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ABSTRACT 

Every year since the late 1970s, hundreds of Colombians have been killed 

in "social cleansing" operations, a term defined by the United Nations 

as "the elimination of marginalized and impoverished sectors of the 

population." Despite elaborate constitutional and judicial protection of 

human rights in Colombia, few if any of the perpetrators have been 

brought to justice. 

This study seeks to explain why "social cleansing" persists in a 

country widely regarded as an economic success story, and considered to 

be one of Latin America's most stable democracies. It concludes, first, 

that "social cleansing" in Colombia is the logical product of a 

political system which, despite its democratic veneer, is characterized 

by the considerable autonomy enjoyed by its security forces. Second, it 

argues that the problem persists because the practice of "social 

cleansing" is effectively condoned by other key elements of the 

Colombian state, including the judiciary and the executive. 

Drawing on work in the field of political economy, this study 

shows how the economic policies of successive Colombian governments have 

helped to create the mass of urban poor who are the victims of "social 

cleansing." It also reveals how certain structural features of the 

political system, including the power of the security forces and the 

business sector, have tended to facilitate, perhaps even encourage, this 

violence. 



This study also provides detailed accounts of the social and 

- ideological make-up of both the victims and the perpetrators of "social 

cleansing." It argues that the victims are targeted not because of their 

political views or activities, but because they are seen as bearers of 

unwelcome attributes, such as poverty, criminality and ill-health. It 

shows that many of the perpetrators of "social cleansing" are state 

agents, often members of the National Police or of paramilitary groups 

that operate with official acquiescence. Members of the business sector 

are also deeply implicated in the violence. 

Finally, drawing on international human rights literature, this 

study outlines two principal reasons for the persistence of "social 

cleansing:" the failure to bring the perpetrators to justice, and the 

existence of a public discourse that encourages "cleansing" by 

portraying street people as "disposable." 



For Geof f 



"Social Cleansing" in Colonbia 

Table of Contents 

L I S T O F M A P S A N D  ILLUSTRATIONS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  vii 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND FOREIGN TERMS . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  viii 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  xi 

1.1 An Overview of "Social Cleansing" . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 
1.2 Literature Review . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8 
1.3 The Research Problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  18 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 . THE CONTEXT 24 

2.1 "Democracy" and Military Power . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24 
2.2 The Pattern of Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  34 
2.3 Economic Growth and Inequality . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  41 

3 . THE VICTIMS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  47 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3.1 ~ e r o s  and Street Children 50 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3.2 Garbage Recyclers 61 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3.3 Transvestites and Prostitutes 66 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3.4 Young "Delinquents" 72 

4 . THE PERPETRATORS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  77 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4.1 Semi-Spontaneous "Cleansing" 79 

4.2TheHiredGuns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  85 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4.3 Statecomplicity 94 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5 . WHYDOES ITCONTINUE? 101 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5.1 Impunity and the Rule of Law 102 
. . . . . . . . . . . .  5.2 The Discourse of "Disposability" 114 

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  136 
Appendix 1: Interviews Conducted During Field Research . . . . . .  151 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Appendix 2: Selected Definitions 154 



List of Maps and Illustrations 

Map 1: Colombia . major centres of "social cleansing" . . . . . . . .  5 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Map 2: Bogota . the 20 boroughs 55 

. . . . . . . . . . . .  Illustration 1: Map published in El T i e m ~ o  119 

v i i  



List of Abbreviations and Foreign Terms 

Amor por Medellin Love for Medellin ("Cleansing squad") 

Asociacion 
de Recicladores 
de Bogota Bogota Association of [Garbage] Recyclers 

Barrio Neighbourhood 

Bazuco (Inexpensive derivative of crack cocaine) 

Bloque de Busqueda The Search Unit (Joint elite military-police 
unit created to fight the Medellin drug cartel) 

Calle del Cartucho Cartridge Street (Zone in downtown Bogota 
where street people live and work) 

Camara de Comercio Chamber of Commerce 

Centro de Investigacion 
y Educacion Popular 
(CINEP) 

Cinco Huecos 

Los Cobras 

Comision Andina 
de Juristas 

Comision Inter- 
congregacional de 
Justicia y Paz 

Centre for Investigation and Popular Education 
(Colombian Jesuit non-governmental organization) 

Five Holes (Zone in downtown Bogota where 
street people live and work) 

The Cobras ("Cleansing squad") 

Andean Commission of Jurists (Latin American 
non-governmental organization) 

Intercongregational Commission for Justice and 
Peace (Church-based non-governmental 
organization) 

Consejeria 
Presidencial para 10s 
Derechos Humanos Office of the Presidential Adviser for Human 

Rights 

Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad, 
Administrative Security Department (Security 
body under the direct authority of the 
executive, not part of the security forces) 

Defensor del Pueblo People's Defender (Human rights ombudsman) 



Defensoria del Pueblo Office of the People's Defender 

Desechable Disposable 1 

DIJIN Direccion de Policia Judicial e Investigaciones, 
Directorate of the Judicial and Investigative 
Pol ice 

Escuela Popular 
de Reciclaje Popular School of Recycling (Part of ENDA, an 

international non-governmental organization) 

FENALCO Federacion Nacional de Comerciantes, National 
Federation of Merchants 

Fiscalia General 
de la Nacion Office of the Prosecutor General 

Fundacion Eudes (Charity-run AIDS-hospice) 

Fundacion Social (Jesuit non-governmental organization) 

(Defunct police intelligence branch, now 
called DIJIN) 

Gal i (Petty criminal gang member. Indonesian) 

Gamin Street child 

Gremi o Business association 

I GO Inter-governmental organization 

Junta de Accion Comunal Communal Action Council (Local civic group) 

Kampung Neighbourhood (Indonesian) 

Los Magnificos The Magnificent Ones ("Cleansing squad") 

Mano Negra Black Hand ("Cleansing squad") 

Muerte a Expendedores 
de Bazuco Death to Bazuco Dealers ("Cleansing squad") 

Muerte a Gamines Death to Street Children ("Cleansing squad") 

Muerte a Homosexuales 
Peligrosos Death to Dangerous Homosexuals ("Cleansing 

squad" ) 

Muerte a Jaladores 
de Carros Death to Car Thieves ("Cleansing squad") 



NGO 

OAS 

Oficina Permanente 
de Derechos Humanos 

Operacion Estrella 

Pandi 1 la 

El Paseo 

Personeria Distrital 

Petrus 

Pi rob0 

Poeta ~ e r o  

Procuraduria General 
de la Nacion 

La Ratonera 

U N 

La Violencia 

(Marginalized adult street person, often 
homeless) 

Non-governmental organization 

Organization of American States 

Permanent Office for 
human rights office, 
Procuraduria General 
del Pueblo, Consejer 
Derechos Humanos and 
Distritales) 

Cooking pot (Illicit 
other drugs) 

Human Rights (Emergency 
run jointly by the 
de la Nacion, Defensoria 
ia Presidencial para 10s 
the Personerias 

"shop" selling bazuco and 

Operation Star ("Social cleansing" operation 
carried out in the Bogota borough of Usme) 

Gang (of petty criminals, often urban) 

The Stroll (Police bringing street people to 
isolated spots where they torture, rape and/or 
kill them) 

Office of the Municipal Ombudsman 

(Indonesian "social cleansing" campaign 
carried out between 1983 and 1985) 

(Non-transvestite boy prostitute) 

Homeless man beaten to death by Colombian Police 
in August 1993. 

Office of the Attorney General 

The Rat Nest (Zone in downtown Bogota where 
street people live and work) 

(A pesticide, here the name of a "cleansing 
squadt' ) 

United Nations 

The Violence (Undeclared civil war in Colombia 
between the late 1940s and early 1960s) 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

In writing this thesis I have accumulated substantial debts of gratitude 

to many people. I am especially indebted to Ronald Newton who first 

encouraged me to come to the Department of Spanish and Latin American 

Studies at Simon Fraser University (SFU), and who has helped to make my 

time there both intellectually challenging and enjoyable. I also wish to 

thank Conrad Herold and Geoffrey Spurling for their enduring support, 

constructive criticism and friendship. Liliana Hill and Robyn Ward 

deserve a special thanks for helping me in every conceivable way 

throughout my time at SFU. 

In Bogota, Colombia, I had help from dozens of people who not only 

shared their time and knowledge, but also took substantial personal 

risks to help me gain access to accurate first-hand information about 

"social cleansing." In particular, I wish to thank Flor Alba Romero, of 

the Instituto de Estudios Politicos y Relaciones Internacionales at the 

Universidad Nacional, and her husband Jaime Prieto for their invaluable 

guidance throughout my visit to Bogota in the autumn of 1995. Warmest 

thanks also to Timothy Ross for introducing me to those of his friends 

who live in Bogota's streets, and who have direct experience of "social 

cleansing." I am deeply grateful to Wilson Mellizo who guided me, with 

intelligence, good humour and common sense, through many potentially 

dangerous adventures in the streets of Bogota. Finally, for their 

hospitality and their kindness, I wish to thank Luis Alfonso Herrera, 

Nancy Ramirez, Jorge Bonilla, and Myriam Bautista. 



organizations. In Co 

Centro de Investigac 

de Reciclaje and the 

In carrying out the research for this study, I also received 

valuable assistance from the staff of a number of non-governmental 

lombia, I would like to offer special thanks to the 

ion y Educacion Popular (CINEP), the Escuela Popular 

Comision Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz. In 

London, England, I enjoyed the professionalism and helpfulness of the 

Colombia research team at Amnesty International 's International 

Secretariat. Many thanks also to Alexandra Castillo-Smith in Vancouver 

who took time from her own busy schedule to help with translations. 

to thank 

ing the 

and Basi l 

For their friendship throughout my time in Canada, I wish 

Ortrud Newton, Jennifer Wright, and Miriam Palacios. For provid 

things that only a family can, I am most grateful to Elizabeth 

Robinson in Ottawa, and Frankie and Geoff Robinson in Vancouver. 

To my parents in Stockholm, Sweden - Cecilia and Henrik Stannow - 

I offer my love and my deepest gratitude, with an extra bit of thanks to 

my mother who drew the maps for this study. And last, but certainly not 

least, I wish to thank my husband, Geoffrey Robinson, for reasons too 

obvious to mention. 



1. INTRODUCTION 

The city streets of Colombia are dirty. The filth is everywhere - in 

doorways, on sidewalks, in parks, and under bridges. And so, not 

unreasonably, many Colombians have supported the campaigns aimed at 

cleaning things up. But there is a problem. The "filth" that is the 

object of their concern is made up of people, poor people, "disposable" 

people. The effort to eradicate them is called "social cleansing,"' a 

term defined by the United Nations as "the elimination of marginalized 

and impoverished sectors of the population. "' 
Every year since the late 1970s, hundreds of Colombia's marginal 

urban poor - the homeless, street children, garbage recyclers, petty 

criminals, prostitutes, transvestites, drug addicts and youth from poor 

neighbourhoods - have fallen victim to "social cleansing." About ten 

percent of all political killings3 in Colombia today are confirmed to be 

The t e n  ussocial cleansingn should not be confused with the t e n  nethnic cleansing,"which is 
used to describe the systematic elhination, or forced resettlement, of an ethnic group. 

United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Report of the Special Ra~wrteur on the 
Question of Torture, Hr. Niael S Rodlev, and the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial. Surmar~ or 
Arbitrarv Executions, Mr. Bacre Walv Ndiaye. submitted pursuant to Couission on Huran Rights 
resolutions 1994137 and 1994182, 16 January 1995, p. 16. 

' In this study, the t e n  npolitical ki1lings"is used to describe politically motivated 
killings committed by state agents, with state acquiescence, or by aned opposition qroups. This 
definition is couonly used by the United Nations and by international human rights organizations. A 
non-political killing could be, for example, a murder carried out by a private citizen in connection 
with an armed robbery. See also n H ~ n  rights violationn in Appendix 2. 
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"social cleansing" murders.' On top of the hundreds of "cleansing" 

killings every year are many more cases of ill-treatment, rape and 

torture. This study seeks to explain why "social cleansing" happens in 

Colombia, and why it is allowed to continue. 

1.1 An Overview of "Social Cleansing" 

The first organized "social cleansing" operat ions are thought to have 

occurred in late 1979 in Pereira.' There, 62 real or alleged thieves 

were shot dead in execution-style killings during a two-month period. 

These killings coincided with a heated local debate about whether the 

official practice of tattooing thieves with red ink on their faces and 

hands was to be kept or not.6 The use of indelible ink was abolished in 

early 1980, but by then a new, and extrajudicial, punishment had been 

invented - "social cleansing." Since 1979, the phenomenon has spread, 

and such killings have been carried out in most large urban areas in 

Colombia, particularly in Barranquilla, Bogota, Bucaramanga, Cali, 

Medellin, and Pereira. 7 

"Social cleansing" has become a controversial issue in Colombia. 

Some view it as one of Colombia's most serious human rights problems. In 

a 1993 report on Colombia, for example, the Organization of American 

Comision Andina de Juristas, The Hman Riqhts Situation in Colombia: Complex but not 
Confusing, Bogotd, June 1993, p. 1. 

Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada lim~ieza social, Bogota, CINEP, 1993, pp. 15-16. 

The practice of tattooing undesired individuals was not a uniquely Colorbian idea. In 16th 
century England, for example, a statute was passed which declared that vagabonds should be branded 
with a "V" on their breasts. Christopher Hibbert, The Enalish: A Social History 1066-1945, London, 
Harper Collins Publishers, 1994, p. 182. 

See Hap 1: Colombia - major centres of "ocial cleansing." 
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States (OAS) described "social cleansing" as "racist, fascist or neo- 

nazi violence."' Others regard it as simply a "natural" product of a 

society in which violence is a way of life. Still others support "social 

cleansing" wholeheartedly and view the perpetrators as every-day civic 

heroes in the fight against crime and insecurity. 

There is at least one point, however, on which there can be little 

disagreement: the killing and abuse of the urban poor does happen, and 

on a massive scale. The available figures show that from 1988 to 1991 

the number of victims of "social cleansing" killings ranged from 250 to 

400 per year. In 1992 the death toll rose to 505. The Comision Andina de 

Juristas reported that, in the first nine months of 1994, at least 196 

people were killed in such  operation^.^ Another source states that in 

1994 "vigilante gangs killed 305 vagrants and street drug dealers" in 

"social cleansing" campaigns .lo The Jesuit think-tank Centro de 

Investigacion y Educacion Popular (CINEP), confirmed 118 "social 

cleansing" ki 11  ings in the first six months of 1995." Most independent 

observers agree that these figures represent only the tip of the 

iceberg. Even Colombian government officials admit that there is a 

Organization of American States, Inter-American Couission on Human Rights, Second Report on 
the Situation of Human Riahts in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, pp. 164-165. 

Coaisidn Andina de Juristas, Prom Words to Deeds: Panorama of Human Riuhts and Humanitarian 
Law in Colombia - 1994, BoqotB, December 1994, p. 5. 

lo nThe Vigilante ResponseIn Latin American Weekly Report, 8 June 1995, p. 248. This article 
points out that vigilantism recently has been a response to rising crime in a number of Latin 
American countries, such as Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Haiti, and Honduras. 

Centro de Investiqacidn y Educacidn Popular, Cien Dias 7 (Hay-July 1995): 11. 



"clear gap between the numbers of formal complaints about 'social 

cleansing' and reality.'"' 

Street children have always figured prominently among the victims 

of "cleansing."" Of the 505 confirmed "cleansing" deaths in 1992, 50 

were children." During the first two months of current President 

Ernesto Samper's time in office (August and September 1994) at least 30 

children and youths were killed in "social cleansing" operations in 

Bogota and ~edell in." The severity of the problem was noted by Thomas 

Hammarberg, the head of the United Nation's Committee on the Rights of 

the Child, who confirmed in early 1994 that: "Thousands of children had 

been killed in an attempt to cleanse parts of cities of what were 

regarded as undesirable elements. The authorities must take decisive 

action to halt the spread of that cancer. "I6 

l2 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa, human rights delegate in the Procuraduria General de 
la Nacion, in Bogot6, 30 August 1995. 

By law, Colombian children enjoy special protection. For example, article 44 in the 
constitution states that: "The following are basic rights of children: life, physical integrity, 
health and social security, a balanced diet, their nare and citizenship, to have a farily and not be 
separated from it, care and love, instruction and culture, recreation, and the free expression of 
their opinions. They will be protected against all ions of abandonment, physical or moral violence, 
imprisonment, sale, sexual abuse, work or economic exploitation, and dangerous work. They will also 
enjoy other rights upheld in the Constitution, the laws, and international treaties ratified by 
Col~rbia.~ ?'he constitution goes on to declare that it is the responsibility of the farily, society 
and the state to guarantee these rights, and that the rights of children have priority over the 
rigbts of others. Presidencia de la Rep~lica, Partici~atorv Derocrac~ and ResDed for Hwan Riahts: 
Colombia's New Constitution, Boqotd, 1993, article 44. 

l4 Amnesty International, Colombia: Children and Ninors: Victils of Political Violence, London, 
June 1994, p. 2. 

l5 Statistics fror Centro de Investigation y Education Popular, " W c o  de datos de derechos 
huranos: Fenoleno de intolerancia social, 1993-1994, "Ekqoti4, 1995. 

United Nations, Comaittee on the Rights of the Child, Fifth Session: Colombia, sumrary 
record of the first part (public) of the 115th meeting, 20 January 1994, p. 2. 



5 

MAP 1 
C O LO M D I A - majbr cen f r e ~  of jocial demsziz .7 

CARIBBEAN SEA 

1 

VENEZUEL 4 

PACIFIC OCEAN 

C O L O M B I A  

PERU 



6 

Hammarberg's appeal to "the authorities" is very much to the 

point, but also problematic because, as I shall attempt to demonstrate 

in this study, the practice of "social cleansing" is effectively 

condoned by elements of the Colombian state itself ." This thesis will 

show that many of the "cleansers" are official state agents, usually ,, 

police, who torture and/or kill their victims using the very same arms 

and powers they have been given by the state to protect its citizens. 

