communities

Summary of proposals Communities

Provide counseling to parents and families, including Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
psychological-emotional and social rehabilitation Cartagena, Cazucá, Girón, 
programs; encourage family dialogue; provide support Medellín, Pasto, Sanquianga, 
to reduce drug addiction and alcohol consumption; Usme 
promote family planning

Strengthen family and community support networks Barrancabermeja, Cali, Cauca, 
Girón, Sanquianga, Usme

Encourage unity in the community and within families Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
Cartagena, Girón, Medellín, 
Pasto, Sanquianga, Usme

Install community warning systems to alert residents Cartagena, Usme
to criminal activity

Create sports centers and athletic and recreational Cali, Cartagena, Medellín, 
programs for young people Pasto

Promote inclusion of young people, with decent Barrancabermeja, Cali, Pasto
conditions and acceptance of their proposals

Offer workshops for young people at risk to prevent Cali, Cartagena, Pasto
them from causing more violence 

Provide resources for projects of direct benefit to Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
the community Cartagena, Cauca

Strengthen the management capacity of community Barrancabermeja, Medellín, 
associations Sanquianga

Number of proposals: 70

Source: Community discussion groups.



In all 10 communities, poor people perceive their local organizations
as necessary instruments to enhance their well-being. They want help
strengthening the capacity of these organizations to become more represen-
tative, better able to manage collective activities, and better prepared to in-
teract effectively with governmental, market, and civic institutions. They
also seek more responsive public institutions and better access to informa-
tion about how the government works and the various social programs and
services available. In addition, they want to relate directly to these institu-
tions without intermediaries. With enhanced local organizational capacities
and a closer relationship between poor citizens and the state, poor people
express confidence that public institutions will become more responsive to
their needs, and policies and programs will become more effective.

Box 15. Proposals to Reduce the Vulnerability of Youth

Study participants repeatedly single out poor youths as a target of
their proposals in all three thematic areas. The proposals for
educación integral reveal that poor parents and youths long for
schools to give students a vision of a better life for themselves and
for their communities and the tools to create it. Faced with the
failure of schools to do this and the soaring dropout rate, parti-
cipants also developed projects for improving youth access to ad-
visory services, psychological counseling, drug and alcohol reha-
bilitation, training and work programs, and recreation centers.

Poor people’s proposals to build more and better playgrounds
in the “hot” periurban neighborhoods of the larger cities may
seem like a misguided strategy for combating violence. In fact, ev-
idence is growing that sports help the young spend energy and time
positively, while building teamwork and companionship with
those who might otherwise be regarded as “enemies” on the street.
Parks and recreational and sports facilities built in Bogotá during
the last 10 years have expanded leisure and cultural opportunities
for children, youths, and adults, while helping to reduce violence.

Discussion groups of youths in Cartagena, Cali, and Pasto seek
capacity-building programs for youths at risk because they cause
the most violence. Youth and adult groups in Cali,
Barrancabermeja, and Pasto requested “inclusion of youths in con-
ditions of dignity, and acceptance of their proposals.” Youths, too,
want to be a force for ushering in and managing positive changes.
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Increase Public Safety

To bring more security into their everyday lives, poor people place much
more emphasis on proposals to support cohesive families and communities
than they do on conventional law-and-order measures. With police and
other justice institutions absent, poor people in many cases have had no op-
tion but to organize their own defenses against armed groups and criminals.
Box 16 highlights nonviolent initiatives in three communities to improve
public safety locally.

Despite study participants’ emphasis on self-reliance for security, a
number of proposals call for increased presence of state security forces,
more effective control of the drug trade, and police reforms (see table 8).
Poor people in three communities call for direct intervention by the state to
promote the peace dialogue and to stop the murders and gang violence.
Others propose that the police and the military should act in collaboration
with common citizens and communities. Finally, participants want the state
to improve provision of basic social services as an aspect of security. In some

Box 16. Nonviolent Community Responses to Violence

Nonviolent responses to insecurity are practiced in three of the
communities studied. These communities are not targets of con-
tinuous violence, but are endangered periodically by gangs of
youths from the localities and from outside.

In 1998, indigenous authorities from the Cauca region
worked together to form a “territory of peace,” an initiative
that offers a degree of protection for youths under pressure to
join competing armed groups. The initiative has since received
legal recognition from the Colombian government. 

In a rural part of Bogotá that is regularly patrolled by the
FARC, a number of rudimentary warning systems, such as
whistling or firing a single shot, are used to call residents when
a crime is being committed.

In the Cartagena barrio studied, where “social cleansing” re-
sulted in the murder of a youth, the few residents who have tele-
phones established a network to inform community leaders of
suspicious behavior and form groups to respond, if necessary.
“When we see something unusual, we call around, and ask,
‘What are we going to do?’” explains a resident.



cases local government offices are closed, their staff having been forced to
flee because of threats from one or another armed group.

Implications for Policy Formulation:
From Micro to Macro

Individually we have achieved nothing . . . but if we organize
ourselves we can do it. —A community leader from Girón

Study participants believe poverty in Colombia has multiple dimensions.
These include, among others, unemployment or precarious informal work,

insufficient or insecure assets, bad social relations and exclusion, deep
inequalities related to gender and ethnicity, uneven access to state services and
to information on rights and entitlements, disempowering and exclusionary
institutions, and inadequate skills. Most Colombian political and economic
structures are captured by narrow elites, who largely disregard poor people’s
needs and abuse their authority with impunity. Nor do poor people enjoy the
basic civil and political rights that might empower them to forge influential
partnerships and hold authorities accountable for their misdeeds and failings.

These disadvantages manifest themselves differently in each of the com-
munities visited. At a general level, however, they are quite similar to the per-
ceptions and experiences described by poor people in other countries where
participatory poverty studies have been conducted. Like poor Colombians,
poor people elsewhere see the diverse disadvantages that they face as tightly
interconnected, greatly impeding their climb up and out of poverty (Narayan
with others 2000).

Table 8. Proposals to Improve Public Safety

Summary of proposals Communities

Resume peace talks, stop the killing, and dismantle Barrancabermeja, Cauca, 
armed groups Sanquianga

Heighten security and put an end to the sale Cazucá, Medellín, 
of illegal drugs Sanquianga, Usme

Provide public services: daycare for the children of Barrancabermeja, Cali, 
teenage mothers, public schools and universities, Cartagena, Sanquianga
housing relocation plans 

Strengthen police protection Cartagena, Cazucá, Usme

Ensure that police and the army perform their roles Barrancabermeja, Usme
in cooperation with the citizenry

Number of proposals: 15

Source: Community discussion groups.
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At the same time, the experience of poverty in Colombia has at least
one element that sets it apart: pervasive violence. The state cannot guaran-
tee the rule of law, mediate political conflicts, or protect citizens in large
areas of the country—a situation with severe repercussions for every aspect
of public and private life. 