Other groups prominent in perpetrating the violence include members of 

the government's own security force (Departamento Administrativo de 

Segur idad, DAS) , former pol ice, and private security guards. Different 

constellations of these groups often constitute the fearsome "cleansing 

squads, " that bear names 1 i ke "Mano Negra, " "Terminator, " "Los 
\ 

Magnificos," "LOS Cobras," "Sweet Dreams," "Muerte a Gamines," "Muerte a 

Homosexuales Pel igrosos, " and "Toxic01 -90. "I8  

In addition to the actual perpetrators - the men or women who pull 

the trigger - are those who instigate ~ and pay for the "cleansing" 

campaigns. This study will provide evidence that these instigators 

include prominent members of society, particularly representatives of 

the Colombian business sector, as well as members of local neighbourhood 

committees known as Juntas de Accion Comunal. Commenting on a major 

"cleansing" campaign (O~eracion Estrella) in a poor borough in southern 

l7 The tern ustaten is used here as a short-hand for the set of political institutions 
responsible for the prinary tasks of public administration, ensuring the conditions for surplus 
extraction, and the preservation of law and order. 

Hano Neqra = Black Hand, Los Hagnificos = The Magnificent Ones, Los Cobras = The Cobras, 
Huerte a Gamines = Death to Street Children, Huerte a Honosewales Peligrosos = Death to Dangerous 
Homosexuals. Toxicol-90 is the nare of a pesticide. 



Bogota, the organization Comision Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz 

wrote in 1995: 

DAS agents have participated in O~eracion Estrella, 
supported by members of the community. Police officers have 
tried to convince the community to view these occurrences as 
'normal' and as 'the only means of guaranteeing 
security' ... It has also been reported that police officer 4' 
Velandia, assigned to the police station in La Aurora, 
patrols the neighbourhood in civilian clothes driving I 

[various] unmarked vehicles. During these patrols, conducted ; 
mainly at night, he has threatened and beaten several 
youths. 19 

All acts of "social cleansing" constitute criminal behaviour and 

serious violations of internationally recognized human rights standards. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the connections between this 

! 
i violence and the state are routinely denied by Colombian police and , 

government officials. In an interview conducted for this study, the head 

of the human rights office of the National Police, Colonel Julio Cesar 

Moreno, claimed that if police were involved in systematic "social 

cleansing," people like him would know about it and, of course, stop it. 

"We do not accept delinquent police," Moreno said." His colleague, 

Colonel Mauricio Gomez, director of the "program of community 

participation" within the Metropolitan Police in Bogota, also 

categorically denied any police involvement. While acknowledging that 

merchants occasionally instigate "cleansing" operations, Gomez claimed 

lgnh [la Operacib Estrella] han participado agentes del DU apoyados por rierbros de la 
comunidad. Integrates de la Policia civica han venido insistiendo a la poblaci6n para que 
consideren estos hechos coro Inonalest y coao 'la hica fona de garantizar la sequridadl.. . 
Tarbien se ha denunciado que el cabo Velandia, adscrito a la Estaci6n de Policia del barrio La 
Aurora, recorre el sector vestido de civil, en carros y rotocicletas sin placas. En estos 
recorridos, especialrente nocturnes, ha golpeado y aranezado a varios j6venes." Corision 
Interconqregacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin Infonativo Justicia v Paz 8 ( April-June 1995) : 78. 
Operation Estrella = Operation Star. 

20 Interview with Colonel Julio Cbsar Uoreno in Bogotd, 18 August 1995. 
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that most of the killings of members of marginalized groups are not 

"social cleansing" at all but simply a matter of the "settling of 

scores" between rival street gangs. 2 1 

The evidence in this study will demonstrate that these are 

dece 

been 

itful claims. State agents, includ 

responsible for "social cleansing 

ing police, have unquestionably 

." Yet, whether the perpetrators 
and instigators are themselves state agents or not, their actions have 

almost uniformly been condoned by the Colombian state through the 

failure to investigate their actions, or bring any of them to justice. 

In this way, the state has not only been complicit in the crime of 

"social cleansing," but has arguably encouraged its continuation. The 

consistent failure to identify, apprehend and convict the perpetrators I,. I 1  

of "social cleansing" is part of a broader failure of the Colombian 

state and its judicial system, and symptomatic of a breakdown in the 

rule of law. That breakdown, in turn, appears to be one of the causes of 

the frequent resort to violence by those seeking to resolve political, 

social, and even personal disputes in Colombia. 

~ 1 . 2  Literature Review 

Anyone who searches the ava 

on Colombia for information 

ilable English-language academ 

about "social cleansing" will 

ic literature 

be 

disappointed. While scholars have devoted considerable energy to studies 

of Colombia's history and political economy, its war on drugs, and its 

relations with the United States, they have paid scant attention to the 

phenomenon of "social cleansing." 

21 Interview with Colonel Hauricio Ghez in Bogot6, 24 August 1995. 
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The closest the English-language scholarly community has come to 

this issue has been a handful of studies by social psychologists about 

Colombian street children. Yet, it is striking that in these works, 

nothing is actually said about the problem of "social cleansing," even 

when the authors come face to face with relevant evidence. In his often- 

cited study Street Children of Cali, for example, Lewis Aptekar quotes 

street children who repeatedly mention their fear of the police, but he 

22 fails to follow up on the issue or to draw any conclusions. In an 

article about Colombian street children, by Patrick Breslin, an 

interviewee is said to have been beaten up so badly by the police that 

he had to spend a month in hospital.23 Yet, here again, the author fails 

to comment or draw conclusions. These are oversights when one considers 

that street children are among the major victims in Colombia's "social 

cleansing" operations. 

If the available academic literature in English does not 

specifically address "social cleansing" in Colombia, it is not entirely 

without value for a study of this violence. Indeed, to the extent that 

one is interested in understanding the political and economic context in 

which the phenomenon has occurred, the existing literature provides an 

invaluable starting point. The works of David Bushnell, Robert Dix, and 

Harvey Kline are especially useful as a guide to Colombian history and 

22 Lewis Aptekar, Street Children of Cali, Durham, Duke University Press, 1988. 

23 Patrick Breslin, 'Can Development be a Tuo-Way Street?' Grassroots Development 14 (no. 2, 
1990) : 27. 
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as an introduction to contemporary political institutions and issues. 24 

Likewise, many English-language scholarly publications provide a useful 

outline of the country's modern economy. With this background it is 

possible to begin to construct a picture of the political and economic 

conditions that have given rise to the phenomenon of "social cleansing" 

in Colombia. 

Yet, as we shall see in Chapter 2, these works are not without 

their flaws. With some notable exceptions, they tend to overstate the 

"stability" of Colombian politics and to give undue emphasis to its 

"democraticn and "civilian" character. In general, they emphasize formal 

political and judicial institutions, rather than the inner workings of 

power. Such treatments tend to obscure the reality that Colombia has 

been in a state of almost permanent internal war for the past four 

decades, that successive governments have ruled more often than not 

under "states of emergency," and that despite the fact that the 

Colombian military has not staged a coup since the early 1950s, it 

enjoys considerable political and economic autonomy. Standard scholarly 

treatments also divert attention from the fact that, despite a highly 

developed judicial system and an impressive array of laws, Colombia has 

one of the worst human rights records in the hemisphere. 

On the economic front, there is an inclination in the available 

scholarly literature to speak of Colombia as a success story, stressing 

its impressive aggregate growth figures, its favourable performance with 

24 David Bushnell, The Hakina of Hodern Colorbia: A Nation in S~ite of Itself, Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 1993; Robert 0. Dix, The Politics of Colorbia, New York, Praeqer 
Publishers, 1987; Harvey P. Kline, Colombia: Portrait of Unitv and Diversity, Colorado, Westview 
Press, 1983. 
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respect to international debt, and its ability to implement a structural 

adjustment program in the 1 9 8 0 ~ . ~ ~  Less often discussed, or noted only 

in passing, is the dark side of this economic miracle: the long-standing 

problem of poverty, the dramatically skewed pattern of income 

distribution, and the pauperization of the country's rapidly growing 

urban populations. Like the crass inner workings of Colombia's political 

and judicial system, these unpleasant economic realities are fundamental 

to any understanding of the problem of "social cleansing." 

The reluctance to discuss the dark side of Colombia's political 

and economic system is not true of the scholarly community in Colombia 

itself. For example, political violence is, and has been for several 

decades, a major subject of scholarly study in Colombia - one of just a 

few countries in the world where "violentology" has been recognized as a 

distinct academic field of study. The considerable academic interest in 

the country's extreme levels of violence has not yet generated any 

scholarly pub1 ications focusing specifically on the problem of "social 

cleansing," but the phenomenon has been treated in broader studies on 

the subject of political or urban violence. 

In their book Colombia: Ciudad v violencia, sociologists Alvaro v ,  

Camacho and Alvaro Guzman, for example, provide both a qua1 itative and 

quantitative analysis of Colombian urban violence. Focusing on Cali in 

western Colombia, a city heavily affected by "social cleansing" 

operations, they emphasize how the "cleansing" violence is used by the 

l5 In a passage typifying standard scholarly characterizations of the Colombian economy and 
political system, John D. Hartz writes that: ",..Colombia now enjoys one of the healthiest and iuost 
flourishing economies in Latin Anerica. And in political tens its derocratic structures, 
notwithstandinq inevitable flaws, are arong the lost solid on the continent."John D. Hartz, Current 
iiistory 93   arch 1994): 134. 
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perpetrators to "teach a lesson about what behaviour is acceptable and 7 

what will be condemned. "26 "Social cleansing," then, is used by the 

perpetrators to make known the limits of behaviour deemed acceptable, 

and to punish those whose actions, occupation, or identity fall outside 

of that framework of acceptance. Criminality and homosexuality, they 

argue, are characteristics that typically attract the attention of the 

"social cleansers," but many of the victims are also targeted simply 

because they are bearers of a certain identity, such as being poor or 

unhealthy. 

Another recent study of urban violence, this one focusing solely 

on Bogota, is La violencia en Santafe de Boqota by Colombian lawyer and 

political scientist Guillermo Segovia Mora. Although more superficial in 

his analysis than Camacho-Guzman, he reaches similar conclusions, 

stating that: 

Murdering people who represent undesirable parts of society, 
or who have views contrary to those of the executors or 
instigators, is perhaps the greatest indication of 
intolerance and of society's inability to confront its 
problems and propose effective solutions for change ... 27 

While Mora and Camacho-Guzman discuss what "social cleansing" 

reveals about Colombian society and politics, other authors focus more 

narrowly on establishing the identity of the perpetrators. In their book 

La violencia ~arainstitucional. ~aramilitar v parapolicial en Colombia, 

26 '. . .dar una lecci6n sobre las conductas esperadas y las que se censuran.m Alvaro Camacho, 
and Alvaro Guzrbr, Colombia: Ciudad Y violencia, Bogotd, Ediciones Foro National, 1990, p. 159. 

27 "Tal vez la mayor derostraci6n de intolerancia y de incapacidad de la sociedad para 
confrontar sus probleras y buscar soluciones reales a 10s rismos, es el asesinato de personas 
motivado en que representan sectores sociales o ideas adversas a las de sus ejecutores o 
inspiradores.. . Guilleno Segovia Hora, La violencia en Santafe de Bogotd, Bogota, ECOE Ediciones, 
November 1994, p. 36. 
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Carlos Medina Gallego and Mireya Telles Ardila identify parapolice 

groups as the main perpetrators of "social cleansing. "" 

The small body of Colombian academic literature that addresses 

"social cleansing" is crucial for understanding the phenomenon, and it 

marks a welcome contrast to the extraordinary silence of North American 

scholars. Nevertheless, the limited attention "social cleansing" has 

received in Colombia suggests how oddly insignificant these killings 

still seem to be, even for many Colombian academics. 

Greater attention to the problem of "social cleansing" and street 

people is found in Colombian books and pamphlets published in the 

journalistic genre. Unfortunately, these works commonly suffer from a 

lack of analysis of the social and political origins of the violence. 

Instead the focus is on horrendous cases of "cleansing," and on personal 

observations about street life in ~ o l o m b i a . ~ ~  The most recent book of 

this genre, "Lim~ieza social". la querra contra la indiqencia by 

investigative journalist Sandra Mateus Guerrero, is something of an 

exception in that she pays some attention to the root causes of the 

violence against the poor. She describes "social cleansing" as a war 

against those who are considered "unworthy of 1 iving, and argues that 

the violence is rooted in the way individuals are valued in today's 

Colombia. 

28 Carlos W. Gallego, and Wireya T. Ardila, La violencia ~arainstitucional, pararilitar y 
parapolicial en Colorbia, Bogota, Rodriguez Quito Editores, 1994, p. 60. 

29 Sore current works in this genre are: Sandra Mateus Guerrero, "Lirpieza socialn, la querra 
contra la indiaencia, Bogota, Ediciones Teras de Boy, 1995; Haria Soledad Rico Sanin, El delito de 
existir, Bogota, Editorial Oveja Negra, 1993; and Carlos Sanchez Ocarpo, El contrasueio: Historias 
de la vida desechable, Wedellin, Editorial Universidad de Antioquia, 1993. 

30 nindiqnos de continua viviendo" 
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Nowadays, an individual's worth is measured not by the kind 
of person s/he is, but rather by what s/he has to offer J 

society. And if we follow that logic, indigent people offer 
only filth and disorder. In effect, they have no worth ... 
Murder has become a message: if you sleep in the streets, if 
you steal, or if you live in a marginalized neighbourhood 
and hang out on street corners, you are flirting with 
death . " 
The pub1 icat ions of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

inter-governmental organizations (IGOs) provide an additional source of 

valuable informat 

documents provide 

cleansing," often 

of their death." 

on about the phenomenon of "social cleansing." These 

detailed descriptions of specific incidents of "social 

identifying both victims and the precise circumstances 

hey also provide credible evidence that state agents, 

or paramilitary groups backed by the state, are responsible for many 

"social cleansing" killings. A number of NGO and IGO reports also 

outline how the Colombian judicial system serves to guarantee 

perpetrators immunity from prosecution in such cases.33 Some of these 

'Boy en dia el valor del individuo se ride con base no en su calidad de ser hurano, sino en 
funcion de sus aportes a la sociedad. Y si se sigue esa regla, 10s indigentes solo aportan suciedad 
y desorden, es decir, no valen.. .El asesinato se ha convertido en un mensaje: si usted duerre en las 
aceras de las calles, si roba, si vive en un barrio rarqinado y se rehe en las esquinas, conera el 
riesgo de rorir.' Uateus Guerrero, pp. 144-145. 

32 See, for exarple, Amnesty International, Colombia: Children and Minors: Victim of Political 
Violence, London, June 1994; H u m  Rights Watch/hericas, 
Violence in Colorbia, New York, 1994; Instituto Latinoarericano de Servicios Legales Alternatives 
(ILSA), nSocial Cleansinaqn Colorbia and Brazil: Genocide of the Poor, Bogota, working paper, 
Decerber 1993; Cousion Intercongregacional Justicia y Paz , Boletin Infonativo Justicia v Paz , 
1993-1995; Organization of herican states, Inter-herican Couission on Huran Rights, Second Report 
on the Situation of Huran Riahts in Colorbia, Washington D.C., 1994; Carlos Rojas, La violencia 
llamada lir~ieza social, Bogota, CINEP, 1993; United Nations, Econolic and Social Council, Joint 

p p ,  16 January 1995. 

33  See, for exaple, The Bar Huran Rights Corrittee of hgland and Wales, Two Sides of the 
Hirror: Huran Riahts in Colorbia 1994, London, January 1995; Corision Andina de Juristas - Seccional 
Colorbiana, Colorbia: Fror the New Constitution to the Weakenina of the Rule of Law, Bogota, July 
1994, Bogota, Uarch 
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reports suffer from a tendency toward overstatement and exaggeration," 

though it needs to be stressed that this is the exception rather than 

the rule. If there is a general weakness in NGO and IGO reports it lies 

in their failure to place the evidence into political, economic and 

historical context. 

A notable exception is the report La violencia llamada lim~ieza 

social by Carlos Rojas of CINEP.)' This is the only available study in 

which the "social cleansing" phenomenon is systematically analyzed. 

Rojas traces the "cleansing" back to its origins in 1979 and explains 

how it has developed since then throughout the country. He presents 

statistics on the victims and the perpetrators and discusses why the 

Colombian marginal poor are suffering from this violence. He argues that 

"social cleansing" violence stems from a number of related factors, such 

as "pervasive marginal i ty, the growing phenomenon of del inquency, the 

inefficiency of the state's justice system - resulting in impunity - and 

the demands for private solutions to the problem of insecurity. "36 

Rojas' analysis suggests that the problem of "social cleansing" is 

not a uniquely Colombian phenomenon. And indeed, the available 

literature indicates that "social cleansing" operations have been 

1994, and Irpunidad en Colonbia, Boqotd, 21 July 1994; and The Lawyers Couittee for Hunan Rights, 
Colonbia: Public Order. Private Iniustice, New York, 1994. 

34 See, for exanple, Juan Pablo Ordoiiee, No Eunan Beina Is Disposable: Social Cleansinci. Human 
Riahts, and Sexual Orientation in Colonbiq, [San Francisco]: International Gay and Lesbian Human 
Rights Corrission, 1995. 

35 Carlos Rojas, La violencia llarada linpieza social, Boqotd, CINEP, 1993. 

36 nLa persistencia de la rarginalidad, el creciniento del fenoreno delincuencial, la 
ineficiencia del aparato estatal de justicia - con la consecuente inpunidad -, 10s llanados 
oficiales a la privatization de las soluciones del problena de la sequridad." Ibid., p. 79. 



16 

carried out in several Latin American countries, including Brazil, 

Guatemala, and El Salvador, but also in places with very different ' 

historical, cultural, and political systems including, for example, 

Indonesia and the United States." Evidence of police and vigilante i 11- 

treatment and killing of the urban poor is also abundant in literature 

on 18th and 19th century Europe and North A m e r i ~ a . ~  

Although this study is not a comparative one, it occasionally 

draws on the evidence from other countries and other historical periods 

in an effort to illuminate the phenomenon of "social cleansing" in 

Colombia today. The evidence from countries with very different cultural 

and historical backgrounds is particularly revealing because it can help ;; 

to clarify the extent to which the phenomenon of "social cleansing" is 

the result of generalizable, as opposed to unique, features of Colombian 

history, politics, society and culture. Accordingly, in this study I 

will refer mainly to evidence from Indonesia and the United States - 

which differ dramatically from Colombia in all of these respects - 

rather than from other Latin American countries, which are more similar. 

'' See, for exdlple, hesty International, Indonesia: "@ration CleansinaL Hwan Rights and 
m, London, November 1994; David Bourchier, nCrime, Law and State Authority in IndonesiaIn in 
Arief Budinan, ed., State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, knash Papers on Southeast Asia, 
no. 22, 1990; Richard Haxwell Brown, Strain of Violence, Historical Studies of Lerican Violence and 
Viailantism, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1975; W i e  & Vigilantes in El Salvador: Risky 
Experimnt as First Death Squad FallstU Latin American Weeklv Report, 24 August 1995, pp. 378-79; 
Gilberto Dimenstein, Brazil: War on Children, London, Latin herica Bureau, 1991; Lynne B. Iglitzin, 
Violent Conflict in Lerican Society, San Francisco, Chandler Publishing Company, 1972; Robert P. 
Inqalls, Urban Viailantes in the New South: Tarpa, 1882-1936, Knoxville, University of Tennessee 
Press, 1988; and Justus H. van der Kroef, "Petrus: Patterns of Prophylactic Hurder in IndonesiaIn 
Asian Survey 25 (July 1985): 745-769. 

38 See for example, Charles Dickens, Oliver hist, [First published in London 1837-391 London, 
Penguin Classics, 1985; Christopher Hibbert, The Enalish: A Social Historv 1066-1945, London, Harper 
Collins Publishers, 1994; Victor Hugo, Les Hiserables, Paris, 1862, reprinted by Penguin Books, 
London, 1982; and Geo C. Needham, Street Arabs and Gutter Snipes, Boston, D. L. Guernsey, 1884. 
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The tradition of vigilantism and "cleansingN-style violence in the 

United States, for example, provides useful material for comparison. 

Although the Ku Klux Klan is best known for its racist violence, during 

certain periods the Klan's focus, like that of the "cleansing squads" in 

Colombia, has been the elimination of "ne'er-do-we1 1s and the a1 legedly 

immoral."" Also similar to the Colombian case is the apparent 

collaboration between U.S. vigilante groups and state officials. 40 

Perhaps even more revealing is the case of Indonesia, where from 

5,000 to 10,000 "social cleansing" killings were carried out between 

1983 and 1985. These killings - aimed particularly at real or perceived 

criminal urban youth - formed part of an official operation known as 

"Petrus." At first, Indonesian officials denied responsibility for the 

killings, declaring that they were nothing more than the result of 

fights between members of rival juvenile gangs, known as caali. However, 

in 1989 Indonesian President Suharto admitted that the "Petrus" killings 

in fact had been an official "shock therapy," a government pol icy 

attempting to bring urban crime under control ." 
Despite the great political, economic, social, and historical 

differences between Indonesia and Colombia, striking similarities can be 

found between the "Petrus" killings and today's "social cleansing" in 

Colombia. The similarities include, for example, the social profiles of 

j9 Richard Haxwell Brown, 
Viailantism, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 28. 

40 Richard Haxwell Brown, "he History of Vigilantism in Anerican, in 0. Jon Rosenbaur and 
Peter C. Sederberg, eds., Viailante Politics, Pennsylvania, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1976, 
p. 94. 

41 David Bourchier, uCrime, Law and State Authority in IndonesiaIu in Arief Budiman, ed., &j& 

and Civil Societv in Indonesia, Clayton, Honash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990. 
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both victims and perpetrators, the modus o~erandi of the killers, and 

the powerful involvement of the state, notwithstanding official denials. 

This evidence suggests strongly that the problem of "social cleansing" 

is best explained not solely in terms of the unique cultural make-up of 

any country, but rather by reference to economic and political forces 

which are found, at different times, across many cultures. That is to 

say, while "social cleansing" in Colombia may stem in part from certain 

unique features of the country's history, it is not the result of some 

exceptional cruelty or brutality inherent in Colombian culture, but has 
J 

discernible and generalizable political, social, and economic roots. 

1.3 The Research Problem 

The phenomenon of "social cleansing" in Colombia raises a number of 

perplexing historical and analytical questions. How, for example, can we 

explain the systematic murder of members of marginal social groups in a 

country widely regarded as an economic success story, and considered to 

be one of Latin America's most stable democracies? How can we reconcile 

the failure of the state to bring to justice the perpetrators of this 

"racist, fascist or neo-nazi violence," with Colombia's supposed 

tradition of respect for the rule of law, and with the government's 

explicit, and unconditional, support for human rights? And finally, what 

can the Colombian experience with "social cleansing" tell us about 

similar phenomena in other parts of the world, and in other historical 

periods? 

This thesis seeks to answer these questions by examining the 

problem of "social cleansing" from a number of distinct, but 
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overlapping, analytical perspectives. Drawing on work in the field of 

political economy, it highlights some of the structural features of 

Colombia's political and economic systems which appear to have a 

significant bearing on the problem of "social cleansing." It also 

provides detailed accounts of the social and ideological make-up of both 

the victims and the perpetrators of "social cleansing." Finally, drawing 

on international human rights literature and concepts, it outlines some 

of the principal reasons for the persistence of "social cleansing" 

within a broader pattern of institutionalized state violence. 

Having outlined these broad objectives, it is important to mention 

certain limitations in the research design and evidence employed for 

this study. The first limitation stems directly from the weakness of the 

literature dealing with "social cleansing" in Colombia. Given the 

absence of reliable base-line data or historical information, it has not 

been possible to compare and contrast the phenomenon of "social 

cleansing" during different time periods, or to provide a detailed 

account of the emergence of the problem. Instead, I have chosen to focus 

on "social cleansing" as it exists in Colombia today. 

The study is also limited in the sense that it does not examine in 

any detail the response of Colombia's street people to "social 

cleansing . " Nevertheless, some evidence i s provided below indicating 

that garbage recyclers and prostitutes have begun to organize in 

response to state repression. If that trend continues, and spreads to 

other sectors among the "disposables," the pattern of state violence 

described and analyzed in this study is likely to change as well, 



raising important substantive and analytical questions that will 

eventually require further analysis. 

This study is also limited in a geographical sense. While the 

contextual information presented below refers to Colombia as a whole, 

most of the case studies of "social cleansing" are drawn from Bogota. 

Similarly, while some of those interviewed were in a position to speak 

about national trends, the experience of many of the informants cited 

below was confined to Bogota and, in some cases, to individual boroughs 

or neighbourhoods in the city. The focus on Bogota means that a degree 

of caution must be exercised in drawing any general conclusions. Because 

while the pattern of "social cleansing" appears to be broadly similar in 

all of Colombia's major urban centres, some variations are apparent. 

There is scattered evidence, for example, that in Cali and Medellin 

responsibility for "social cleansing" violence extends beyond the 

constellations of actors identified in this study to include urban 

militias sometimes associated with left-wing guerrilla groups. Such 

variations are important but they are beyond the scope of this study. 

Owing to the weakness of existing scholarship on the issue, and 

also to simplify the presentation of evidence, this thesis has been 

organized around three more manageable, substantive questions. First, 

who are the victims of "social cleansing" and why have they been 

targeted? Second, who actually carries out this violence, and how do 

they operate? And third, how can "social cleansing" persist? 

Chapter 2 offers an analysis of the broad political, human rights, 

and economic context within which "social cleansing" has occurred, 

highlighting factors that appear to have contributed to the problem. 
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These include the highly elitist and authoritarian character of the 

Colombian political system, the considerable political power of both the 

security forces and the business associations (gremios) , and the 

institutionalization of human rights abuse. The discussion of the 

Colombian economy reveals how the economic policies of successive 

Colombian governments have helped to create the mass of urban poor who 

are the victims of "social cleansing." 

Chapter 3 shifts from this broad contextual analysis to a more 

direct examination of Colombia's marginal urban poor, to establish 

precisely who the victims of "social cleansing" are, and why they have 

become victims. Focusing on four broad social groups - street people 

known as iteros, garbage recyclers, prostitutes and transvestites, and 

youth from the suburban barrios - I argue that, in contrast to the 

victims of other kinds of political killings, the victims of "social 

cleansing" are targeted not because of their political views or 

activities, but because they are seen as bearers of unwelcome 

attributes, such as criminality, poverty or homosexuality. 

In Chapter 4, the analytical focus shifts from the victims to the 

perpetrators, in an effort to explain how and why the "cleansers" commit 

these crimes. After establishing certain underlying patterns in all 

cases of "social cleansing" - in particular the central role of state 

agents - the chapter outlines two dynamics, each with its own 

distinctive constellation of actors, set of motivations, and modus 

o~erandi. These are identified as "semi-spontaneous" and "mercenary." In 
I 

the first dynamic, frustration with the ineffectiveness of the judicial 1 1  

system appears to be one of the underlying reasons for the "cleansing." 



However, "cleansing" of this sort is also done to "settle scores" 

between street people and members of the police who form part of the 

criminal world. In the second dynamic, the "cleansing" is more 

organized. Here local businessmen and different kinds of community 

groups hire assassins to rid "their" streets of "undesirables" who are 

considered to destroy business or cause problems in a particular 

neighbourhood. In this second scenario the immediate motivation of the 

assassin may be money, but the original impetus for murder comes from, 

for example, the business person. Implicit in both of these dynamics is 

a sense of impatience with normal political and judicial processes, on 

the part of the security forces, right-wing groups and business people, 

and a strong belief that social and political problems can instead be 

solved by resort to violence, and specifically murder. 

Noting that such views run counter to the avowed democratic 

principles and international human rights comnitments of the Colombian 

state, Chapter 5 asks how "social cleansing" can be allowed to continue. 

It focuses on two dimensions of the problem - serious weaknesses in the 

judicial system, and the entrenchment of a discourse that makes the 

murder or abuse of street people a matter of little public controversy. 

I argue, first, that the perpetrators of "social cleansing" are able to 

get away with their crimes because, as agents or allies of the state, 

they are in a position to evade the judicial process. This problem - 

commonly referred to as a pattern of impunity - is at least in part the 

result of flaws in the Colombian judicial system. Further impediments to 

the prosecution of the perpetrators stem from the victims' lowly social 

and political status, and their lack of awareness about their basic 
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rights. Also, a large proportion of the killings are never reported to 

the authorities, because witnesses or relatives fear reprisals from the 

perpetrators. 

Public discourse, especially from the government, the media and 

the business sector, facilitates - even encourages - the "cleansing" by 

.promoting the image of these marginalized groups as "delinquents" or 

'"disposables." This discourse reinforces a pernicious ideological 

vision, characterized by a conviction that all lives do not have the 

same value, and that those that are undesirable or disruptive in the 

eyes of those in power may simply be disposed of. Prostitutes, thieves, 

beggars and the homeless are among the bearers of this identity as 

"disposables," and in the view of the "cleansers," they need to be 

removed in order to restore - or more often create - a society free from 

impurities. 

In the concluding chapter I argue that the cause of both of the 

tendencies discussed in Chapter 5 lies in the absence of serious 

political will on the part of Colombia's political, military, and 

economic elites to tackle the problem of "social cleansing" at its 

roots. This lack of will appears, in turn, to be the unavoidable product 

of a political system which, despite its democratic veneer, is both 

highly authoritarian and oriented toward the demands of powerful 

business groups, and in which, notwithstanding the formal superiority of 

the civi 1 ian government, the security forces and their parami 1 i tary 

a1 1 ies are given considerable autonomy. 



2. THE CONTEXT 

Colombia is well-known as a model of democracy in Latin America, with 

regular elections and security forces that accept subordination to 

42 civilian governments. However, Colombia is also a country where, in 

reality, the security forces enjoy great political autonomy. And while 

Colombia is famous for its drug-related violence, in fact political 

ki 1 1  ings constitute a growing proportion of Colombian homicides. In 

addition, while Colombia is regarded by mainstream economists as a 

success story - being the only country in the region to achieve constant 

economic growth during the difficult 1980s - it is a country suffering 

from extreme inequalities, where half the population still lives in 

poverty. 

In this chapter I look more closely at these apparent 

contradictions. The aim here is not to explain in detail why and how 

"social cleansing" can take place, but primarily to put the existence of 

"social cleansing" into its proper context 

2.1 "Democracy' and Military Power 

Colombia is generally regarded as one of Latin America's most stable 

democracies. During the 20th century civilian rule has been the norm and 

elect ion results have generally been respected. Scholars tend to agree 

that this "political stability" owes a lot to a long-standing tradition 

42  The t e n  nsecurity forces"inc1udes both the med forces and the police. 

43 Later chapters will address the questions why nsochl cleansingn takes place and how i t  can 
continue. 
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of power sharing between the two dominant political parties - the 

Liberal Party and the Social Conservative Party4' - exemplified by the 

20-year-long constitutional experiment called the National Front. 

Formally initiated in 1958, the National Front entailed a sharing of 

power between the two parties, including the regular alternation of the 

presidency, and the explicit exclusion from power of all other political 

parties. The National Front's successes in securing a transition from 

Rojas Pinilla's military dictatorship (1953-1957) to civilian rule, and 

in lowering the extreme levels of violence in Colombia, have frequently 

been emphasized by academ 

democracy. 45 

A number of academi 

ics as a critical turning point on the road to 

cs have recognized that it is problematic to 

use the term "democracy" to describe Colombia's current pol it ical 

system. Some, including Albert Berry, Francisco Thoumi and Robert Dix, 

define Colombia as an "oligarchic democracy," suggesting the still 

dominant role played by Colombia's small and closely connected elites. 46 

Dix writes that: 

A powerful, informal coalition of elites sustains the 
existing order - promoting capitalist growth, opposing 
threats to internal order and extant property arrangements, 

4 4  The Social Conservative Party was called the Conservative Party until 1987. 

45 A critical study of this Colombian elite pad and the way it has been interpreted by 
scholars can be found in Eva Irene Tuft, Derocracv and Violence: The Colombian Paradox, Bergen, 
University of Bergen, nay 1995. 

46 Albert R. Berry and Fransisco E. Thoumi, nPost-War and Post-National Front Econo~ic 
Developrent of Colombiant in Donald L. Henan, ed., Derocracy in Latin America: Colombia and 
Venezuela, New York, Praeqer Publishers, 1988, p. 81; and Robert H. Dix, The Politics of Colombia, 
New York, Praeqer Publishers, 1987, p. 209. 



and favoring a pro-U.S. foreign policy - even while 
disagreeing from time to time on particular policies. I1  

Others question the appropriateness of the term "democracy" altogether, 

preferring the term " inclus ionary authoritarian system. "a Jenny Pearce 

is more blunt, claiming that Colombia is a "democracy without the 

people," and arguing that "to call the real Colombia a 'democracy' is to 

wrest content from that word or to reduce it to a set of 

institutions. "" 

Yet, with the exception of Pearce, even those who have recognized 

the elitist tendencies of Colombia's political system have tended to 

accept that it has been dominated by a civilian rather than a military 

elite, and there appears to be general agreement among North American 

scholars that the Colombian military is politically "weak." I would like 

to suggest that this standard portrayal of the relative power and 

autonomy of civilian and military elites is misleading, and that a 

reappraisal can contribute significant-ly to our understanding of the 

phenomenon of "social cleansing." 

While it is true that the Colombian military has refrained from 

any overt intervention in politics for more than four decades, its 

influence on politics has been considerable. Indeed, it may be the case 

that the Colombian military has refrained from direct intervention 

precisely because it has been able to obtain, through close 

47 Robert 8. Dix, The Politics of Cololbia, p. 208. 

48 Bruce Uichael Bagley, Yololbia: National Front and Econoric Developlentn, in Robert Wesson, 
ed., Politics, Policies, and ECO~OD~C Developrent in Latin hrica, California, Hoover Institution 
Press, 1984, p. 125. 

l9 Jenny Pearce, Colorbia: Inside the Labyrinth, London, Latin berica Bureau, 1990, p. 207. 
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collaboration with civilian elites, all that it desires in the way of 

political and economic power. 

As we shall see, the power of the Colombian military (or more 

accurately the security forces), is evident in the considerable autonomy 

granted to the army and the police by political, economic, and judicial 

elites. It is also revealed in the frequency with which the civilian 

elite imposes different forms of emergency rule that effectively grant 

additional powers to the security forces. Each of these dimensions will 

be elaborated below. 

The military has become increasingly influential in Colombia, 

especially in formulating and implementing government policy on issues 
'? 

of "public order" and "national security," terms that have been \ 

interpreted very broadly.50 Because of the existence of several armed 

guerrilla movements, and the immense power and resources of drug 

traffickers, the Colombian military has been given an almost free hand 

51 by civilian authorities to conduct its operations. Increasingly, 

military operations have been conducted against peaceful political 

opponents, in the name of "public order" and "national security." An 

indication of the autonomy and political power of the security forces is 

the fact that none of its heavily-criticized privileges, such as those 

According to sociolqist Elsa Blair Trujillo, the Colorbian a d  forces were able to 
increase their power and autonomy considerably with the introduction of the Doctrine of National 
Security in Colorbia in the 1970s. Elsa Blair Trujillo, Las Fuerzas Anadas: Una mirada civil, 
Bogota, CINEP, 1993. 