In such a context, effective family and community institutions would
seem to be an unattainable vision. As researchers engaged in the study, we
were struck by the frequency and intensity with which poor people expressed
their desire for better family relations and stronger community institutions.
These are the supports that poor people perceive to be most important for
crafting better and more secure lives. This message—that despite everything
they face, poor people in Colombia still believe in local institutions—has sig-
nificant policy implications. In general, development professionals do not
focus on families or community institutions when developing poverty reduc-
tion strategies, designing and delivering policies and programs, or measuring
the impacts of their efforts. To do so would require a major reorientation on
many fronts. Five relevant recommendations are discussed below.

Support Small Producers

Poor people urgently seek help with securing adequate livelihoods. Current
strategies to help connect poor people to economic opportunities try to im-
prove their access to credit, land, and other productive inputs; build occu-
pational skills; and strengthen the organizational capacities of producer
groups. Poor governance and limited program coverage exclude most poor
people from these opportunities, however.

Colombia’s National Development Plan for 2002–06, Hacia un
Estado Comunitario, calls for providing access to productive inputs for
small producers. In effect, the plan states that the government will facilitate
producers’ access to mechanisms such as the Incentivo de Capitalización
Rural8 in geographic areas undertaking regional development plans, as well
as to adequate financial programs. In the area of financial services, the plan
specifically seeks to expand access to long-term financing schemes so that
borrowers can finance the later stages of the investment and repay during
the stages when production is more profitable so that projects can become
sustainable. Similar instruments are proposed for urban producers and en-
trepreneurs (Government of Colombia 2003).

The World Bank’s policy note on Agricultural and Rural Development
(Brizzi, Gómez, and McMahon 2003) recommends facilitating local develop-
ment by integrating policies to support land purchases through productive in-
vestments and financial services. This will reduce impediments to more eq-
uitable and rapid development processes among smallholders. The approach
emphasizes helping smallholders gain wider access to existing mechanisms



for agricultural sector support, improving their livelihoods and helping them
avoid takeover by the largest producers (Brizzi, Gómez, and McMahon 2003).
However, previous financial instruments ostensibly targeted to small producers
have not worked for the poor. Unless new institutional arrangements are es-
tablished to address barriers to access (excessive paperwork, inappropriate
guarantees and repayment rates), poor people will continue to be excluded.

The combination of investments in local organizational and produc-
tive capacities would have a positive impact on poverty reduction in the
short to medium term and would complement the more traditional and
longer-term poverty reduction strategy of investing in education and health.
The approach could also be part of a policy of inclusive growth, which
makes an effort to incorporate all people with a productive capacity into
the reactivation of the economy.

Invest in Community-Driven Development

Poor people’s proposals repeatedly call for the opportunity to relate directly
to government institutions, without intermediaries and across the spectrum
of government services. Many laws, policies, and institutions already exist
in Colombia specifically to deepen poor people’s participation in the country’s
political, social, and economic life, but these do not appear to be functioning
well. The 1991 Constitution and ensuing legislation in particular created an
array of mechanisms for participation at all levels. But poor people rarely
mention these channels.

A great deal of innovation and learning is occurring around the piv-
otal role of community institutions both in ensuring more rapid and equi-
table growth and in supporting effective decentralization of public services.
Within the World Bank, much of this has coalesced around strategies to sup-
port poor people’s empowerment and community-driven development.

Although it may seem counterintuitive, the central government has a
critical role to play in advancing a policy environment that enables empow-
erment and community development strategies to take hold. Government
can take actions that:

ensure widespread public access to information on policies
and programs, rights and entitlements, budgets, development
performance, and so forth
institutionalize citizen participation, preferably by building on
existing community institutions, so that people’s engagement
can be sustained beyond a specific political administration,
program, project cycle, budget, or other intervention9

establish effective accountability mechanisms at various levels
of government and across the public, private, and civic sectors
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invest in organizational capacity to enable local people to mo-
bilize around shared goals and attract the partnerships and re-
sources they need to realize their goals, and to strengthen pol-
icymakers’ and providers’ capacities to support empowerment
processes at all levels of government.10

At the local level, there are further actions that frontline service pro-
viders can take to support community awareness, inclusion, control, and
capacities. They can openly inform local people about development options,
including the costs and technological requirements of different alternatives,
and offer information about providers with the necessary credentials. Other
measures such as professional facilitators and funding incentives can di-
rectly support communities’ efforts to reach out and engage poor, disad-
vantaged, and excluded groups in the process of making and implementing
development decisions intended to benefit them.

During implementation of community programs and projects, partic-
ipation and accountability can be improved by giving local groups the au-
thority and skills to manage services and funds. Within a framework of
clear rules and responsibilities, measures that put inclusive local institutions
into the position of hiring and funding contractors—and that strengthen
their capacity to play this role effectively—have greatly improved the per-
formance of providers.11

This approach also requires a more proactive effort by local govern-
ments to establish appropriate mechanisms that will enable these types of
relationships to develop. The Obras con Saldo Pedagógico program of
Bogotá, which contracts barrio improvement works directly with the JAC,
offers a potential model. This approach not only builds the capacity of or-
ganizations to manage their own affairs, but also gives them greater control
over government resources and programs and establishes more effective ac-
countability mechanisms. In the end, this will help to create trust between
citizens and state institutions.

The Magdalena Medio Regional Development Project provides addi-
tional lessons on establishing a successful community-based participatory
development process in conflict-affected regions. Box 17 discusses the pro-
ject’s efforts to increase social capital, improve living standards, and create
new institutional arrangements for peaceful coexistence in which ordinary
citizens hold a significant stake.

Target the Family as a Unit

Personal security, including the security of household assets and family
members, is fundamental to well-being. Poor people across the communi-
ties say that domestic violence is one of the most harmful consequences of



Box 17. Magdalena Medio Project: Fostering Peace
and Development amid Conflict

The methodology of the Magdalena Medio Regional Develop-
ment Project rests on two basic pillars: recognizing the existing
capacities of citizens and local organizations, and helping them
set their own targets in planning and implementing projects. The
project activities focus on production and income generation,
health, education, institution building, and peace/conflict resolu-
tion. It seeks to strengthen the weak presence of the central gov-
ernment, increase the attention paid to isolated municipalities by
government departments, and strengthen the capacities of com-
munity organizations and local governments so they become
more responsive and increase their collaboration.