Indeed, civilian authorities have been so generous to the military that, as Luis Alberto 
Restrepo argues, 'many civilian leaders are the political branch of the aned forces.. .which has 
made a classic coup dletat unnecessary.Vuis Alberto Restrepo, "he Crisis of the Current Political 
Reqime and Its Possible Outcomes,~n Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Peiiaranda, and Gonzalo Sanchez, 
eds., Violence in Cololbia: The Contemporary Crisis in Historical Perspective, Delaware, Scholarly 
Resources Inc., 1992, p. 287. 
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provided through the military penal system, were changed in the 1991 

Constitution. 

Not only has the military been given a free hand by its own , 

government, it has secured financial, logistical, and political backing 

from the government of the United States. In 1990, Colombia became the 

number one recipient of U.S. military aid in Latin America. The 

combination of domestic and international backing has ensured the 

Colombian military an unusual degree of political autonomy and financial 

security. Just as important, it has given the military a powerful stake 

in the economic and political status quo, and the means to defend it. 

The overall autonomy of the security forces affects the power of 
7 - 

its constituent parts. Among these, the police force is crucial for our 

purposes, because police are among the main perpetrators of "social 

cleansing" violence. While the Colombian police have enjoyed for many 

years an unusually low degree of popular confidence, they have 

nevertheless been able to maintain a high degree of autonomy and 

political power. This autonomy has been enhanced by the decision of the 

government, with the agreement of the other branches of the security 

forces, to let the police carry out military tasks. 

Perhaps the clearest evidence of police power and autonomy lies in 

their ability to evade significant reform, even in the face of 

widespread public condemnation for human rights abuse and unprofessional 

conduct. The image of a corrupt, unprofessional, unethical, and violent 

police force had been an officially neglected reality for years, when it 



finally culminated in 1993.~' On 28 February 1993, a nine year old girl 

- the daughter of a policeman - was raped and killed inside the 3rd 

Police Station in central Bogota. Although many people had died inside 

police stations before, this time the victim was neither a criminal nor 

a street person, but a middle class girl, and her death triggered a 

national debate about the levels of corruption and "delinquency" within 

the police. 

The debate led to a government plan for reform that was set in 

mot ion through a decree (591/1993) which establ ished two commissions, 

one internal and one external. The reform law (62/1993) promulgated in 

1993 emphasized the preventive role and the civilian character of the 

police, and established the post of a civilian National Police 

Commissioner. On paper, these were positive developments, but they had 

little effect in practice. In the words of Sonia Zambrano of the 

Comision Andina de Juristas: "The law is very good, just like the El9911 

Constitution.. .but unfortunately it has not meant that the pol ice have 

gone through any real changes. "" 
In an interview conducted for this study in August 1995, one 4 

member of the external commission established in 1993, Alvaro Camacho, 

52 Writing in 1993, sociologist Alvaro Caracho, who was a rerber of an external commission set 
up to look into the police, identified five rain problers within the national police: privatization 
- the police force has allowed itself to becore subordinated to local private justice groups; 
autonomy - the police therselves have beCole delinquents, committing crimes both in unifons and 
operating as vigilante groups; rilitarization - the police force has becore sorething of a 
pararilitary force through the rix of rilitary and police tasks, where it is the protection of the 
"public 0rder"rather than the citizens that the police give priority; inefficiency - the police 
sirply do not do their job and have no good excuse for not doing it; and finally the human rights 
violations, which are something of a consequence and synthesis of the other four problems, but so 
serious that Caracho especially erphasizes ther. Alvaro Caracho G., 'La refona de la policia: 
Realidades inrediatas y objetivos estrat~icos,"An~lisis Politico, 19 (Hay-August 1993): 50-62. 

5' Interview with Sonia Zarbrano in Bogota, 31 August 1995. 
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confirmed that the police remain corrupt, that the popular image of the 

force remains, justifiably, very bad, and that the force continues to be 

responsible for serious human rights  violation^.^' Camacho emphasized 

that efforts were being made to address these problems, such as the 

firing of large numbers of pol icemen for unprofessional behaviour . 5 5  Yet 

while it may be true that thousands of police have been fired since the 

1993 ref~rms,~"t is significant that most have been dismissed for 

involvement in drug corruption or other criminal activities, and not for 

human rights-related offences. Moreover, few if any of those dismissed 

have been brought to justice and punished for their crimes. 

The abil 

indication of 

evidence lies 

rights violati 

ity of the police to evade efforts at serious reform is an 

their continued autonomy and political power. Further 

in their freedom to carry out systematic and serious human 

ons, including scores of "social cleansing" killings, with 

almost total impunity. 

The power of both the military and the police has been further 

enhanced by the frequent imposition of states of emergency by a series 

of civilian governments. The delegate for human rights at Colombia's 

Procuraduria, Hernando Valencia Villa, told me bluntly: 

54 Interview with Alvaro Caracho, now working as the Bogotd rayorls security adviser, 29 August 
1995. 

55 In addition to the refon, there is a more recent decree - 2010/1995 - which empowers the 
director of the national police, General Rosso Jose Serrano Cadena, to rerove fror duty any police 
officer involved in corruption or other cririnality reqardless of the person's time of service. This 
decree is a part of the police's struqqle against its own cririnality problem. Interview with 
National Police Coluissioner nario Gonzalez in BoqotB, 1 Septerber 1995, and letter fror Colorbian 
police official to Swedish a n y  general, 19 April 1995. 

According to the National Police Corrissioner, Mario Gonzdlez, the correct figure is 2,000. 
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The truth is that for years now the security forces have 'Y 
strengthened their position in Colombia ... The abuse of the 
states of emergency has deformed the role of the security 
forces . 57 

Until the new Constitution was enacted in 1991, Colombian 

governments could declare indefinite states of emergency, which they did 

several times over the past few decades. The rules for states of 

emergency were modified under the new Constitution, and the name changed 

to "state of internal disturbance. Among the most important changes, 

the new rules stipulated a 90-day limit for any particular state of 

internal disturbance. Most observers welcomed the changes ,59 but have 

expressed concern about the way the new rules have since been 

manipulated and a b u ~ e d . ~  For example, the OAS has criticized the 

57 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Boqotd, 30 August 1995. Valencia Villa's view was 
clearly illustrated two days after this interview, when he had to urgently flee the country. b the 
Procuraduriats delegate for huran rights he had, for the first time ever in Colombia, called for the 
dismissal of an any general - General Alvaro Hernhn Velandia I., responsible for the 
ndisappearanceu and killing in 1987 of Nydia Erika Bautista. After this demand, Valencia Villa 
started receiving such serious threats that he had to leave Colorbia. 

Under the new constitution, the president can declare states of internal disturbance 
"In the case of a serious disruption of public order iuinently threatening institutional stability, 
the security of the state, or the peaceful coexistence of the citizenry, and which cannot be 
resolved by the use of the ordinary powers of the police authoritie~.~ Presidencia de la Repdblica, 
Participatorv Dewracy and Respect for Huran Riahts: Colorbiars New Constitution, Bogot6, 1993, 
article 213. 

59 The OAS stated that: "When one considers that under the previous Constitution, a state of 
emergency could last indefinitely, which actually happened, the fact that the new Constitution sets 
a time limit is a significant constitutional and legal ~hange.~ Organization of American States, 
Inter-American Couission on Huran Rights, 1 
Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 60. 

60 Under the new rules, the original declaration of state of disturbance is for 90 days. This 
period can be extended twice. In addition, the measures adopted can r e ~ i n  in effect another 90 
days. However, the non-governmental organization Comisi6n Intercongreqacional de Justicia y Paz has 
observed that, in fact, the new time limit is possible to evade as nothing prevents the President 
from declaring a new state of emergency the day after the expiration of the 270 days. "Balance de la 
Adrinistracion GaviriaIu Boletin Infonativo Justicia v Paz 7 (April-June 1994): 8. 
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government practice of incorporating emergency legislation, which of ten 

disregards important human rights, into regular legislation. 61 

The potential for abuse has been revealed by the recent actions of 

the current government. President Ernesto Samper declared a state of 

internal disturbance on 16 August 1995, after approximately one year in 

power. The official reason for this declaration was the need to fight 

the problem of violent crime. Government critics, however, claimed that 

the true reason for the emergency measures was the political crisis 

triggered by accusations that Samper had accepted money from the Cali 

drug cartel to finance his 1994 presidential ~ampaign.~' That crisis, 

while posing a serious problem for the President, would not have been a 

constitutionally acceptable reason for declaring a state of internal 

disturbance. 

On 18 October 1995 the Constitutional Court ruled that Samper's 

August declaration was unconstitutional, arguing that because "violence 

in Colombia is not the result of passing circumstances, but a 

'pathological' condition.. .ordinary legislation should be used to combat 

it. 1163 Despite this ruling none of the ten public order decrees issued 

under the state of emergency were covered by the court's review, thus 

allowing the President to seek their passage through Congress as 

permanent legislation. Following the assassination of conservative 

61 The OAS has accused Colombia of nusing the state of emergency legislation to amend the 
judicial system.. . Organization of American States, Inter-American Couission on Human Rights, 
Second Re~ort on the Situation of H u m  Riahts in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 95. 

62 See, for example, "Declaraci6n de las ONGs pertenecientes a la Comisi6n Hixta de Derechos 
Huranos creada por el D.1533 de 1994,n Bogotd, 28 August 1995. 

#Court Ruling Takes Hartinez by Surprise: Internal Commotion Decree Struck  down,^ 
herican Weekly Report, 2 November 1995, p. 503. 
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politician Alvaro Gomez Hurtado, on 2 November 1995, Samper declared a 

new state of internal disturbance, adding extensive new powers to the 

security forces. 

Perhaps more disturbing than Samper's manipulation of the law to 

his personal advantage was the signal he sent to the security forces, 

and their allies, regarding the treatment of "delinquents." In his 

speech introducing the August state of emergency, the President declared 

that it was now time to initiate "an unprecedented action of surgical 

cleansing of Bogota's delinquent mafias. "6' Critics saw this statement 

as a green light to further "social cleansing." 

against "delinquents" the President transferred 

military force, Bloaue de Busaueda, to Bogota. 

The Bloque is a battle-hardened anti-drug 

To assist in this fight 

the elite police- 

unit, notorious for 

committing human rights violations. It was originally formed to fight 

the Medell in drug cartel and capture its leader Pablo Escobar. After the 

crack-down on the Medell in cartel was considered won, the Bloque was 

transferred to Cali, where it launched a new offensive, this time 

against the Cali drug cartel. The President announced the decision to 

bring the Bloque to Bogota soon after the internationally publicized 

capture of Cali drug lord Gi lberto Rodriguez Ore juela in August 1995. 

Colombian human rights organizations have called the declaration 

of internal disturbance a "180 degree shift in the government's attitude 

towards human  right^,"^' especially criticizing what they saw as the 

64 'una accion sin precedentes de lirpieza quinkqica de las rafias delinquenciales boqotana~.~ 
Ernest0 Sarper P:, "Palabras del Seiior Presidente de la Rep~lica, W d o r  Ernesto Samper Pizano, en 
el acto de suscrlpcion del Acuerdo Nacional Contra la Violencia,V6 August 1995. 

65 "viraje de 180 qrados en la actitud del qobierno hacia 10s derechos huanosn 
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67 "war-cry"= that accompanied the declaration. Samper ' s new emergency 

strategy to fight the "delinquency" may turn out to be a disaster for 

the marginal urban poor - the potential "social cleansing" victims. 68 

In short, the Colombian political system is democratic and 

civilian merely in a superficial way. The democratic rights legally 

guaranteed to all Colombians are limited, as the democratic principles 

are distorted by the considerable political power and autonomy of the 

security forces - even in social and political affairs. This power, 

isolated from the democratic process and further enhanced by successive 

governments' frequent resort to states of emergency, may help to explain 

the problem of "social cleansing." 

2.2 The Pattern of Violence 

Colombia is a country plagued by extreme levels of violence, both 

political and non-political. The national murder 

the world among countries not at war,6g with 85.1 

inhabitants in 1991.70 (Number two is Brazil with 

66 lgrito de guerran 

67 nDeclaraci6n de las ONGs pertenecientes a la Corisi6n Mixta 
el D.1533 de 1994,n Bogotd, 28 August 1995, pp. 1 and 3. 

rate is the highest in 

homicides per 100,000 

24.5 homicides per 

de Derechos H w o s  creada por 

68 Indeed, in late 1995 unconfined reports from Colombian human r i m  sources described 
several cases of forced resettlement and killing of street people in central Bogotd. All were said 
to have been carried out by the Bloque de Bkqueda in collaboration with the Bogotd police and the 
DU. 

69 Peter R. Andreas, and Kenneth E. Sharpe, nCocaine Politics in the AndesIn Current entistory 91 
(February 1992) : 78. 

'O The official Colombian horicide rate was 43.1/100,000 in 1985, 73.1/100,000 in 1990 and 
85.1/100,000 in 1991. See Departamento Adrinistrativo Nacional de Estadistica, Boletin de 
Estadistica n.s. 504 (March 1995) : 102. However, Colombian president Ernesto Samper declared in a 
speech in August 1995 that 19,450 Colombians had been killed in the first six months of 1995. With 
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100,000 inhabitants." The equivalent figures for the United States and 

Canada are 10. 472 and 2. 273 respectively. ) In Colombia, homicides 

account for 25 percent of all deaths, while the world average is 

approximately 1 percent .7' Not surprisingly, then, surveys show that 

"insecurity" is considered to be the number one problem among 

Colombians, before issues such as ~nemployment.'~ 

Most killings in Colombia are the result of non-political street 

violence, often connected to the massive drug industry. Yet, statistics 

from a range of sources indicate that the proportion of political 

killinas in Colombia is steadily rising. Figures from both international 

and domestic sources show that from 10 to 15 percent of all homicides 

have been politically motivated in recent years.76 That is a dramatic 

that number of killings the Colorbian homicide rate would now be well over 100/100,000. Ernesto 
Samper P., Valabras del Seiior Presidente de la Repliblica, Dodor Ernesto Samper Pizano, en el acto 
de suscripci6n del Acuerdo Nacional Contra la ViolencialU Bogotd, 16 August 1995. For comparison, it 
is worth mentioning that the total nurber of homicides in Canada during all of 1993 was 630. 
Canadian Centre for Statistics, Juristat 14 (no. 15) : 1. 

Comisi6n Andina de Juristas, From Words to Deeds: Panorama of Buran Riahts and Buranitarian 
Law in Colorbia - 94, Bogotd, Decelber 1994, p. 6. 

72 U.S Department of Couerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, Statistical Abstract of 
the United States 1994, 114th ed., Washington D.C., Septewber 1994, p. 93. [Figures for homicide 
rate in 19921 

73  Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, Juristat 14 (no. 15): 1. [Figures for homicide rate 
in 19931 

74 Government of Sweden, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Colorbia; den socioekonomiska bilden, 
Bogota, massy of Sweden, 21 Novelber 1994, p. 9. 

75 Guilleno Segovia Uora, La violencia en Santafb de Bogota, Bogota, Ecoe Ediciones, Noveraber 
1994, p. 8. 

76 See, for example, Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colorbia: Myth and Reality, 
London, Uarch 1994; and Asociacion Seta, Uisi6n de identification de derechos huranos en Colombia: 
Informe de mision, Bogota, Uay 1993, p. 33. 
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increase since 1970, when political killings accounted for only 1 

percent of all homicides. 77 

The human rights organization Comision Andina de Juristas has 

calculated that since 1988 a daily average of at least ten people have 

been killed for political reasons in ~olombia.'~ With slight variations 

during certain periods, of the ten killed every day, five were 

assassinated (mainly trade unionists, leftist politicians, human rights 

activists and others who expressed criticism of government policies), 

four died in the armed conflict between guerrilla groups and the armed 

forces (mainly civilians living in areas of guerrilla activity and 

counter-insurgency), and one was killed in a "social cleansing" 

operation. Hundreds more have "disappeared," after being abducted by the 

police, military or paramilitaries. These killings and "disappearances" 

have been accompanied by a number of other grave human rights 

violations, such as arbitrary detentions, unfair trials, and torture. 

During the presidency of Cesar Gaviria (1990-1994), 14,856 

political killings were documented in Colombia. Although it is 

impossible to compare suffering, it is worth pointing out that the 

number of political killings in Colombia during these four years alone 

exceeded the official number of political killings during a total of 

77 In 1970, the total nurber of homicides in Cololbia was 4,500, of which only 49 were 
politically motivated. Asociacion Seta, Hision de identificacion.. . , p. 34. 

7 8  Comisi6n Andina de Juristas, The Huan Riahts Situation in Cololbia: Complex but not 
Confusing, Bogota, June 1993, p. 1. 
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more than 70 years of military rule in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 

Chile, and Uruguay. 79 

The seriousness of the human rights situation, as documented by 

independent observers, is supported by several Colombian government 

authorities. The office of the human rights ombudsman, the Defensoria 

del Pueblo, declares in its 1994 report that: "No honest Colombian can 

deny that frequent and systematic human rights violations are committed 

in our country."" Similarly, the office of the Attorney General, the 

Procuraduria General de la Nacion, states in its human rights report 

from 1994 that "the last years have seen a significant deterioration of / 

fundamental human 1 ibert ies in this country. "" 

The problem of political violence in Colombia is complex, 

involving a large number of different actors. The widespread drug- 

related violence often blurs the distinction between political and non- 

political violence, and the Colombian government continues to face 

opposition from several armed guerrilla groups that employ violence, 

both against combatants and civilians. Yet, the fact is that drug- 

traffickers and guerrillas are not responsible for most of the 

politically-motivated violence. Statistics from the Comision Andina de 

79 Comisi6n Intercongreqacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin Infonativo Justicia y Paz 7 (April- 
June 1994) : 6-7. 

'Nin* colombiano de buena voluntad puede hoy neqar y e  en nuestro pais se da, en forma 
abundante y no esporadica, la violation de 10s derechos human~s.~RHensaje del Defensor del Pueblo 
a1 Presidente de la Repliblica,' Su Defensor 2 (September 1994): 8. 

'.. .la condicih de las libertades humanas fundamentales en el pais se ha venido 
deteriorando de manera grave en 10s liltiaos aiiosen Procuraduria General de la Nacion, 111 informe 
sobre derechos humanos, Bogota, 1994, p. 7. 



Juristas show that in cases where the perpetrator is known, members of 

the security forces and paramilitary groups together were responsible 

for over 80 percent of the political killings during 1992. The guerrilla 

groups were responsible for around 13 percent, and the drug traffickers 

for less than 1 percent." Figures from 1995 show that of the political 

killings perpetrated between October 1994 and March 1995, the security 

forces and paramilitaries were responsible for 68.4 percent and the 

guerri 1 la groups for 27.5 percent 

In 1994 the office of the human rights ombudsman (the Defensoria) 

concluded that there is a "frightening link between criminality and 
L/ 

p o ~ e r " ~  in Colombia, and pointed especially at abuses committed by the ; 

police and the army.= The majority of human rights violations in rural 

areas are committed by the army, but in urban areas the pol ice are the -- 
main perpetrators. According to the office of the Attorney General (the 

Procuraduria) more human rights complaints are received against the 

police than any other force, including the army.& Another official 

armed group that is frequently accused of human rights violations, 

including many cases of "social cleansing," is the government's own 

security agency, the Departamento Admini strat ivo de Seguridad (DAS) . 

82 Corisib Andina de Juristas, The Huan Rights Situation in Colombia: Cor~lex but not 
Confusing, Bogot6, June 1993. 

83 Corisi6n Andina de Juristas, Una situacib y e  no reioq, 2 August 1995, p. 1 and 3. Small 
faners continued to be the group hardest hit, with 171 dead in these six ronths. No figures are 
given for the involvement of drug traffickers in political violence during this period. 

"terible conexi6n entre cririnalidad y podern 

Defensoria del Pueblo, S-do infone anual del Defensor del Pueblo a1 Congeso de 
Colombia, serie de docurentos 8, Boqotd, 1995, p. 15. 

86 Procuraduria General de la Nacibn, 111 infone sobre derechos huanos, Boqotd, 1994, p. 13. 



The total number of complaints against all state agents declined 

between 1992 and 1993. But the aggregate figures reflect a dramatic 

decline in complaints about minor cases of ill-treatment and wrongful 

detentions, while complaints about torture and killings actually 

increased by 23 percent and 18 percent re~pectively.'~ These figures led 

the Procuraduria to state that: 

The most alarming figures come from the predominance of the 
two most uncivilized practices in which state agents can 
possibly be involved: torture and extrajudicial execution. 
It is highly disturbing that a democratic government like 
Colombia's registers such high figures in these 
practices. "= 

Also responsible for serious human rights violations, including 

"social cleansing," are the illegal paramilitary groups currently active 
I 
1 

throughout the country. Often created by the army as "self-defence 

groups" in the 1980s, most continue to act with official approval or 

acquiescence, despite the fact that they were declared unconstitutional 

in 1989." The United Nations reported in early 1995 that more than 130 

paramilitary groups continue to operate throughout Colombia. It found 

that the government had not merely failed to attempt seriously to 

87 Ibid, p. 9. 

I8 "Los datos mds preocupantes provengan de la preeminencia que han adquirido la tortura y las 
ejecuciones extrajudiciales, dos de las practicas d s  incivilizadas en las que pueden incurrir 10s 
aqentes estatales.. .Results suamente preocupante que un gobierno democrdtico como el colorbiano 
registre cifras tan altas en estos eventos." Ibid, p. 11. 

The legal formation of paramilitary groups was largely based on Law 48 of 1968, which 
allowed for defence groups to be organized and aned by the security forces. This law was declared 
unconstitutional in 1989, so that since then paramilitary groups have been illegal. However, in 1994 
a new network of paramilitary groups was created, known as bociaciones de Viailancia Rural. 
Although these groups are not permitted to carry a m ,  h u m  rights sources claim that they do. 
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dismantle or disarm these groups, but in fact appeared to consider them 

useful allies." 

Not only are these groups condoned by the authorities, but many '1 

'! 

also contain some official members of the armed forces or the police. 

Other groups masquerade as paramilitary forces - wearing plain clothes, 

driving unmarked vehicles, carrying no identification, and ignoring all 

legal niceties - but are in fact official units of the security forces. 

One such group was uncovered in January 1994, when two naval officers 

confessed to the Prosecutor General that they had belonged to a secret 

intelligence unit set up by the armed forces with the objective of 

hundred trade 

paramilitary 

"eliminating opponents." The unit had killed around one 

unionists, teachers, human rights workers and others in 

operations. 91 

Perhaps it is not surprising that leftist politic ians, trade 

unionists, human rights activists, and suspected guerrillas in Colombia 

are the targets of unlawful killings and other human rights abuses by 

state-sanct ioned forces. After a1 1, they belong to groups that openly 

criticize, and are seen to pose a threat to, the economic and political 

status quo. It is much less obvious why the most marginalized and 

powerless groups should be systematically killed and tortured in "social 

cleansing" operat ions throughout the country. What is clear, however, is 

that successive Colombian governments have been as reluctant to stop the 

United Nations, Joint Report of the Special Ra~pOIte~r on the Ouestion of Torture. Hr. Niuel 
S Rodlev. and the Special Ra~~orteur on Extraiudicial, Suuarv or Arbitrarv Executions. Hr. Bacre 
Walv Ndiave. subritted ~ursuant to Couission on Huran rights resolutions 1994137 and 1994182, 16 
January 1995, p. 12. 

Amesty International, Cololbia: The Huran Rights Hoverent under Siege, London, Hasch 1994, 
p. 13. 
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"social cleansing" as they have been to end other kinds of human rights 

violations. 

2.3 Economic Growth and Inequality 

Colombia is not only the sole country in Latin America to experience 

constant GDP growth through the 1980s and 1990~,~' but it is also one of 

very few that never fell entirely into the debt trap. And, perhaps most 

appealing for World Bank and International Monetary Fund economists, 

starting in 1985 it voluntarily launched a "successful" program of 

structural adjustment. In The Economist Intelligence Unit's trimestral 

report published in August 1995, Colombia and Chile were classified as 

financially the least risky countries in Latin Ameri~a.'~ The World 

Bank's Povertv Assessment Report from August 1994 showed that Colombia's 

social indicators (health, education etc. ) were better than e~pected.~' 

Yet, there is a dark side to this success story, which may offer 

some insight into both the existence of marginalized groups in Colombia 

and the reasons they become victims of "social cleansing." Colombia 

remains a country of acute urban and rural poverty, with a highly skewed 

income distribution. And while these glaring failures are sometimes 

described as part of a Colombian paradox, they are arguably the 

According to the International Monetary Fund, Colorbiafs GDP growth in 1994 was 5.7 percent, 
while the predicted growth rate for 1995 is 5.3 percent. Latin American Weekly Report, 19 October 
1995, pp. 474-475. The World Bank has predicted the Colorbian GDP growth in 1995 to 5.0 percent, and 
in 1996 to 5.5 percent. Latin Arerican Weekly Report, 6 July 1995. 

93 Colorbia and Chile were the only Latin herican countries to gain category B status on a 
scale from A to E, where A is the best. Quoted in nColorbia y Chile, el renor riesgo de America 
Latinatn El EsPectador, 11 August 1995, and "ios politicos recientes no han afectado la imagen de 
la econoria: Colorbia, calificacion positivarn El Tierpo, 14 August 1995. 

94 World Bank, Poverty Assesslent Report, Auqust 1994. 
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consequence of precisely the same policies that have won the country 

accolades from conservative economists. British scholar Jenny Pearce 

describes the "duality" of the Colombian economy, consisting of a formal 

sector, "reflecting the extreme concentration of wealth and power in the 

society," and a large informal sector, a "people's economy," where the 

majority of Colombians struggle to survive. 95 

The government is reluctant to acknowledge failure in addressing 

Colombia's long-standing problem of inequality.% Official figures 

produced by the Colombian Banco de la Republica show an improving 

situation over the last two decades. However, these figures have been 

challenged by leading Colombian economists. Eduardo Sarmiento, for 

example, claims that the officially reported reduction of income of the 

richest ten percent of the population is a "statistical fiction."" No 

95 Jenny Pearce, Colombia: Inside the Labyrinth, London, Latin America Bureau, 1990, p. 69. The 
evidence of economic failure does not core only from the government's critics. Colombia's current 
president, Ernesto Samper, has admitted that poverty is one of the nation's greatest problew On 7 
August 1994, in his inauguration speech, he promised to invest in housing, health and employrent for 
the "46% of our fellow men [who] can barely survive below the critical poverty line.' nThe Time of 
the Peopletn inaugural address of President Enrnesto Samper Pizano, 7 August 1994. 

96 The most conservative estimates, IHP figures from 1988, show that the top 25 percent of the 
households, in tens of incore, earned 7.6 times w r e  than the bottom 25 percent. Claire Liuksila, 
Volombia: Economic Adjustment and the Poorn , Finance h Develo~ment, vol. 29, no. 2, p. 41. Other 
studies show considerably larger gaps, with the top quintile earning more than twelve times the 
income of the bottom 20 percent. Alicia Puyana, "he Campaign Against Absolute Poverty in Colombia: 
An Evaluation of a Liberal Social PolicyIn in Christopher Abel and Colin H. Lewis, eds., Welfare, 
Povertv and Develo~rent in Latin herica, Hampshire, The Haclillian Press, 1993, p. 391. Jeffrey 
Sachs claims that the top 20 percent earn 21 times lore than the bottom 20 percent. Jeffrey Sachs, 
nSocial Conflict and Populist Policies in Latin herica,WER Workina Paper, Hassachusetts, 
National Wlreau of Economic Research, no. 2897, Harch 1989, p, 3, table 1. Still others claim that 
as much as 70 percent of the Colorbian income goes to the top 20 percent of the population. J.F. 
Hornbeck, "The Economyn, in Dennis H. Hanratty and Sandra W. Heditz, eds., Colombia: A Country 
w, USA, Federal Research Devision, Library of Congress, 1990, p. 140. 

97 nficcion estadistican m i e n t o  declares that, in fact, the Colombian incore distribution 
has not improved at all, but has deteriorated since the mid-1980s. The official figures, he says, 
show an improvement because they are based on methodological errors and lack of information. The 
basis for these official figures is a household survey where all Colombians with incomes above 



matter what figures one decides to consider accurate, one thing is clear 

- income distribution remains highly skewed, and the poorest quintile of 

the Colombian people, even after decades of relatively smooth economic 

growth, still have to struggle to get enough money for even the most 

basic necessities. 

The persistence of acute poverty and inequality should come as no 

surprise since the policies pursued by a succession of Colombian 

governments have been consistently biased in favour of the domestic 

bourgeoisie at the expense of working people, in both the formal and 

informal sectors. This class bias has been most conspicuous in the 

program of structural adjustment, introduced in 1985. Faced with 

declining growth rates, and increasing deficits in both the public 

sector and the balance of payments, the government developed a reform 

program based on the "neo-liberal" principles then fashionable within 

international lending institutions. External competitiveness and 

privatization were emphasized and trade l iberal izat ion introduced. One 

of the main goals of the adjustment program was to decrease government 

spending. 98 

1,000,000 pesos were registered as earning 1,000,000, even though it is comon to earn many tines 
more than that. In addition, a large part of the incore from capital was not specified. Sarmiento 
laments that these official figures have now been repeated so rany times that they have tuned into 
an internationally accepted Wuthtu frequently quoted by international financial organizations. 
Eduardo Sarriento, "Se hizo el milagro de la distribution del ingreso?"in Coyntura Social, 12 (Nay 
1995) : 117-127. 

98 The total social expenditures of central governrent spending declined fror 39.7 percent in 
1983 to 30.1 percent in 1988. At the sare tire the percentage spent on debt servicing increased from 
11.3 percent to 20.6 percent. Rudolf Homaes, "Colombia and Venezuela" in John Williamson, ed., 
Latin American Adiustaent : How ruch has Ha~~ned?, Washington D.C., Institute for International 
Econorics, April 1990, pp. 204-205. 
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This adjustment strategy has been most painful for the poorest 

parts of the Colombian work force, the 50 percent who try to make a 

living in the informal sector where the vast majority of the victims of 

"social cleansing" work. For one thing, government subsidies on 

transportation, fuel, and basic services have decreased or disappeared 

under the adjustment. In addition, the government has maintained a 

system of high indirect (and low direct) taxation, thereby ensuring that 

the poor bear a comparatively large part of the burden of economic 

adjustment. Government authorities, such as the office of the human 

rights ombudsman, Defensoria del Pueblo, have expressed concern about 

the "neo-liberal" economic reforms. In its annual human rights report 

from 1994 the Defensoria emphasized that these economic policies were 

to a further concentration of wealth and increased likely to lead 

poverty. 99 

If the v 

overwhelmingly 

principally fr 

surprising, in 

ictims of the government's economic policies have 

been Colombia's poor, the beneficiaries have come 

om the country's middle and upper classes. This is hard1 

view of the close personal and institutional links 

between the political and economic elite. The foremost working partners 

and supporters of successive governments in economic policy-making have 

been the overwhelmingly powerful and well organized business 

associations, the gremios. These associations have often had a de facto 

veto on policy issues, and therefore to a great extent they have 

controlled the political economy of Colombia. The power of the gremios 

99 Defensoria del Pueblo, 1, 
serie de docurentos 7, Bogot6, 1994, p. 28. 
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helps to explain why, in practice, social programs have been a 

relatively low priority for Colombian governments, whatever the stated 

intentions or electoral promises. 

This reality was clearly illustrated during the presidency of 

Virgilio Barco (1986-1990). He won the elections in 1986 partly on his 

"war on poverty" platform, insisting that poverty was one of the roots 

of the high levels of violence plaguing the country. Yet, under his 

presidency, the proportion of government spending on social programs 

actually fell considerably, while spending on the military and the 

police increased. "Neo-liberal" economic policies were later pursued, 

with added vigour, during the presidency of Cesar Gaviria (1990-1994). 

Current Prr dent Ernesto Samper (1994-) has promised a further 

continuation of the "opening of the economy," but has vowed to combine 

this with government intervent ion to reduce poverty and unemployment .'@' 

It is too soon to judge whether these promises will be fulfilled, but 

there are ominous signs that Samperts commitment to social programs may 

be as illusory as that of his predecessors. 

It seems clear that the economic policies that have resulted in 

successful growth and economic stability in Colombia are precisely the 

same as those that have led to growing poverty and inequality. The 

adjustment and 1 i beral izat ion of the economy have resulted in a decl ine 

in the well-being of Colombia's poor. Even the World Bank - writing five 

years after the start of the structural adjustment program - conceded 

that: 

loo Presidencia de la Repiblica, El Salto Social: Bases oara el Plan Wacional de Desarrollo, 
1994-1998, Bogotd, 1994. 



Poverty is as significant and complex a problem today as it 
was in 1949 when the Bank's first economic mission to 
Colombia emphasized the need for a coordinated strategy to 
deal with poverty. 101 

Although scholars may disagree about the precise reasons for the 

existence of street people in different societies, there can be little 

doubt that Colombia's failure to deal with poverty and other economic 

inequalities helps to explain the phenomenon there. As we have seen, 

almost half of the population lives in poverty; some of that number must 

inevitably join the group of socially marginal people - and thereby 

become potential victims of "social cleansing." 

It is perhaps significant that the period of massive structural 

adjustment coincided almost exactly with major waves of "social 

cleansing" in several Colombian cities. According to Carlos Rojas, the 

violence reached its highest levels in 1986, one year after the start of 

the structural adjustment program.'02 The connect ion is probably not 

coincidental. "Social cleansing" was, and is, aimed at precisely the 

groups that suffered most from the "neo-liberal" policies applied with 

such intensity in Colombia. 

lo' The World Bank, colorbia: Social Prqams for the Alleviation of Poverty, Washington D.C., 
The World Bank, 1990, smary. 

lo2 Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada lim~ieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, p. 21. 



3. THE VICTIMS 

The street people of Colombia - the homeless, prostitutes, 

transvestites, garbage recyclers, poor youth, and petty drug dealers - 

have much in ~ommon.'~' They are generally poor and suffer health 

problems; the streets are their workplace and often their home; they 

work within the large informal sector of the Colombian economy; and, 

many of them, although not all, are criminals, drug addicts, or both. 

Taken together, these characteristics make street people not only the 

most vulnerable and marginalized of urban Colombian society, but also 

the most resented - and hence the prime targets for the "social 

cleansers." 