One Magdalena Medio activity that expands opportunities
for children and youths is the program of Escuelas Basicas
Integradas de Desarrollo Sostenible (EBIDS), or comprehensive
basic schools, in several municipalities of the region. EBIDS in-
tegrates preschool, primary, and secondary levels of schooling to
guarantee a complete basic education for all children. The pro-
gram uses proven approaches such as Escuela Nueva, SAT
(Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial), and Accelerated Learning.
EBIDS has increased coverage of basic education, improved the
quality of instruction, involved parents in school oversight, and
linked the curriculum to local history, culture, and economic ac-
tivities. Students also receive incentives, funded by the munici-
pal government, to stay in school. These include hot lunches at
school for all children, transportation for those in the more remote
villages, and free notepads and pencils for very poor students.

During the four-year period of implementation, enrollment
increased 5 percent in basic primary education (grades 1 to 5)
and tripled in basic secondary school (grades 6 to 9). Parents,
leaders, teachers, local authorities, and above all children and
youths feel a sense of pride in their locality and are gaining con-
fidence that rural areas can offer a good livelihood. By provid-
ing new opportunities to young people, the schools are also re-
ducing the supply of recruits for armed conflict.

Given the multidimensional nature of the wider Magdalena
Medio project, including the objective of promoting participatory
approaches in a conflict-ridden environment, management of the
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the economic and security crises. For children, intense experiences of fear
and violence can have long-term, harmful effects on their development.

Accordingly, policymakers need to focus more systematically and ur-
gently on actions to address unequal gender relations within households,
and in particular to curb domestic violence. Efforts to reduce domestic abuse
must become an integral part of public policies that seek to enhance
women’s capacity to protect and nurture their children effectively, as well as
to realize their own potential as breadwinners and civic actors. In addition,
poor people suggest that all family members—men, women, and children—
need support to learn how to transform tense and insecure family relations
into more peaceful and supportive interactions. This approach might also

project requires flexibility, continuous learning, and close monitor-
ing and analysis of the sociopolitical situation. Varying conditions
in different parts of the region (with respect to capacity, logistics,
dynamics of armed conflict) result in different rates of implemen-
tation. Increasing the capacity of individuals and communities to
take charge of their own development takes longer than the usual
three- to five-year project cycle, particularly for productive invest-
ment projects that link small producers to the market. Small pro-
ducers need to learn technical information about their crops or
productive activity; analyze the relevant market conditions; learn
about economic circuits at the local, regional, and national levels;
and find sources of financing and technical assistance. This learn-
ing process and its application takes time, and more time still is re-
quired to turn fledgling ventures into viable enterprises.

An important lesson from the first four years of implementa-
tion is that in order for small projects in poor communities to
generate significant development impacts, they must be linked
strategically to policies, programs, and budgets at the municipal,
subregional, and regional levels. Furthermore, the Magdalena
project’s vision involves an interactive process across two di-
mensions. First, while building from the bottom up to function
at all levels—household, community, municipality, subregion,
and region—the project also links its activities with national
policies and institutions. Second, the project helps to put na-
tional policies into practice in the municipalities and regions and
helps define national policies through local and regional actions.



help to address concerns that benefits focused only on particular household
members can sometimes undermine family bonds.

Evidence suggests that relatively small investments in domestic vio-
lence awareness campaigns, improving women’s access to justice, and ex-
panding family counseling services for individuals and groups can bring
rapid and positive changes in communities where these supports are made
available. Brook and colleagues (1998, 1999) show that measures to en-
hance the quality of family interaction are a particularly efficient way to re-
duce the probability of drug use and criminal involvement, and ease the
trauma of Colombian youths living in high-risk neighborhoods. They con-
clude that consideration should be given to “developing prevention pro-
grams aimed at family bonding, not only for its intrinsic value, but also for
its long-range implications for decreased drug addiction, delinquency, and
ultimately violence” (Brook and others 1999).

In addition to efforts to foster family harmony, measures that improve
access to and affordability of services—particularly child care and education—
should also receive greater priority in public policy. Again, study partici-
pants propose specific measures to expand: (1) ICBF child care services, to
facilitate the participation of women in the labor force; (2) scholarships or
other incentives to encourage children and youths to enroll and stay in
school; and (3) the youth training services offered by Youths in Action,
SENA, and other private or public agencies to reduce the vulnerability of
youths from very poor households and keep them out of dangerous or ille-
gal activities.  

Establish Inclusive Accountability Mechanisms
Across Government

To improve development outcomes, state institutions at the local, regional,
and national levels must become more responsive and accountable. Evidence
is growing that well-functioning accountability mechanisms can be effective
in combating corruption and other abuses of authority, and can support a
shift from a culture of clientelism to one of service and performance. Many
of these mechanisms are internal governmental bodies—ombudsmen, audi-
tors, inspectors, and so forth. Increasingly, however, channels are being cre-
ated for meaningful civic engagement in joint civil society–government
watchdog activities that help to increase public access to information about
public policies, programs, and budgets at the various levels of government
and also help establish oversight bodies that meet routinely and benefit from
the participation of civic and private sector representatives. Public authori-
ties may also work systematically with community groups and other civic
organizations to support and monitor reforms in such areas as policing or
education.
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The example of Bogotá Como Vamos? is a good illustration of civil
society–government collaboration toward transparency and accountability.
This mechanism to monitor the development plan of the District of Bogotá
was established through a partnership between the Bogotá Chamber of
Commerce, the editorial offices of El Tiempo (an independent newspaper),
and the Corona Foundation. Acting independently of the administration,
the partners use information provided by the administration to assess im-
plementation of the development plan according to the targets established
in it. Periodic implementation reports are discussed with the staff of vari-
ous government agencies and are widely disseminated in Bogotá through El
Tiempo, a booklet sent to the JAC, and special public forums.