In contrast to many other victims of state violence, the victims 

of "social cleansing" are targeted, not because of their political 

beliefs, activities, or membership in organizations considered to be 

"subversive, "'04 but pr imari ly because of their social and economic 

profile. In a 1994 report, Colombia's human rights ombudsman identified 

lo3 The ten "street peoplen is here used to cover all the marginalized groups that fall victim 
of "social cleansing."Not all of ther live in the streets, but the streets are central in their 
lives. 

lo4 The Colombian oIbudsranls office, Defensoria del Pueblo, rakes the following distinction: 
Y n  our country there are two types of extrajudicial executions: political horicide and puraative 
homicide. The first is couitted in order to punish the victim for his/her ideology or political 
activities. The second [is couitted] to Icleanse1 the social body of Idanaerousl1 Iundesirable1 or 
'useless1 per~ons.~En nuestro pais pertenecen a1 genero de las ejecuciones extrajudiciales dos 
clases de horicidio: el horicidio politico y el horicidio depurativo. El prirero se corete para 
castigar a la victira por su ideologia o por su actividad. El segundo, para 'lirpiarl el cuerpo 
social de personas lpeliarosas,I Iindeseables1 o linutiles.ln [erphasis in original]. Defensoria del 
Pueblo, Consideraciones sobre el derecho a la vida, serie textos de divulqacion no. 4, Bogota, April 
1994, p. 33. 



"indigents and the socially stigmati~ed"'~~ among the principal victims 
? 

of human rights abuse.lo6 The targets of "social cleansing" suffer 

torture, rape, and assassination, because they are the bearers of 

unwelcome attributes and because of what they represent. 

In part, such attitudes stem from a fear of crime. Violence 

against street people in Colombia appears to ebb and flow, with killings . 

becoming more frequent at times of intense public concern about 

insecurity and crime.''' The pattern is fueled by a perception, common 

not only in Colombia, that today's street children are tomorrow's 

bandits, and that the most efficient way to solve the problem is simply 

to kill them. A Brazilian business leader in Rio de Janeiro stated 

publicly in 1991 that "To kill a street kid is to do society a 

favour."'" A similar fear seems to have flourished in Indonesia in the 

1980s and to have facilitated, even encouraged, the government's 

campaign of mass killing. David Bourchier writes: 

The readiness of the bulk of the better-off classes to 
accept the killings reflects a view of the poor, crowded 
urban k a m ~ u n q  comnunities not substantially different to 
that adopted by the security apparatus: as breeding grounds 
for crime and unrest. Real disquiet among the middle classes 

lo5 "las personas en situacib de indigencia o socialmente estiqatizadasn 

lo6 Defensoria del Pueblo, Primer inforre anual del Defensor del Pueblo a1 Congeso de 
Colombia, serie de domentos 7, Bogota, 1994, p. 23. 

lo7 Interview with Carlos Rojas in Bogot6, 8 August 1995. Rojas is researcher at Centro de 
Investigation y Educacih Popular, and the author of La violencia llamada lim~ieza social. 

lo8 Qando se rata a un niiio ratero de la calle, se le estd haciendo un bien a la so~iedad.~ 
Quoted in Otair Pernandes de Oliveira, violencia contra niiios y adolescentes en Brasiltn in 
Peter Oakley and Haria Cristina Salazar, eds., Niios v violencia: El caso de America Latina, Bogotd, 
TH Editores - Save the Children Fund, 1993, p. 84. Although it is unclear if "soial c1eansing"is 
more frequent in Brazil than in Colombia, relatively speaking, the cases of killings of street 
children in Brazil have gained considerably more international attention than the Colombian 
killings, and are discussed more openly both by Brazilian perpetrators and instigators. 



only emerged when 'mistakes' started to be made and the 
ki 11 ings threatened to get 'out of hand. 'log 

As these examples suggest, the fear and intolerance that lead to 

"social cleansing" are not unique to Colombia. Nor are they confined to 

Latin America, to the Third World, or even to the 20th century. Anyone 

who has read Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist will recall the ill-treatment 

and rejection suffered by young 01 iver in 19th-century London. As 

Dickens summarized it, Oliver was "despised by all, and pitied by 

none. "'lo Like 19th-century Londoners, large sectors of contemporary 

urban Colombia see the street people only as potential criminals, 

eyesores, and invaders of the crowded cities' scarce "public space" - no 

longer individuals with rights and obligations like everyone else. 

And, as in 19th-century England, much of Europe, North America, 

Africa, and even Indonesia, so in today's Colombia a special word has 

been coined to describe these marginalized groups. They are known as 

"disposables" [desechables] . It is a word frequently heard in connect ion 
with "social cleansing," often considered a sufficient explanation for 

an act of violence against a street person: "Oh, but he was a 

disposable." --- - 

This chapter examines more precisely those elements of the 

identity of Colombia's street people that appear to make them so 

vulnerable to "social cleansing." It does so by discussing in turn four 

identifiable communities of street people - iieros and street children, 

log David Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia,"h Arief Budi~an, ed., 
State and Civil Societv in Indonesia, Clayton, Honash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p. 
200. 

'lo Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist, [First published in 1837-391 London, Penguin Classics 1985, 
p. 47. 
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garbage recyclers, prostitutes and transvestites, and poor suburban 

youth. It argues that, notwithstanding important differences between 

these communities, they share certain characteristics that make them 

especially vulnerable: the location and circumstances in which they 

live, the manner in which they earn their living, and the state of their 

health. I hope that this treatment, i n  addition to providing important 

detail to the current analysis, will also facilitate comparative 

analysis with the problem of "social cleansing" as it has appeared in 

other countries and at other times. 

3.1 ~ e r o s  and Street Children 

Many street people in Bogota choose to describe themselves as "iiero," 

from the Spanish word for friend, com~aiiero. The saying goes that when 

soldiers took the first half - "com~a" - for greeting their friends and 

colleagues, the street population claimed the second half - iiero - for 

describing their fellow street people. Although the term is used in a 

highly flexible way, a iiero is usually a homeless person, or someone 

living in the most destitute parts of Bogota. The street children, 

a1 though sometimes cal led ieros, or iier i tos [small iieros] , have 

traditionally been referred to as gamines. 111 

'I1 The t e n  ngaminn is not a new one. French author Victor Eugo used it in the 19th century to 
describe French street children. George C. Needham wrote in 1884 that: 'The boy looked deqraded 
enough, and evidently belonged to that class of homeless 'gaminst whom, in revolutionary France, 
Vicor Buqo describes as possessed with two unattainable ideals - 'how to upset the qovernmentl and 
'mend their own trousers1n George C. Needham, Street Arabs and Gutter Snipes, Boston, D.L. Guernsey, 
1884, p. 176. The French word nqqainn often has a positive meaning, especially in the ferinine form 
'qa~ine.~ In Colorbia, however, during the last few decades the leaning of gamin has expanded and it 
is now frequently used by middle-class parents to scold their children when they misbehave. 

; Consequently, nowadays many NGOs and otbers who work with street people avoid using the word gamin. 
5 Because of its negative connotations in Colorbian society, it will not be used in this study. 



le streets of centr a1 Bogota ar e the home of thousands 

5 1 

of iieros 

and street chi ldren.ll2 Many of them have either no fami ly or one with 

whom they do not live permanently. Some sleep under bridges or in parks, 

or simply outside a shop or some other place where there may be a hot 

air outlet or at least some protection from wind and rain. In a number 

of places in down-town Bogota, such as the infamous "Calle del 

Cartucho," "Cinco Huecos," "La Ratonera, " and the "Bronx, "'I3 thousands 

of the homeless gather in the evening to sleep, using cardboard as a 

mattress and covered by plastic. The more successful iieros and street 

children have some kind of roof to sleep under, often in overcrowded, 

unsafe houses. 114 

Many dangers are present at night for those who sleep outside. One 

constant problem for the homeless is the climate. Bogota is located at 

'I2 According to the Colorbian Red Cross, approxirately 5,000 children lived permanently on the 
streets of Bogotd in 1993. Many more spend rost of their tire on the streets, but still have sore 
kind of home to return to. The number of ieros living in Bogotd is even lore difficult to deterrine 
than the number of children. According to the retropolitan police, there are about 20,000 
nindigentsn in Bogotd. According to Javier Olar Ruiz at the Veeduria Distrital in Bogotd, 
approximately 25,000 people live with sore kind of penanency on the streets of Bogotd. Sore 60 non- 
governrental organizations work with the street people, the best known being Bosconia-La Florida, a 
five step rehabilitation and training program. Approxirately 15,000 children have gone througb this 
proqrar since its start in the late 1970s. Many more have entered but dropped out. The children at 
Bosconia-La Florida have also been the base for rost North American acaderics who have studied 
street children in Cololbia, such as Lewis Aptekar. Interviews with Red Cross medical doctor Jose 
Joaquin Cantor, 11 August 1995, Police Colonel Hauricio Ghez, 24 August 1995, Javier Olar Ruiz, 15 
August 1995 and Bosconia director Carlos Ma, 31 August 1995. All interviews were conducted in 
Bogotd. 

'I3 Calle del Cartucho = Cartridge street, Cinco Huecos = Five Holes, La Ratonera = The Rat 
Nest. The Bronx is named after the Bronx in New York. All these nares are nick nares, but few people 
in Colorbia use the actual addresses when referring to these parts of town. 

'I4 Places like the Yalle del Cartucho"and the nBronx"have largely turned into the street 
people's own territory and it is very dangerous for outsiders to enter alone. The stories about what 
has happened to riddle-class Cololbians who have walked down these streets by mistake are many and 
gruesome. However, they are impossible to confin. For this study, I had the opportunity to visit 
both nCalle del Cartuchon and the nBronxn several times, both during the day and at night-tire. 
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an altitude of 2,600 meters, with cold nights and plenty of rain. 

However, the major concern is the ever present risk of being attacked 

while asleep. For the "cleansers," the homeless constitute prime 4 
I 
1 

victims, and the night is their preferred time to attack. The darkness1 1 
and emptiness of the streets protect the perpetrators while making the. 

victims exceptionally vulnerable. ' I  
I 

Children who sleep on the street face particular dangers. In its 

1994 report the Procuraduria stated that: "Because of their 

vulnerability, minors should be the most protected group in Colombian 

society . However, they have gradua 1 ly become the victims of choice. ""' 
The truth of these remarks was grimly illustrated by the killing of 

"Asprilla," 12, Jairo Murcia, 14, and Javier Gonzalez, 16. The three 

boys were shot dead on 13 February 1994, while asleep outside a 

warehouse in Timiza, a neighbourhood in the Bogota borough of Ciudad 
116 Kennedy. Gonzalez was shot in the mouth and the two younger boys in 

the head."' On top of such ki 11  ings are scores of reports of torture 

and i 11-treatment of street children, committed by pol ice, private 

security guards, soldiers and others. 

While most street people may not have a home if the word home is 

interpreted the conventional way, they often have "their" bridge, 

"their" park, or "their" doorway where they can be found night after 

"0s lenores en Colorbia se han convertido, paulatina~ente, en victimas preferentes, cuando 
por su condition de vulnerabilidad debian ser el grupo mds proteqido de la so~iedad.~ Frocuraduria 
General de la Nacih, I11 infone sobre derechos huranos, Bogota, 1994, p. 22. 

See Rap 2: Bogoti - the 20 boroughs. 
Amesty International, Uraent Action M[R 23124194, London, February 1994, and 

Es~ectador , 18 February 1994. 
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night. To be a "social cleanser" in Bogota is easy inasmuch as finding 

the victims is concerned. The problem was highlighted by the death of 

Miguel Angel Martinez, known as "El Poeta ~ e r o "  [The Street ~oet]."' At 

2 am on 16 September 1993, two Bogota policemen attacked eight people 

sleeping in their regular spot under "their" bridge at Avenida de las 

Americas and Carrera 30 in Bogota. Martinez was among them. He was 

already sick and unable to move, reportedly due to a blow he had 

suffered the week before from another policeman. According to 

information from fellow street dwellers and human rights organizations, 

Martinez' death was the result of injuries caused by an identified 

policeman, who kicked him in the stomach, while another policeman whose 

identity is also known, did nothing to stop him. Miguel Martinez was 

taken to the San Juan de Dios hospital on 20 September. He died during 

the afternoon of 23 September 1993, the day before his 58th birthday. 

One of the most dangerous times of the year for fieros and street 

children is Christmas. During the holiday season, many Colombians, but 

especially members of the business sector, want to see clean and 

peaceful streets. As a consequence, night-time "cleansing" waves become 

more common. During a single week in December 1993, 60 Bogota ieros were 

killed in the "Calle del Cartucho." According to the office of the 

municipal ombudsman, the Personeria, at least 18 of these were the 
119 victims of "social cleansing" killings. The "cleansing" campaign on 

Case inforration taken fror Amnesty International, Colombia: Hvth and Realit": Cases for 
A~eal, London, Decerber 1993; Centro de Investigacion y Educacion Popular, La verdad del '93: Paz, 
derechos huranos y violencia, Bogotd, 1994, Huran Rights Watch/Arericas, Generation Under Fire: 
Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, 1994. 

'I9 The motives for the other 42 killings have not been established. 
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18 December was especially intense - 12 street people were ki 1 led in a 

single night.''" 

Apart from the fact that they usually live and sleep on the 

streets, a common feature of the iieros and the street children is that 

they are seldom employed. Instead, many survive by begging, washing car 

windows at intersections, or "protecting" cars while the owners do their 

shopping. It is common to find the same people at the same street corner 

or parking place every day, year after year. Begging is not a crime in 

Colombia, neither is washing car windows, but these activities enrage 

many urban Colombians just the same. This suggests that it is not only 

the criminal behaviour of street people that is the source of public 

anger, but their mere presence, and the presumed i 1 legitimacy of their 

"invasion" of the "public space." 

Begging and washing car windows are also among the activities 

condemned by the merchants' organization, or gremio, FENALCO. According 

to FENALCO, those who 1 ive on the streets have chosen that lifestyle 

simply because it is more lucrative than work. In a report on the 

problem of beggars, FENALCO claimed that of 4,520 beggars in the Bogotd 

borough Santa Fe, fewer than one percent had enough of a physical 

handicap to prevent them from taking a "proper" job. In FENALCOts view, 

the other 99 percent should be taken off the streets by the state. 
121 

FENALCO talks about the "pauper izat ion" of downtown Bogota, clearly 

placing the blame on the beggars. 

12' Personeria Delegada para la Proteccih y Defensa de 10s ~erechos ~iviles y Bwanos, 
Inforre, Bogota, 30 Decerber 1995. 

Interview with FENALCO economists Gabriel Antonio G h a n  and Juan Pablo Lela in Boqota, 25 
August 1995. Also, FENMXX), Boqota, 1994- 
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Begging and car window washing are not the only occupations that 

lead to intolerant reactions from Colombian society. Many street 

children and ieros survive through illegal means, often petty theft, 

mugging, or selling drugs. And although these individuals may be less 

inclined to return to precisely the same corner every day, it is fairly 

we1 1 -known what blocks certain groups of petty criminals control .Iz2 

Many of the more established drug dealers have permanent shops, known as 

"ollas," where they sell bazuco, inexpensive crack cocaine, at all 

times. 123 

The involvement of ieros and street children in criminal activity 

gives rise to particular kinds of problems, which in turn are related to 

the problem of "social cleansing." One of the most common complaints 

heard from criminal ieros and street children is that they are required 

to pay "taxes" to the police, often on a daily basis. In certain parts 

of Bogota, such as on Carrera 7, this "taxu-collecting by night time 

police patrols is so generalized that it is relatively easy, even for an 

outsider, to learn the current tariffs for different kinds of petty 

 crime^.'^' In August 1995, for example, the going tariff for selling 

small quantities of bazuco on Carrera 7 was around 10,000 pesos (about 

USS10.00) per day. Those sell ing marijuana often got away with paying 

122 I was lade aware of a number of such gangs of petty cririnals during night-time walks 
through central Bogota together with British journalist Tirothy Ross, 12 and 25 August 1995. 

12' The nollasn are often located within the street people's territories, such as 'Calle del 
Cartuchon and the "Bronx. 

124 Testironies about the existence of tariffs were qiven in interviews with petty druq dealers 
and male prostitutes in downtown Bogota, 12 August 1995, and in interviews with a Colombian 
psychologist who has studied the phenomenon of "social c1eansinq"in Bogota for two decades, 16 
August and 1 Septerber 1995. All interviewees asked that their nares be withheld. 



5,000 pesos. In areas such as "Calle del Cartucho," in downtown Bogota, 

drug-dealers with their own "ollas" have to share all their profits with 

the police.Iz5 Likewise petty thieves often have to share with the 

police whatever they have stolen. 

Drug dealers and other street people do not seem to view this 

"taxn system as a case of "social cleansing," but as a normal part of 

street life in a society where the police often form part of the 

criminal world. Nevertheless, there is an important connection between 

this police behaviour and "social cleansing." Simply put, those who 

cannot satisfy the police are very often the ones who become victims of 

"social cleansing." 

One of the most feared consequences of failure to comply with the 

police is the infamous "paseo" [the stroll], or "paseito" [the little 

stroll], a pet name that suggests how well-established a punishment this 

126 is. To be taken on a "paseo" generally means to be detained, 

tortured, and sometimes killed by police. The victims of the "paseo" are 

generally brought up to the mountains surrounding Bogota, such as 

Guadalupe or Monserrate. Typical victims are criminal ieros who have had 

violent conflicts with the police, or street children or other people 

considered to be "disposables," and who are therefore automatically seen 

as potential criminals. 

125 Interview with ex-bazuco dealer in the Valle del Cartuchotn 19 August 1995. Name omitted 
here. 

12' All street people consulted in Bogota for this study confined that they had heard of, knew 
soreone who had been on, or had themselves been on a npaseo.n The npaseon is also described in 
reports such as H u m  Rights Watch/Arericas, Generation under Fire: Children and Violence in 
Colombia, New York, Novelber 1994, and Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limoieza social, Boqota, 
CINEP, 1993. 