Develop Tailored and Integrated Strategies

Each community in this study presents somewhat different priorities, obsta-
cles, and opportunities for addressing its problems. For example, discussion
groups from the different communities express diverse preferences regarding
the content and form of education and training programs that would best
enhance local work opportunities. They also hold different views about the
need to integrate values, better family and community relations, recreation,
and cultural concerns into education programs. Particular livelihoods in
rural, urban, coastal, mountain, or indigenous areas may require different
supports. Furthermore, poor people see their problems as tightly intercon-
nected and requiring more comprehensive and coordinated policy respons-
es. As a result, policy designers and implementers need to have both the mul-
tidisciplinary and the management capacities to address the challenges of
local diversity and crosscutting policy synergies.12

* * *

While there is now growing recognition of the importance of open,
inclusive, and accountable institutions to development outcomes, a great
deal of learning and innovation is still needed to determine the best means
to support such change. This will likely require stronger efforts to carve a
central place for actors who can assess the risks and opportunities associ-
ated with cultural practices, social relations, political and administrative
structures, and elite interests. Some of the most accurate and timely infor-
mation on these factors will likely be quite local in origin. More inclusive
data-gathering approaches, such as the techniques used in this study, can
help to reduce the many risks of interventions that hinge on significant
changes in the flow of information, authority, and resources.

Proposals to strengthen families and community institutions and to
craft integrated and tailored solutions for problems of work, violence, and



education do pose significant challenges for policymakers and providers.
Empowerment and community development approaches support this redi-
rection. Poor people worldwide repeatedly demonstrate that they are will-
ing to invest their scarce time in community organizing and in guiding and
overseeing development processes if they feel these actions can bring about
positive change. The challenge then becomes one of unleashing such ener-
gies systematically. While people’s aspirations may be most operative at the
micro level, they nevertheless require supportive policy frameworks and in-
stitutional structures at the macro level. It is in precisely within these criti-
cal national policy arenas, however, that poor people’s voices are the least
heard. This must change.

Notes
1. These trends are also documented in the Colombia Poverty Report (World

Bank 2002a) and the Colombia Social Safety Net Assessment (World Bank 2002b).
2. SISBEN determines eligibility for services from the Red de Apoyo Social

(Social Support Network), which includes the following programs: Families in
Action, a cash transfer program similar to Bolsa Escola in Brazil or Oportunidades
in Mexico; Employment in Action, similar to Trabajar in Argentina; and Youths in
Action, an employment training program.

3. For further policy discussion on social insurance, see the Colombia Social
Safety Net Assessment (World Bank 2002b).

4. The World Bank policy note on Agriculture and Rural Development
makes recommendations consistent with those of the poor in this study. Survey data
for 1997 and 1999 show that only 15 percent of rural households received credit.
Of these, one-third relied upon informal intermediaries, and only 2 percent had ac-
cess to instruments such as the Incentivo de Capitalización Rural (Brizzi, Gómez,
and McMahon 2003). In its chapter on markets, World Development Report
2000/2001 recommends making microcredit accessible to the poor by removing
barriers such as excessive or inappropriate guarantees (World Bank 2000).

5. The experience of the Earthquake Recovery project demonstrates that an
appropriate design to establish a partnership between the state, specialized NGOs,
and local communities in reconstruction or development interventions can result in
stronger relations between citizens and the state. In such cases, the NGO operates
as a temporary intermediary whose job is in part to ensure the strengthening of such
direct relationships. See Arboleda (2000: 29–39).

6. This lack of social capital, described as “falta de unión” and “desconfianza
en las instituciones sociales,” was also identified by Moser and McIlwaine (2000).

7. For further discussion of the effects of violence on social capital, see
Garfield and Arboleda (2003).
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8. El Incentivo de Capitalización Rural is a subsidy to eligible rural produc-
ers for specific agricultural activities, provided by the government through financial
institutions.

9. For instance, the stipulation that JAC roundtables must be reconstituted
every two years means that initiatives are often cut short, according to men and
women in Medellín, Pasto, and the Cauca indigenous community.

10. See “Empowerment and Poverty Reduction: The World Bank’s Agenda”
(World Bank 2001a).

11. Many of the lessons presented here are elements of successful social funds;
for further information, see Narayan and Ebbe (1997). Also see studies on the
EDUCO school reforms piloted and then mainstreamed in El Salvador during the
1990s. The program catalyzed a rapid rebuilding and reopening of schools after the
civil war in very poor rural areas of the country. The EDUCO model called for par-
ents to form voluntary associations that then received legal authority, funds, and
training to manage school budgets and to hire and fire teachers. Between 1991 and
1999, enrollment in EDUCO schools jumped from 8,400 to 237,000 children. See de
Umanzor and others (1997).

12. In its rural development policy, the National Development Plan for
2002–06 recognizes the regional, cultural, and ethnic heterogeneity of the country,
as well as the lack of gender equity. It proposes specific actions to take such diver-
sity into consideration when implementing policies and programs, particularly re-
garding access to productive and financial factors, food security, and social services.
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Research Agenda

The global Voices of the Poor study showed a high level of agreement
among poor people around the world about the multidimensionality of

poverty and ill being, and the powerlessness that encompasses living in
poverty and contending with so many, often intersecting, disadvantages.1

To build on the results of the global work, which used a more open research
agenda, and make the study more salient to Colombians, the new study ex-
plored three key concerns for poverty and development in the country: work
and employment, education and capacities, and violence and insecurity.

This three-pronged agenda was especially guided by recent quantita-
tive and qualitative research carried out by the World Bank, notably the
Colombia Poverty Report (World Bank 2002a) and the Colombia Social
Safety Net Assessment (World Bank 2002b), as well as other recent re-
search on violence and peace (Solimano and others 1999; Moser and
McIlwaine 2000; González 2001). The Colombia Poverty Report con-
cludes that security, growth and employment, and children and education
are three of the top policy challenges facing Colombian institutions.
Similarly, a poll by Latinobarómetro found that four of every five
Colombians believe that public policy should focus primarily on violence,
unemployment, or education.2 The research agenda also draws from World
Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking Poverty (World Bank 2000)
and from the World Bank’s strategic framework paper, which identifies
“building a climate for investment, jobs and sustainable growth” as well as
“empowering poor people to participate in development” as the priority
areas for Bank support to client governments (World Bank 2001b).

The Colombia study asked 942 poor men, women, youths, and chil-
dren to develop proposals for policies and programs that would address
their priority concerns in the three topic areas. It seeks to support the de-
sign of appropriate and effective policies and programs to reduce poverty.
The approach, also applied in other regions,3 intended to move the field of
participatory research from an emphasis on diagnostics toward a more pre-
scriptive mode. 

The Study Process

The study design emerged from an inclusive process that drew on guid-
ance from Colombian scholars and policy experts, civil society leaders

from diverse parts of the country, government officials, donors, and inter-
national participation specialists. Their input provided the key building
blocks to ensure quality in the design and execution of the research, includ-
ing rigorous application of methods for supporting meaningful participation
of poor people. An initial workshop to explore the purpose and scope of the



study was held December 5–6, 2001, and included 35 representatives from
the civic, public, and private sectors and from different regions, ethnic
groups, and political and professional backgrounds.4

Based on the results of the workshop, a study proposal was devel-
oped and a core team identified to complete the design of the research
agenda and data collection instruments, prepare and manage the fieldwork,
and draft the report. For each of the three main themes of the study, the
team developed an issue checklist of subthemes, key questions, types of in-
formants, and qualitative and participatory techniques for collecting data
on those topics. The instruments were reviewed at a meeting with leading
development experts in the country from government, academic institu-
tions, and nongovernmental organizations, and by World Bank staff during
the concept paper review process. 

Five research teams were contracted and trained by the World Bank to
conduct the fieldwork, with each team responsible for carrying out the study
in two sites. The instruments and techniques were tested and validated in
two communities outside Bogotá, and the methodology was refined based
on the pilots. The fieldwork took place in the 10 sites in two rounds between
the last week of June and mid-July 2002 (see annex 2 for more information
on the study sites). After the first round of fieldwork, the teams met for a
midterm workshop to review initial findings, present draft reports, and fur-
ther refine the methodology.

In each of the communities, the study topics were explored in small
and large discussion groups involving poor men, women, youths, and chil-
dren. Frequently, the groups included both genders, but the research instru-
ment also called for selected topics to be addressed in gender- or age-specific
groupings. In addition, researchers conducted open-ended individual inter-
views with poor people of all ages and with key informants such as local
leaders and schoolteachers. The fieldwork made use of a variety of qualita-
tive and participatory techniques. Very frequently researchers guided dis-
cussion group participants to work jointly to develop visuals, such as Venn
diagrams, seasonal calendars, ranking matrices, and impact diagrams.
Creating visuals can give discussion groups a useful tool for reflecting on
complex topics, sorting out areas of agreement and differences among
themselves, and to work collaboratively to reach consensus and present
their views on a topic. 

The fieldwork provided many opportunities for crosschecking find-
ings. In most discussions, the participants actively corroborated, refined, or
even challenged one another’s points. Also, the topics were addressed by
multiple groups in each community, and discussions on one issue, on liveli-
hoods for instance, frequently yielded findings on the other study topics
about violence and education. This all provides researchers with many
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opportunities to uncover patterns, including patterns on how the issues
intersect. Most groups ended their sessions by sharing and discussing their
findings with other groups participating in the study. In addition, the field-
work concluded in each site with an open meeting where the work of the
discussion groups, often through visuals, was presented for discussion and
validation of findings. 

A final synthesis workshop was held in August 2002, bringing to-
gether most members of the field teams, the core team, and special guests
from partner organizations. The first level of synthesis for the national re-
port engaged the research teams in working collaboratively to identify com-
mon findings and important differences across the community reports.
These patterns form the overall structure of this book. The second level of
synthesis engaged the fieldworkers in identifying specific data from their
community reports and field notes to support the patterns identified. With
the main categories of analysis and supporting evidence, the core team then
took over the data analysis, drafting, and peer review processes.

The matrices that follow contain the checklist of issues, community-
level sampling framework, and methods used to guide the researchers dur-
ing fieldwork. The matrices specify the research topics under each of the
main themes, the key questions used to launch the discussions with indi-
viduals and groups, the characteristics of the informants for that study
topic, and the tools and techniques used to explore those issues. A “mixed
group” refers to a discussion group made up of both men and women.
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Theme: Work and life on the job
Stage 1: Diagnostics and analysis
Megaquestion: How do you earn a living?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Identification of
ways to earn
a living

Working condi-
tions

Job trends since
1990 (urban and
rural)

Variation in 
income

Local manifesta-
tions of national
policies and inter-
national macro-
economic changes 

The family econ-
omy in a typical
year

Survival strategies
for critical
months

Access to markets

Cards
Ranges

Trends
Interviews

Seasonal cal-
endar
Interviews
Flow chart

Men, women,
and youths

1 mixed group
Individuals who
managed to
improve their 
working condi-
tions or job
opportunities or
to take advan-
tage of other
opportunities

1 mixed group
Intermediaries
Staff of ware-
housing centers
for local
goods/whole-
salers
Mothers who
head households

How do people earn a living in this
community/neighborhood? (what
activities)

How do people get by day to day?
(formal or informal, employment or
underemployment)
How do your employers treat you at
work?
What do you know about labor
laws? Are they enforced?
What kind of relations do you have
with coworkers?

How have ways to earn a living
changed since 1990? (formal or in-
formal, employment or underem-
ployment)

Why have these changes occurred?
What has happened since 1995?

How did you manage to escape
poverty? (for the interviews)
How do you see the future? What
are the opportunities? Why these
and not others?
What job or work changes have 
affected you most?

How did your income and expenses
vary during the year?
Which months are critical and why?

How do you support your family
during the critical months?

Who loans money when needed and
on what terms?
What are the problems in marketing
your goods?
When do your goods bring the best
price? Why?
What support do you receive from the
government to improve the quality of
your goods and access to markets?
What are your strategies for 
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Migration

Unemployment

Institutions that
support income
generation 

adjusting the family budget during
times of crisis?
What are the periods of unemploy-
ment/employment?
What warehousing and distribution
networks exist?

During what months do you migrate?
Where do you go?
What jobs do you perform when
you migrate?
What do you take and bring back?
What do you learn when migrating?
Do many people migrate permanently?
Why? How does migration affect
you emotionally?

How do those of you who are not
working spend your time?
What opportunities exist for the un-
employed?
How does unemployment/underem-
ployment affect your plans in life?

What institutions (public and private)
provide support for income genera-
tion/economic promotion in your
community/neighborhood?
What support is provided (marketing
help, loans, technical assistance)?
What are the obstacles?
Why don’t people apply to special
job programs?
What works well and why?
What does not work well and why?
How could they improve what they
do?

1 group of peo-
ple who migrate
temporarily
and/or have re-
turned after
having migrated

1 group of 
“unemployed”
individuals
(mainly youths)

1 mixed group
Major employ-
ers, representa-
tives of training
institutions,
NGOs, etc. (for
the interviews)

Seasonal cal-
endar 
Migration
flow chart

Focus group

Venn dia-
gram
Interviews 

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques
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Theme: Work and life on the job
Stage 2: Validation and prioritization
Megaquestion: What can we do to improve our future?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Identification of
proposals for
local economic
promotion and
income genera-
tion

Presentation of
the “voices of ex-
perts” (menu of
proposals devel-
oped by experts)

Prioritization of
proposals 

What can we do to improve our
future in terms of jobs?
What programs/projects/activities
can we propose to cooperation
agencies to improve our job oppor-
tunities?
What would the city and the
government have to do to improve
our job situation?
How can we improve access to the
job market?
How can we generate more income
in the family?