The testimony of one "paseo" survivor from the "Cal le del 

Cartucho" reveals the complex nature of "social cleansing" violence: the 

street people who endure the "paseo" are not only victims but sometimes 

also agents of ~iolence:'~' 

I was taken on the 'paseo' a few years ago.. .We had problems 
with the police where we sold bazuco. They charged us taxes 
on all our earnings, but even though we paid them they sti 1 1  
harassed us a1 1 the time.. .We got real ly fed up and had to 
kill a few of the police. And after that their colleagues 
were mad as hell at us. So one night a couple of police 
picked me up and brought me up to Guadalupe ... They beat me 
and kicked me all the way up there. My whole face was 
deformed. Sometimes they pull people's nails out ... Anyway, 
after a while we stopped. They dragged me out of the car 
where they had decided that I should die. They wanted me to 
run, but I told them I wasn't going to waste any more 
energy. I said, 'I'm not running for you.' They make people 
run because then, if they would get in trouble, they can 
always say that the person was trying to run away. You run, 
and then ta-ta-ta, they shoot you with three-four bullets 
and you're dead. Just like that ... I survived only because 
whi le we were up there another pol iceman arrived. He knew 
me, he had a lover down in the area where we sold bazuco and 
he used to help us. He would come to meet his girl and we 
would sell drugs while he was there. So he said, 'what the 
hell are you doing here.' And then turned to his colleagues 
and said that 'I won't let you kill this guy.' So they let 
me go ... They didn't bring me back down or anything. They 
just drove off. I had to walk back down. It took me four 
hours. My whole body was aching from the torture. I arrived 
back in our zone at three o'clock in the morning. 

While heros in today's Bogota say that the "paseo" is becoming 

less common, that does not mean that there is less violence perpetrated 

against them, or by them against the police. According to numerous 

testimonies, the "social cleansing" violence is now quicker and takes 

place on the streets, in full public view, often carried out through 

shootings from moving cars or motorbikes. 

12' For reasons of security, the interviewee's name and other details, such as the date of this 
incident, are omitted here. The interview was made in Boqotd, 21 August 1995. 
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A logical consequence of the 1 iving and working conditions of the 

heros and street children is that they suffer from a number of health- 

related problems. These, in turn, appear to make them special targets of 

"social cleansing. " According to Red Cross medical doctor Jose Joaquin 
128 Cantor, skin problems and venereal diseases are the most widespread 

problems. Open wounds are also common, often from fights, accidents or 

police beatings. Many of the street people suffer from different kinds 

of traumas and other psychological problems. In addition, a large number 

of children have respiratory problems and brain damage due to drug 

abuse. According to Cantor, approximately 80-85 percent of all street 

children in Bogota abuse some kind of drug."' The main substances 

consumed are bazuco, which is smoked, and cheap industrial glue, which 

is consumed by sniffing and is effective for numbing the sensations of 

hunger and cold. 
1 

The fact that serious health problems and drug abuse are 

widespread among fieros and street chi ldren further increases their risks 

JOSC Joaquin Cantor forms part of a Red Cross team that drives around Bogota at night 
giving first aid and other medical, dental, and psychological help to street children, among others. 
The project is called the nFrogra~ de Atencion a1 Henor de la ~alle.~ rnterview with Josh Joaquin 
Cantor in Bogoti, 11 August 1995. 

Drug use along Colombian street people is a somewhat controversial issue, at least aMng 
foreign acaderics. North-Americans, such as social psychologist Lewis Aptekar, have claired that the 
majority of Colombian street children do not use drugs on a regular basis. However, organizations 
working with the street children, including the organization Bosconia-La ~lorida where Aptekar 
carried out his interviews, clair precisely the opposite. Ex-street child and now director at 
Bosconia, Carlos Lara, claired that Rananyone who tells you that a garin does not sniff glue or 
consume other drugs does not know what he is talking about.n Interview with Carlos A. Lara in 
Bogota, 31 August 1995. Sirilarly, all iieros and street children interviewed for this study adritted 
to be using sore kind of drug. The contrasting views could possibly be explained by the fact that 
'street childn is not a fixed term, and rany observers define the ten differently. The most common 
distinction is between children on the street, who keep sore ties with their farilies, and children 
of the streets, who have broken all such ties. The word garin usually refers to the latter category, 
in which drug abuse is considered to be much rore frequent. 



of becoming victims of "social cleansing." The brain damage caused by 
\, 
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both glue sniffing and bazuco smoking is used by those impatient with 

the presence of street people as further evidence that they are 

"disposable." They are viewed as hopeless cases, impossible to 

rehabilitate. Ugly open wounds, skin problems, and venereal diseases 

further strengthen the common percept ion of these people as worthless 

and frightening. In the minds of the perpetrators there is a chilling 

logic to the "cleansing." Because these people are both "lost cases" and 

a nuisance to society, to "cleanse" them away has become the safest, 

easiest, and cheapest solution. Illness and other side effects of drug 

abuse also facilitate "cleansing" in a very concrete way, as the victims 

are often unable to flee their assailants. 

The role of ill-health in the "social cleansing" dynamic was 

graphically illustrated by the killing of a iiero in broad daylight and 

in front of several witnesses on 19 April 1995. The young man, described 

as an "indigent" in his mid-20s, was picked up by a police vehicle on 

the corner of Avenida Caracas and Calle 16 in Bogota at 3 pm. He was 

searched for arms, as is customary, and then ordered to sit down inside 

the van. According to other detainees, the young man was constantly 

scratching himself, and he explained to the police that he was suffering 

from a venereal disease. A few minutes later police agent no. 5183, Jose 

Gomez, threatened the man, saying that he would shoot him if he did not 

stop scratching himself. The iero continued scratching, and the 

policeman shot. According to witnesses, the injured man was then thrown 

out onto the street, where he took a few steps and collapsed. After 

protests from other detainees in the van, and some police agents, the 
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man was picked up again and brought to the San Juan de Dios hospital. 

There he was registered, at 3:40 pm, as an unidentified man who had been 

picked up at Avenida Caracas and Calle 16, after being shot by an 

unknown perpetrator. The other detainees were taken to the 3rd police 

station in Central Bogota. They were registered, told that they were not 

allowed, under any circumstances, to talk about what had happened, and 

then released. Some of the witnesses ignored these instructions and 

denounced the shooting to representatives of non-governmental 

organizations. When verifying the case with the hospital they were 

informed that the wounded man had died at 4:40 pm. It was never possible 

to identify this young iiero, who was buried without a name. 130 

3.2 Garbage Recyclers 

The garbage that is put out on the streets of Colombia's cities is the 

responsibility, and property, of the state. But in practice thousands of 

poor people make a living collecting and selling large quantities of 

that garbage. These recyclers can be seen at most hours, struggling with 

the push-carts they use for transporting the recyclable products to 

buyers, or balancing piles of cardboard on their backs or heads. 

According to one study, these people constitute 20 percent of all the 

"social cleansing" victims in Colombia. 131 

130 Case infonation taken fro, various interviews conducted for this study; from Centro de 
Investigation y Educacion Popular, Accion Uraente: besinato de un i6ven indiaente, Bogotb, 4 Hay 
1995; and fror Varta Abierta a la opinion pWica,' Bogota, 1995. 

Institute Latinoanericano de Servicios Legales Alternatives (ILSA), 'Social Cleansinan in 
Cololbia and Brazil: Genocide of the Poor, working paper, Bogotii, Decerber 1993, p. 6. 



In Bogota alone, thousands of fami 1 ies survive thanks to street 

garbage recycl ing.13' The streets are their work place, and often also 

their home. At night it is common to see whole families of recyclers 

sleeping squeezed together in their push-carts. Many of the poorest 

recyclers in Bogota gather together with other homeless in "Calle del 

Cartucho" at night, both to sort through whatever garbage they have 

collected and to sleep. Their homelessness makes these ~eople as exposed 

to the risks of being "cleansed" as the heros and the street children. 

In this respect, there is little to distinguish between garbage 

recyclers and the heros - all are poor, homeless, and vulnerable at 

night both to the cold and to the "cleansers." 

Yet there is one particular kind of "cleansing" directed uniquely 

against the recyclers. While asleep in their garbage carts, entire 

fami 1 ies of recyclers have been burned to death after perpetrators, 
133 

including active and off-duty police, have set their carts on fire. 

Little wonder, then, that in an investigation conducted by the 

Defensoria, many of these families have identified the police as their 

major problem. Acknowledging that "it is no secret that the image of 

[the pol ice] has deteriorated, "Iu the Defensoria states in this report 

132 According to Fundaci6n Social, which works with garbage recyclers, there are approximately 
15,000 farilies working as garbage recyclers in Bogota alone. The figure for the whole country is 
50,000 families. Alejandro G6mez at the Fundacih Social explained that, "Added up, the garbage 
recyclers constitute almost one percent of the Cololbian population.~nterview with ~lejandro Ghez 
in Bogota, 18 August 1995. 

Information about "social cleansinq"kil1ings of recyclers was received in interviews with 
Escuela Popular de Reciclaje/END~ America Latina, 14 August 1995, and Fundacidn social, 18 August 
1995. Both these organizations work actively with recyclers in Bogota, and both point at police as 
among the perpetrators of this violence. 

#para nadie es un secret0 el deterioro de la imagen de [la p~licia].~ 
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that the pol ice should reflect on why these fami 1 ies have an image of 

the police that is "contrary to the reasons for which it has been 

created. 

The recyclers themselves are at the bottom end of a long chain of 

actors, including intermediary buyers and, at the top, the industry that 

reuses the collected material - mainly glass, cardboard, metal and 

plastic. The actual collectors of the garbage have their own hierarchy 

as well. The poorest and largely unorganized recyclers are the ones who 

work directly in the streets, walking from dawn to dusk looking for 

recyclable products. They are also the most common victims of "social 

cleansing." According to Debsy Pinto, director of the Asociacion de 

Recicladores de Bogota, violence against her group's members has 

decreased dramat ical ly since they started organizing themselves in 

cooperatives and began to wear uniforms. "Before, " she explained, 

"pol ice and others considered us to be 'disposables. ' 

Perhaps the most gruesome i 1 lustrat ion of the "disposabi 1 i ty" of 

street level garbage recyclers comes from the Universidad Libre in 

Barranquilla in northern Colombia, where mass killings, mainly of 

garbage recyclers, were carried out. Uncovered in early 1992, these 

killings had been going on for at least two years and had resulted in 

'I5 "contraria a las razones para las cuales ha sido creada." Defensoria del Pueblo, !& 
familias de la calle v 10s derechos de sus nidos frente a1 Estado, Bogotd, 2 June 1995, p. 3. 

Those who have managed to organize themselves, for example in cooperatives, have often made 
arrangements with hospitals, factories, and office buildings which allow the same recyclers to come 
every day and take care of all their garbage. The non-governmental organization Fundacibn Social has 
qiven financial and other support to recyclers who want to form cooperatives, and there are now 
hundreds of such cooperatives throughout the country, organized within the bociacion Nacional de 
Recicladores. The aims have been to make recycling a safer and more respected job and to give the 
recyclers a voice in society. Interview with Debsy Pinto in Boqotd, 25 August 1995. 
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of no fewer than 40 street people, and probably many more. 

ies were partly used by university medical students, and some 

of the organs were sold to others by medical school staff. Several local 

policemen are reported to have helped to provide the bodies, receiving 

between 90,000 and 140,000 pesos (roughly US$90 to US$140) per body. One 

garbage collector - Oscar Hernandez - survived an attempt on his life 

and reported to the police what had happened. When the facilities were 

searched, officials found ten bodies, and buckets of blood and organs 

from a large number of other people.13' As a result of these killings, 

the medical school was closed down. 

To be a street recycler is a heavy, time-consuming and poorly 

remunerated job. As well as scarce incomes and worn-out bodies, these 

recyclers also have to live with a notorious lack of respect from large 

parts of society. The nature of the products they work with - other 

people's garbage - makes many look upon them as subhumans, reinforcing 

the perception that they are "disposable." Constantly exposing their 

poverty and the dirtiness of their work to passers-by, the street 

recyclers are often met with hostility. Alejandro Gomez, from Fundacion 

Social, summarizes the attitudes towards recyclers: 

Recyclers don't beg, and they are not going to rob you, but 
2 

because they are dirty, people see them as 'disposables. ' 
They are ignored and rejected, nobody looks them in the eye. 

13' According to Sandra Hateus Guerrero, when the university premises were searched police 
found 10 entire bodies and large quantities of body parts, such as 27 ans, 13 skulls, 1 leq and 
various ribs. Sandra Hateus Guerrero, "Limpieza socialn, la guerra contra la indiaencia, Bogota, 
Ediciones Teras de Hoy, 1995, p. 19. 
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People often even cross the street when they see a 
recyc 1 er . 138 

Such attitudes lie close to the heart of "social cleansing" - but 

they are also evident in everyday life. Recyclers, who push their carts 

on heavily trafficked streets, are often hit by cars and buses, and many 

claim that they have been hit deliberately by "irritated" drivers. One 

day in late 1994 a crowded bus hit a street person, a hero or a 

recycler, on Avenida 19 in central Bogota.'" The bus driver had driven 

carelessly and did not seem to try to avoid the poor man, who died 

instantly. Whi le the driver angri ly complained about the "fucking 

disposables," and the "dog" he had just killed, the passengers stepped 

down from the bus to catch another one, many irritated and murmuring 

angrily about how the "disposables" just seem to take over every single 

street. 

Negative stereotypes about garbage recyclers are shared, and 

reinforced, by state officials. For example, a common notion among 

Colombian police is that it is impossible to survive, financially or 

psycho1ogically, from street recycling. In an interview for this study, 

the director of the "program of community participation" at the 

Metropol itan Pol ice in Bogota, Colonel Maur icio Gomez, acknowledged that 

garbage recycling is "in a way a job," but emphasized that it does not 

140 bring in enough money to survive. Consequently, he argued, recyclers 

Interview with Alejandro Ghez in BoqotA, 18 August 1995. For recycler Debsy Pint0 this 
hostility has always been a part of life. Her plea to couon Colombians is that they realize that 

the dirty clothes of every poor recycler, there are values, feelinqs and drears.Vnterview 
with Debsy Pinto in Bogota, 25 August 1995. 

Told by an eyewitness who wanted her name omitted, 29 August 1995. 

14' Interview with Colonel Hauricio Ghez, in Boqotd, 24 August 1995. 
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and abuse drugs to be able to live 

le as such statements may sound, they 

express an element of truth; some recyclers do mix their recycling with 

criminal activities, and some do sniff glue or smoke bazuco. There is 

here an overlap between the criminal ieros and the recyclers. Yet it 

must be stressed that, just as not all ieros are criminals, the vast 

majority of recyclers are poor people who, with few other options 

available, have chosen their difficult work precisely to avoid 

criminality. 

3.3 Transvestites and Prostitutes 

There are thousands of women, men, girls, and boys selling sex at all 

hours in Bogota. The city's widespread prostitution is most visible at 

night, when the majority of middle class Bogotanos have locked 

themselves into their homes and the street people, including prostitutes 

and transvestites, start moving around more freely. Although those who 

work the street constitute only the tip of a prostitution iceberg, they 

are more frequently victims of "social cleansing" operations. 

Although it is impossible to know exactly how many prostitutes 

there are in Bogota, the figure is in the tens of thousands. Studies 

show that in the central part of Bogota alone (between Carrera 3 and 18, 

and Calle 1 to 26) there are more than 14,000 female prostitutes, 3,000 

girl prostitutes, hundreds of boy prostitutes, known as pirobos, and an 

unknown number of transvestites. Most earn enough money to sleep under 



some kind of roof, usually in a crowded rented room that they have to 

pay for on a daily basis. 141 

Many prostitutes have died and scores have been tortured and 

sexually abused in "social cleansing" operations, often carried out by 

pol ice or by right-wing "social cleansing" groups. Male prostitutes and 

transvestites are prime victims for the "cleansers." In a 1995 report 

devoted to the issue, the Colombian Chamber of Commerce concluded that 

the relationship between male prostitutes and the police is 

"characterized by ill-treatment and violence."142 

"Social cleansing" violence is not the only kind of violence this 

group has experienced. Almost three quarters of the boys working in 

central Bogota state that they left their families because of ill- 

treatment or other "problems."143 Many testify that they had to move out 

when it became clear to their parents that they were homosexual. Leaving 

their families, and often their home towns, they ended up on the streets 

of Bogota, where they were easily drawn into prostitution. 144 

Police attacks on male prostitutes and transvestites reflect a 

similar hostility toward homosexuality. They are often accompanied by 

verbal abuse that suggests that the perpetrators are disturbed by the 

141 Fiqures taken from Chara de Comercio, La prostitution en el centro de Bogotd, Boqota, 
1989; La '~rostituci6n infantill en el centro de Bogotd, Bogota, December 1993; and nPirobos.n 
trabaiadores sexuales el centro de Santafe de Bogota, Bogot6, Hay 1995. 

ncara,terizadas por el maltrato y la violen~ia.~ CCdrara de Colercio, NPiroobos,N 
trabaiadores sexuales en el centro de Santafe de Bogotd, Boqot6, Hay 1995, p. 35. 

14' Cdrara de Comercio, Virobosn p. 41. 

la4 Socio-linguist Carlos Ivan Garcia, who has studied the male prostitutes for a long tire, 
explained that: nThrough prostitution these boys qet a change to use the only valuable asset they 
have, their bodies. Interview with Carlos Ivan Garcia, 16 August 1995. 
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challenge they pose to the maleness of Colombian men. One shooting 

incident that left several prostitutes injured took place in central 

Bogota on the evening of 17 October 1994. Several men in a green four- 

wheel drive "Trooper" drove up to a group of male prostitutes and 

started shooting at their feet while shouting "Dance, you faggots. Get 

your asses out of here. 11 145 

The "social cleansing" of transvestites and prostitutes also takes 

lives. In a single operation in the 1980s, two men on a motorbike killed 

eight transvestites as they stood on Avenida Caracas in downtown Bogota. 