N/A

Which proposals are the most
important and why?
What problems are they intended to
solve?
If you were mayor, how much of
your budget would you earmark for
each proposal?

Men, women,
and youths who
took part in the
process

Assembly (all
who took part
in the process)

Assembly (all
who took part
in the process)

Group work
Presentation
and valida-
tion of the
work at an
assembly 

Presentation
Cards

Simple priori-
tization
Prioritization
by pairs
Voting
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Theme: Work and life on the job
Stage 3: Analysis of proposals
Megaquestion: How can we change the situation?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Feasibility of pro-
posals (analysis
by levels)

Shared 
responsibility
(analysis by lev-
els)

What are the potential positive
effects of the proposal?
What are the obstacles to making
the proposal feasible?
How can public programs be
improved to increase job opportuni-
ties for the poor?

What should each of us do to make
the proposal feasible?
What could the community, families,
and support networks do to improve
the way policies are implemented?
How can the city’s role in applying
policies to promote employment be
improved?
How can relations with authorities
be improved so they will take us
into account when designing local
policy on employment?

1 group of
unemployed
people
1 group of local
authorities
1 group of em-
ployed people
Institutions
working on job
promotion

Mixed groups
Local 
authorities
Institutions
working on job
promotion 

Impact and
obstacle
diagram, by
levels
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews 

Level diagram
Shared-
responsibility
matrix
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews 



Theme: Violence in the region (sociopolitical conflict)
Stage 1: Diagnostics and analysis
Megaquestion: Is our town safe? 

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Security

Idea of violence

Historical trend
in the occurrence
of violence 

Causes and 
impact of 
violence

Violence through-
out the year

Is our town safe? Yes or no. Why?

What is violence?
What types of political violence
exist?

How has the rate of violence
changed over the last 10 years?
How has the nature of the victims
and victimizers changed? (gender,
social group, age, etc.)
How has acceptance of violence
changed over the last 10 years?

What provokes violence?
Who are the perpetrators and
victims of violence?
What role do youths play in violence
(victims, victimizers)?
How does violence affect family life?
How does violence affect community
life? 
How does violence affect municipal
management?

During which times of the year is
violence at a peak?
Connection with the school
calendar: Is there more violence
during vacation periods?
Connection with the work calendar:
Is there more violence when there is
no stable work? Which types of jobs
are more exposed to economic
violence?
Connection with migration: How
does migration affect violence?
Gender approach (victim, victimizer):
Who suffers more from violence,
men or women?

Poor and 
disadvantaged
people

Victimized 
families
Law enforcement
Youths

Assaulted 
families
Authorities
Youths
Law enforce-
ment

Victimized
youths
Violent youths
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas
Assaulted
families
Institutions
working on vio-
lence prevention
and peacemaking
(churches,
NGOs, etc.)

Displaced men
and women
Teenage
students
Violent youths
Migrants/
displaced people
Institutions
working on
violence
prevention and
peacemaking
(churches,
NGOs, etc.)
Law enforcement

Mixed/large
focus group

Symbol
Brainstorming
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Trends
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Impact and
effect diagram
(by levels)
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Seasonal 
calendar
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

107Methodological Instrument for the Fieldwork



108 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Social fabric of
violence
Support networks
Social control
Information
systems

Generational approach (victim,
victimizer): Who suffers more from
violence, youths or older people?

Whom do you turn to in the event
of violence?
What agents control violence socially?
What measures are taken to combat
domestic violence?
What types of support networks are
you familiar with?
What role do these networks play?
What results have they achieved?
How do they help you (type of
support received)?
What institutions do you know of
that could help in the event of
violence?
How are you treated by public and
private institutions (quality of care
and relevance of the support they
provide)?
What measures do authorities take
to assist people who have been
displaced or otherwise affected by
the armed conflict?
What measures do authorities take
to avoid armed conflicts?
How are the support networks in
town organized?
Are there reports or claims of
violence?
What systems exist to provide
information on cases of violence?
How are people informed about
violence?
What policies to combat violence
are you familiar with?

Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Local authorities
Displaced fami-
lies in support
networks
Institutions
working on 
violence
prevention and
peacemaking
(churches,
NGOs, etc.)

Flow chart
Ranking 
matrix
Venn diagram
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews



Theme: Violence in the region (sociopolitical conflict)
Stage 2: Validation and prioritization
Megaquestion: What are the most important factors to deal with?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Prioritization of
the most
important factors
to deal with
(identification
and analysis of
prioritization
criteria)

Presentation of
the “voices of
experts” (menu
of proposals
developed by
experts)

Prioritization of
proposals

Large mixed
groups
Displaced men and
women
Teenage students
Victimized youths
Migrants/displaced
Institutions
working on
violence prevention
and peacemaking
(churches, NGOs,
etc.)
Law enforcement
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Large mixed
group

Prioritization
matrix, by
pairs
Influence ma-
trix (computing
chart)
Impact
structure
Individual
voting
Ranking
matrix
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Assembly/
plenary 
session

Prioritization
of proposals
Simple 
prioritization
Prioritization
by pairs
Voting

What are the most important
factors influencing violence?
How do the different factors
influence the continuation of
violence?
What are the most important
criteria to consider when attempt-
ing to overcome violence?
What proposals can be the most
feasible for ending the violence?

N/A

Which proposals are most impor-
tant and why?
What problems are they intended
to solve?
If you were mayor, how much of
your budget would you earmark
for each proposal?

109Methodological Instrument for the Fieldwork



110 Voices of the Poor in Colombia

Theme: Violence in the region (sociopolitical conflict)
Stage 3: Analysis of proposals
Megaquestion: How can we change the situation?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Feasibility of 
proposals 

Shared 
responsibility
(analysis by 
levels)

What are the potential positive 
effects of the proposal?
What are the obstacles to making
the proposal feasible?
How can public programs be im-
proved to bring about a reduction in
domestic violence?
How can public programs be im-
proved to reinforce existing support
networks?

What should each of us do to make
the proposal feasible?
What could the community, families,
and support networks do to improve
the way policies are implemented?
How can the city’s role in applying
policies to prevent violence be im-
proved?
How can relations with the authori-
ties be improved so they will take us
into account when designing local
policies?

Large mixed
group
Displaced men
and women
Teenage
students
Violent youths
Migrants/dis-
placed people
Institutions
working on
violence
prevention and
peacemaking
(churches,
NGOs, etc.)
Law enforce-
ment
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Impact and
obstacle dia-
gram, by 
levels
Individual in-
terviews
Institutional
interviews

Level diagram
Shared-
responsibility
matrix
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews
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Theme: Violence in the neighborhood/village
Stage 1: Diagnostics and analysis
Megaquestion: Is our community safe? 

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Security

Idea of violence

Historical trend
in the occurrence
of violence 

Causes and 
impact of 
violence

Violence 
throughout the
year

Is our community safe? Yes or no.
Why?

What is violence?
What types of economic violence
exist?

How has the rate of violence
changed over the last 10 years?
How has the nature of the victims
and victimizers changed (gender, so-
cial group, age, etc.)?
How has acceptance of violence
changed over the last 10 years?

What provokes violence?
Who are the perpetrators and vic-
tims of violence?
What role do youths play in violence
(victims, victimizers)?
How does violence affect family life?
How does violence affect 
community life?

During which times of the year is
violence at a peak?
Connection with the school calen-
dar: Is there more violence during
vacation periods?
Connection with the work calendar:
Is there more violence when there is
no stable work? Which types of jobs
are more exposed to economic
violence?
Connection with migration: How
does migration affect violence?
Gender approach (victim, victimizer):
Who suffers more from violence,
men or women?

Poor and
disadvantaged
people

Assaulted 
families
Law 
enforcement
Victimized
youths
Juvenile 
delinquents

Assaulted 
families
Authorities
Youths
Law 
enforcement

Victimized
youths
Juvenile delin-
quents
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas
Assaulted fami-
lies
Institutions
working in sup-
port networks

Teenage 
students
Juvenile 
delinquents
Shopkeepers
Institutions
working in sup-
port networks
Law enforce-
ment

Large/mixed
focus group

Symbol
Brainstorming
Individual in-
terviews
Institutional
interviews 

Trends
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Impact and
effect diagram
(by levels)
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Seasonal 
calendar
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews
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Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Social fabric of
violence
Support networks
Social control
Information 
systems

Generational approach (victim,
victimizer): Who suffers more from
violence, youths or older people?

Whom do you turn to in the event
of violence?
What agents control violence socially?
What measures are taken to combat
economic violence?
What types of support networks are
you familiar with?
What role do these networks play?
What results have they achieved?
How do they help you (type of
support received)?
What institutions do you know of
that could help in the event of
violence?
How are you treated by public and
private institutions (quality of care
and relevance of the support they
provide)?
How are the support networks in
the community organized?
Are there reports or claims of
economic violence?
What systems exist to provide
information on cases of violence?
How are people informed about
economic violence?
What policies to combat domestic
violence are you familiar with?

Local authorities
Assaulted
families
Institutions
working in
support networks
Law enforcement
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Flow chart
Ranking
matrix
Venn diagram
Individual
interviews
Institutional
interviews
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Theme: Violence in the neighborhood/village
Stage 2: Validation/prioritization
Megaquestion: What are the most important factors to deal with?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Prioritization of
the most impor-
tant factors to
deal with (identi-
fication and
analysis of priori-
tization criteria)

Presentation of
the “voices of ex-
perts” (menu of
proposals devel-
oped by experts)

Prioritization of
proposals

What are the most important factors
influencing violence?
How do the different factors influ-
ence the continuation of violence?
What are the important criteria to
consider in overcoming violence?
What proposals appear to be the
most feasible for ending the violence?

Which are the most important
proposals and why?
What problems are they intended to
solve?
If you were the mayor, how much of
your budget would you earmark for
each proposal?

Mixed/large
groups
Teenage stu-
dents
Juvenile delin-
quents
Shopkeepers
Institutions
working in sup-
port networks
Law enforce-
ment
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Prioritization
matrix, by
pairs
Influence ma-
trix (comput-
ing chart)
Impact struc-
ture
Individual
vote
Ranking ma-
trix
Individual in-
terviews
Institutional
interviews

Presentation
Cards

Prioritization
of proposals
Simple 
prioritization
Prioritization
by pairs
Voting
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Theme: Violence in the neighborhood/village
Stage 3: Analysis of proposals
Megaquestion: How can we change the situation?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Feasibility of 
proposals 

Shared responsi-
bility (analysis by
levels)

What are the potential positive 
effects of the proposal?
What are the obstacles to making
the proposal feasible?
How can public programs be 
improved to bring about a reduction
in economic violence?
How can public programs be 
improved to reinforce existing 
support networks?

What should each of us do to make
the proposal feasible?
What could the community, families,
and support networks do to improve
the way policies are implemented?
How can the city’s role in applying
policies to prevent violence be 
improved?
How can relations with the authori-
ties be improved so they will take us
into account when designing local
policy?

Mixed/large
groups
Displaced men
and women
Teenage 
students
Violent youths
Migrants/
displaced
Institutions
working on 
violence 
prevention and
peacemaking
(churches,
NGOs, etc.)
Law 
enforcement
Paramilitaries/
guerrillas

Impact and
obstacle 
diagram, by
levels
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Level 
diagram
Shared-
responsibility
matrix
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews



Theme: Education
Stage 1: Diagnostics and analysis
Megaquestion: What is a good education for success?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Characterization
of an ideal educa-
tion and how to
achieve it

Educational
agents
Support networks
Impact on poverty

Formal system of
education
Usefulness
Dropping out
Discrimination

What constitutes a good education
for getting ahead in life?
What are the opportunities to re-
ceive a good education?
How does education contribute to
the common good (peace, education,
and coexistence)?
Does education help to reduce
poverty? How?

Who are the educational agents in
your environment/town (formal, in-
formal, others)?
Where do you learn and who teach-
es you?
What does each agent/institution
teach you?
Who provides support to continue
your education? How?
Which of the educational systems
and/or agents in your community do
the most to prepare you for life?
(identification of criteria)
Why do you want to study? How
does an education help you?
What criteria do parents apply when
sending their children to school?
Why do they send them?

Is what you learn in school useful?
Why do youngsters drop out of
school?
At what age do they tend to leave
school? Why?
How do the lives of young people
who attend school differ from the
lives of those who do not?
Who are the poorest? Why?
How are children from poor families
treated at school? (discrimination,
etc.)
What are the differences between
private and public schools?
What can we do to encourage young
people to complete their secondary
education?

1 large group
of women,
men, and
youths (mixed)

2 mixed youth
groups
1 group of par-
ents who have
teenagers
Teachers and
educational
agents

1 group of
teenage boys
and girls with
an uninterrupt-
ed education or
recently gradu-
ated from high
school
1 group of
teenage boys
who dropped
out or never at-
tended high
school
1 group of
teenage girls
Teachers and
other educa-
tional agents
(for interviews)

Open 
discussion at
the plenary
session
Symbols
Brainstorming
Cards

Venn 
diagram
Individual 
interviews
Evaluation
matrix 

Focus
groups; river
of life
Trends
(dropout
rate)
Comparative
mapping
Mapping the
school and its
environment
Individual in-
terviews
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Children under
age 7 

Education for
youths and adults

How are children under age 7 cared
for?
Who cares for children? Are there
people to help care for your chil-
dren?
Are there institutions to help care
for your children?
Are you familiar with the ICBF pro-
gram (good and bad aspects)?
How do people who do not benefit
from ICBF manage?
What can be done to improve care
for children ages 0–6?

Are there adult education programs
in your community? Who attends? Is
there a fee?
How useful are these programs?

2 groups of
parents (orga-
nized by the
local parent as-
sociation)
Madres comu-
nitarias and
ICBF officials
in the area (for
the interviews—
to develop spe-
cific questions
based on the in-
formation pro-
duced in the
groups)

1 mixed group
of women and
men 

Focus groups
Interviews

Focus groups

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques



Theme: Education
Stage 2: Validation and prioritization
Megaquestion: What can we do to create educational opportunities?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Identification of
proposals to
expand education-
al opportunities
for the poor

Presentation of
the “voices of 
experts” (menu
of proposals 
developed by 
experts)

Prioritization of
proposals

What can we do to create more 
educational opportunities in our
community/neighborhood? (we as
individuals, our local organizations,
the city, others)

N/A

Which are the best proposals and
why?
What problems are they intended to
solve?
If you were mayor, what portion of
your budget would you earmark for
each proposal?

2 large mixed
groups 
Large mixed
group

Large mixed
group

Large mixed
group

Working
groups
Presentation
of the work
at an assem-
bly and vali-
dation; de-
bate forum

Assembly/
plenary 
session

Simple 
prioritization
Prioritization
by pairs
Voting
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Theme: Education
Stage 3: Analysis of proposals
Megaquestion: How realistic are these proposals?

Subthemes Key questions Informants Techniques

Feasibility of 
proposals 

Shared 
responsibility
(analysis by 
levels)

What are the potential positive ef-
fects of the proposal?
What are the obstacles to making
the proposal feasible?
How can public programs be im-
proved to ensure more educational
opportunities?
How can public programs be im-
proved to increase educational op-
portunities?

What should each of us do to make
the proposal feasible?
What could the community, families,
and support networks do to improve
the way policies are implemented?
How can the city’s role in applying
policies to expand educational 
opportunities be improved?
How can relations with authorities
be improved so they will take us into
account when designing local policy?

2 mixed groups
Local authori-
ties at different
levels

1 youth group
1 group of men
1 group of
women
1 group of local
authorities and 
representatives
of different 
institutions 

Impact and
obstacle dia-
gram
Evaluation
matrix 
(impact on
poverty must
be a criterion
for analysis)
Individual
and 
institutional
interviews

Level dia-
gram
Shared-
responsibility
matrix
Individual 
interviews
Institutional
interviews

Notes
1. The Voices of the Poor study was published in three volumes: Can Anyone

Hear Us? (Narayan with others 2000); Crying Out for Change (Narayan and oth-
ers 2000); and From Many Lands (Narayan and Petesch 2002). These publications
and the “Methodology Guide: Consultations with the Poor” are available at
www.worldbank.org/poverty/voices.

2. Latinobarómetro is a survey of public opinion carried out in 17 countries
by Latinobarómetro Corporation, to document the views, attitudes, and behaviors
of millions of people in the Latin America and Caribbean region. Survey results are
published periodically. For additional information see www.latinobarometro.org.

3. For an example of its application in Vietnam, see Shanks and Turk (2003).
4. We are grateful to Deepa Narayan and the World Bank Poverty Reduction

Group for the financial and technical support provided for this workshop.
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The 10 communities in the study were chosen to ensure representation of
(1) all main geographic regions of Colombia; that is, Atlantic coast, Pacific
coast, southern, central, and eastern regions; (2) rural and urban areas; (3)
diverse ethnic backgrounds; and (4) zones with high and low intensity of
conflict and violence.

The urban sites included neighborhoods in the cities of Barrancabermeja,
Cali, Cartagena, Medellín, and Pasto that are typical of very poor comunas
in Colombian urban areas. The five cities were selected to represent each of
the country’s five major regions and diverse urban population sizes, includ-
ing large, medium, and small cities. Within the cities, selected sites had a
high level of poverty. Neighborhood selection was based on a panel discus-
sion between the study team and representatives of an NGO both familiar
with the city and involved in social development activities with poor popu-
lations in that city. The specific names of the neighborhoods where the
fieldwork took place have been omitted to avoid potentially harmful reper-
cussions for their residents. An additional urban site was Altos de Cazucá,
a periurban neighborhood in Soacha municipality on the outskirts of
Bogotá that hosts a dense population of internally displaced families. 

These urban sites are not representative of urban poverty in a sta-
tistical sense. From a sociological point of view, these are neighborhoods
with chronically poor families; old and recent migrants, including those
internally displaced by the armed conflict; and people newly poor due to
the economic crisis. From an economic point of view, they have high con-
centrations of families who derive their livelihood from informal activi-
ties, including illegal activities. Altos de Cazucá was selected in order to
include a site with a high concentration of families who have been dis-
placed by the armed conflict, and who came from various departments in
the country. 

The four rural sites were Sanquianga, an Afro-Colombian fishing
community on the Pacific coast in Nariño Department; villages in Girón
(Santander Department) and Usme (Bogotá Department); and an Indian re-
serve in northern Cauca Department. The rural sites were selected based on
three main criteria: a high level of poverty, geographic and ethnic diversity,
and consideration for the security of the field teams. Areas considered to be
a high security risk were not included in the study. The four rural commu-
nities are populated by peasant families, a considerable percentage of whom
are sharecroppers or farmers cultivating very small plots (minifundio), fish-
ers (in the case of Sanquianga), or rural wage laborers (peones). The Indian
reserve was also selected as an indigenous community typical of the north-
ern Cauca. This village enjoys a high level of internal organization.

The following matrix presents data on each site.
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