The perpetrators first drove past shouting obscenities, then returned to 

"fumigate"'" the whole group with an automatic weapon. One survivor 

W e r v i e w e d  for this study was saved by his stockings, which had been 

unusually problematic that night. He had just bent down to adjust them 

when the shootings started, and the bullets passed above his head.14' 

Although massacres and other killings happen, other kinds of 

violence against prostitutes, such as sexual abuse and beatings by 

p~ l ice, are far more common. In a recent study by the Colombian Chamber 

of Commerce, boy and adolescent male prostitutes in Bogota were asked 

what their main problems were. Their three top answers were: police 

violence, police charging "taxes," and ill-treatment by thieves and 

iieros. 148 

V bailar maricones, pibrdanse de esta cuadra."Eernan Correa, Vallejon sin salida," 
Carbio 16, 6 Harch 1995, p. 54. 

146 To YumigateVs a commonly used word by street people, meaning to shoot indiscrininately. 

Interview with survivor. The identity of the interviewee is not provided here, for reasons 
of safety. Interview conducted in Bogota, 28 August 1995. 

14' Ca~ara de Comercio, Virobos\ p. 74. 
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The system of police "taxation" of prostitutes follows a different 

pattern than the "tax" collection from iieros. Male prostitutes report 

that the police often require them to give up all their money, rather 

than a quota as is the norm with the iieros. If the "tax" collection 

happens too late in the evening, this system means that the prostitutes 

are unable to pay for the rooms where they sleep at night, which they 

149 usually rent on a daily basis. Female prostitutes who work in 

brothels report that pol ice frequently come by, demanding money or free 

sex, and threatening to close down the establishments if their demands 

are not met.150 1. 

As with the fteros, failure to pay such taxes can bring dramatic 

consequences for prostitutes. In a special kind of "paseo, " pol icemen 

pick up the prostitutes, male or female, and force them either to 

perform sexual acts or simply beat them. In contrast to the "paseos" 

endured by the iieros, the victims are seldom killed. Consequently, there 

are many people around from these groups who have survived to tell of 

their experience on a "paseo." The following is the testimony of an ex- 

transvestite and boy prostitute in Bogota:151 \ 
When we were taken on 'el paseo, ' or 'el paseito,' it was \. 
usually because we hadn't been able to give the police what 
they wanted ... They come by every night and charge their 
taxes. If you can't pay you have to do other things. 'El 
paseo' could mean being brought up into the mountains, or 
just to any dark part of town. You know, they drive their 

lag Told by rale prostitutes in Bogota in various interviews durinq August and September 1995. 
The tax collection is also nentioned in the Cdmara de Comercio report "Pirobosn, trabaiadores 
sexuales en el centro de Santafe de Boaota, Bogota, Hay 1995, p. 73. 

150 Interviews with female prostitutes in Bogotd, 12 August and 1 September 1995. 

15' Any details that might make it possible to identify the victims have been omitted, 
Interview conducted with victim in Bogot6, 28 August 1995. 



pol ice cars, so they can park anywhere. They have the power, 
and they know it, so they can do whatever they want. So 
then, they ask you to do things. To give them a blow job, or 
to do other things with them ... Did I do what they wanted? 
Sure I did. I don't want scars on my body. I don't want to 
look like some of the people I know. 

.. . Their occupation poses obvious health risks, and HIV/AIDS is a 

particularly serious and growing problem. The poverty of most of the 

prostitutes makes the higher price charged for sexual intercourse 

without a condom a temptation hard to resist. In a survey conducted by 

the Chamber of Commerce, only 14 percent of the boys working in central 

Bogota stated that they demand the use of condoms from their 

customers. lS2 The high frequency of HIV/AIDS and other venereal di seases 

among prostitutes has helped to fuel claims about their imnorality and 

the danger they pose to society at large. Such arguments are often heard 

as just if ication for "social cleansing" killings and other attacks on 

these groups. 

An often wildly exaggerated fear of HIV/AIDS has been evident in 

the public attitude toward the Fundacion Eudes, a charity-run AIDS- 

hospice with 14 houses in different cities, including Bogota and Cali, 

that cares for HIV-infected adults and children until they die. Many of 

the residents are ex-prostitutes. Members of Fundacion Eudes have 

suffered both intense verbal abuse, including death threats, and 

outright violence, instigated and reportedly carried out by 

neighbourhood committees with pol ice collaboration or acquiescence. When 

neighbours were unable to get rid of one of the Fundacion houses through 

legal means, physical attacks began. On 14 December 1993, the house was 
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attacked with a firebomb. On 4 January 1994, a group of armed men and 

women broke into the house, threatened the inhabitants that they would 

get killed if they did not leave the neighbourhood, and stole several 

pieces of valuable art. These attacks came shortly after the local 

neighbourhood committee - the Junta de Accion Comunal - had declared 

that if the Fundacion Eudes did not move, the committee would have to 

take " independent act ion. 

The attack on Fundacion Eudes in Bogota was not an isolated case. 

On the contrary, it was typical of actions stemming from a tragic 

hysteria over HIV/AIDS in Colombia. In Bogota, for example, a woman 

accused her HIV-infected neighbours of having killed her dog by 

infecting it through leftover food. Other neighbours accused the 

Fundacion Eudes inhabitants of exposing the whole neighbourhood to 

HIV/AIDS by drying their washed clothes on the roof, allowing the virus 

to spread with the wind. And in Cali the Fundacion Eudes suffered 

intense harassment from municipal authorities, including having its 

electricity and water del iberately and repeatedly cut off. The tension 

and fear created by these actions hastened the deterioration of the 

health of the residents, and the Fundacion finally had to move out 

quietly. 154 

Prostitutes in Bogota have recently started organizing themselves, 

and are now trying to improve their often tense relationship with the 

police. One such attempt is the Friday afternoon meeting held every week 

Interview with representative of Fundaci6n Eudes in Bogotd, 23 August 1995, and 
International Gay and Lesbian Huan Rights Couission press release, "Aids Hospice ~errorized in 
Boqotd," San Francisco, 2 February 1994. 

154 Interviews with representatives from Fundacib Eudes in Bogot6, 23 August 1995. 
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at the 23rd police station in Bogota. There prostitutes and police meet 

to discuss problems and together search for solutions. Despite these 

efforts, prostitutes and transvestites continue to fall victim to 

"social cleansing" violence carried out both by police and right-wing 

"cleansing" groups. 

3.4. Young "Delinquents" 

A large proportion of Bogota's more than 6 million  inhabitant^'^^ live 

in the belt of slum neighbourhoods that surround large parts of the 

city. These are boroughs where a large proportion of the "social 

cleansing" killings take place. Between 1988 and 1993, for example, the 

borough of Ciudad Bolivar in southern Bogota, was the scene of 15.8 

percent of all the confirmed "cleansing" killings in the capital, while 

8.7 percent of all such killings took place in the nearby borough of 

156 Usme. These figures have been rising dramatically since early 1994, 

especially in Usme. An overwhelming majority of the victims are 

adolescent men, whose 1 ife-style is condemned by the perpetrators as 

criminal, immoral, and dangerous. 

The living conditions of the youth in these poorest boroughs, 

especially in southern Bogota, are harsh with an acute shortage of 

everything from living space to jobs. Many of these neighbourhoods, or 

barrios, started growing at an explosive pace during the period of 

lS5 According to official figures fro. the 1993 census, Bogotd has 6,314,305 inhabitants. 
However, many observers agree that the true figure is considerably higher. Buran Rights 
Watch/Lericas, for exarple, uses the figure 8  illi ion. H u m  Rights Watch/Americas, Generation 
under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, Noverber 1994, p. 1. 

156 Carlos Rojas, La violencia llarada lir~ieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, June 1994, p. 28. 
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intense political violence, known as La Violencia, in the 1950s. 

Continuing violence in,the countryside has caused a continuous flow of 

internally displaced people who arrive from the rural zones of armed 

conflict to the outskirts of the cities.'=' Many of the internally 

displaced 1 ive in i 1 legal squatter settlements, created through land 

invasions, which often lack even the most basic  service^.'^' These poor 

boroughs have been classified by the Colombian authorities as "socially 

highly unstable." Of all the population groups in these areas, the youth 

are seen as the most dangerous, both by many common Colombians and by 

the police and local officials. 

One reason for this perception lies in the relationship of these 

youths to the "public space," and in particular the streets. While the 

streets for most middle class Colombians are mainly used for 

transportation, the young and poor are "reorganizing" them, turning them 

into their own social space. Diego Perez, director of CINEP's human 

rights office, explains that: 

The youth are trying to fill this social space with meaning. 
But the rest of society see them as a threat. No matter who 

15' According to reports from non-governmental organizations and the conferencia Episcopal 
Colombiana, 600,000 Colombians have suffered forced displacement in Colombia between 1984 and 1994. 
For studies on internal displacrent see, for example, Defensorfa del Pueblo, Su Defensor 2 (April 
1995); Flor Edilma Osorio Perez, La violencia del silencio: Des~lazados del c a w  a la ciudad, 
Bogotd, CODHES - Universidad Javeriana, Hay 1993; Jorge E. Rojas, ed., Des~lazamiento. derechos 
huranos v conflict0 armado, Boqotd, CODHES, nay 1993; and United Nations, ~conomic and Social 
Council, Internally Dis~laced Persons: Report of the Re~resentative. of the Secretary-General, Ur. 
Francis Dena. submitted ~ursuant to Couission on Human Riahts resolution 1993195, 3 October 1994. 

15' Some inhabitants have managed to negotiate a legalization of their neighbourhoods with the 
authorities, while other barrios remain illegal despite having existed for several decades. Some of 
the oldest of such illegal barrios are located in the centre of town. Illegal neighbourhoods live in 
constant risk of being evacuated, and this risk has further increased with a new campaign introduced 
by the mayor of Bogotd, Antanas Hockus, which aims to recuperate the npublic spacen for the people 
of BogotB. Critics claim that the Hayor's campaign is nothing less than organized nsocial 
cleansingIu where the poorest get ucleansedu away with no alternative place to go. 



they are, if they are young and in a large group they are 
seen as a potential security risk. And when a group of young 
people gather on a street corner to listen to music and hang 
out, many neighbours automatically think that they are going 
to consume drugs and within a couple of hours start robbing 
people. So they call the police, almost as a preventive 
step. 159 

While the "cleansers'" claim that all street youths are criminals 

or drug addicts is patently untrue, it is true that criminality is 

soaring in boroughs like Usme. Clearly, in these poor and marginalized 

neighbournoods, the youth are both victims and agents of violence. 

Unemployment is rampant among youth, and even if there are work 

opportunities, it is often enough to come from boroughs such as Ciudad 

Bolivar or Usme to make a potential employer choose someone else. These 

neighbourhoods are all too well connected to dangerous and violent 

juvenile criminal gangs - the much feared pandillas. 

group of youths who largely sustain A pandilla is basically a 

themselves through criminal act 

commit robberies or deal drugs, 

killings. Others again dedicate 

ivities. Some of the pandillas mainly 

whereas others also are involved in 

themselves only to petty crime, where 

they do not have to use violence. While no-one denies that some 

pandillas use lethal violence, many observers emphasize that the fear of 

these groups has become exaggerated to the point where all groups of 

young people are seen as potential criminals, even those who are not 

involved in any criminal activity. 

In the borough of Usme, poor youth considered to be "delinquents" 

or drug dealers and addicts have been subjected to a veritable 

elimination campaign in recent years. These killings have rarely reached 

15' Interview with Diego Perez in Boqotd, 9 August 1995. 
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the media, and individuals and groups working against "social 

cleansing," including local observers who live in the area, agree that 

it is impossible to know how many of the juveniles have been ki 1 led.lbO 

Fear has become so generalized that many poor families prefer to keep 

quiet even when their sons or daughters fall victim to the "cleansers." 

Through silence they hope to avoid losing more children, or getting 

killed themselves. 

Despite the dangers, two teenage boys from Usme, interviewed for 

this study, testified that torture and ill-treatment is the norm when 

police arrest young people in the area, and that the arrests often are 

based on the youths' appearance rather than any known criminal 

activities. 161 

Of course, the problem is not confined to torture and i l l -  

treatment. One local source documented the killing of at least 50 youths 

in Usme alone between January 1994 and the middle of 1995. The same 

source says that these killings have been going on for years, but notes 

that there have been some changes in the pattern of killing. 

1991 and 1992 the perpetrators often "fumigated" the streets 

anyone in sight, recent killings have been more directed aga 

selected individuals considered "undesirable." 

A major "cleansing" operation carried out in Usme, whi 

Whereas in 

killing 

nst pre- 

h started 

in 1994 and seemed to intensify in 1995, was called "Operation 

Estrella." One of the most dramatic periods of this campaign occurred in 

160 Hany quotes in the section about Usre are fro, individuals, both victims and community 
leaders who - out of a legitirate fear for their safety - only agreed to speak if their names were 
withheld. Interviews conducted in Bogotd, 3 Septenber 1995. 

Interview with teenagers in Usre, Bogotd, 3 September 1995. 



early October 1994, when 14 youths were ki 1 led and five more injured 

within three days in the barrio of Alfonso Lopez. But there have been 

dozens of more recent killings carried out as a part of "Operation 

Estrella," all in different neighbourhoods within the borough of 
162 Usme. During an interview for this study in August 1995, one of those 

working to put an end to the killings summarized the problem as follows: 

"We live in a society that first produces the 'disposables' and then 

eliminates them ... We know that the police, the merchants and others in 
the community are responsible. How many have to die before this stops? 

That is the question that keeps me awake at night.. . " I G 3  

16' For exarple: 1 April 1995, two young ren were shot dead in the barrio Tenerife at 9:30 pm. 
Unidentified ren in a car picked up the bodies after the attack, and nobody knows what happened to 
them. 22 April, one ran was assassinated between the neighbourhoods Honteblanco and Virrey at 4:30 
am. The perpetrators had left a letter on the body. One of the policeren arriving at the site of the 
killing put it in his pocket. 6 Hay, two youths were shot on Avenida Boyacd. 13 Hay, a 17 year old 
boy was tortured and killed in the barrio El Virrey. 14 Hay, three youths were killed during the 
sane day in the neighbourhoods Yomasa, La Andrea and El Virrey. In the laiddle of Hay 1995, several 
shops in the area put up photos of a man dressed in black. Below the photo was written: "The 
cleansing has begun" %leg6 la limpieza. Vomision Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin 
Infonativo Justicia v Paz 8 (April-June 1995): 45-46 and 78, and letters: Fror Corision 
Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, to Dr. Amando Sarmiento, Direction Nacional Fiscalia 
General, 25 July 1995 and from Corisi6n Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, to Yolanda Sarniento, 
Inspectors del DAS, 21 March 1995. 

16' Interview conducted in Usme, Bogota, 3 September 1995. 



4. THE PERPETRATORS 

There is no doubt that "social cleansing" exists in today's Colombia, 

and it is clear that the violence is neither random nor rare. Hundreds 

of marginalized urban poor die and many more suffer torture, i 1 l- 

treatment and sexual abuse every year at the hands of the "cleansers." 

That much becomes clear when looking at this violence from the 

perspective of its victims. However, studying only the victims leaves 

important questions unanswered: Who exactly are the perpetrators? And 

how do they operate? 

In this chapter I attempt to answer these questions. I argue that 

there are two distinct dynamics at work behind the phenomenon of "social 

cleansing," involving different constellations of actors, and different 

modus o~erandi, yet sharing certain underlying features. It is not 

possible to define precisely where one dynamic ends and the other 

starts, as many cases overlap or contain a mix of the two. Nevertheless, 

some generalizations can be made that make visible important patterns 

underlying the violence. 

In the first dynamic, which is described here as "semi- 

spontaneous," the violence is carried out principally by on-duty state 

agents, usual ly pol ice, and sometimes by on-duty private security 

guards. These attacks are often carried out with the aim of controlling 

crime or punishing street people who have failed to fulfil their 

"duties" towards state agents. While there is debate about whether these 

killings are directed or coordinated by police commanders or government 



78 

officials, there is ample evidence that the violence is tolerated, even 

condoned, at the highest level. 

In the second dynamic, which is more organized, the perpetrators 

often belong to shadowy "cleansing" squads, whose members consist of 

off -duty and ex-pol ice officers and off -duty private security guards. 

These "squads" receive money and other backing from external sources, to 

carry out the "cleansing. " Thus, the actual "cleansers" are effectively 

mercenaries. Those most prominent in instigating these actions are 

civilians, including members of the business sector, local civic groups 

called Juntas de Accion Comunal, and in some cases, criminal elements. 

While many perpetrators in the "mercenary" dynamic may be partly driven 

by their own ideological convictions, and their paymasters may be 

regarded as the real instigators, this dynamic also rests to a 

cons i derab 1 e degree on the comp 1 i c i ty or acquiescence of the po 1 ice. 

As this synopsis suggests, there is a common thread woven into 

each of these patterns: the pervasive involvement of pol ice, both on and 

off duty, in "social cleansing" operat ions. Pol ice and government 

officials strenuously deny any systematic involvement, but the evidence 

of official complicity is strong. This complicity takes several forms, 

ranging from the active organization of "cleansing" operations by pol ice 

officers, through direct involvement as perpetrators in these "death 

squad" operat ions, to passive acquiescence and fai lure to apprehend the 

death "squads" that carry them out. 
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4.1 Semi-Spontaneous "Cleansing" 

Much of the "cleansing" violence in Bogota appears to be carried out 

semi-spontaneously, often by individua 

patrols or private security guards who 

tolerance. This is the only kind of "c 

the Colombian police and private secur 

study were prepared to acknowledge. 

police agents, small police 

work with police support or 

eansing" that representatives of 

ty guards interviewed for this 

Police officials who were willing to discuss this type of "social 

cleansing" frequently returned to one key word - "frustration" - in 

their efforts to explain the problem. They argued that "social 

cleansing" stems from a deep sense of frustration among police with a 

highly inefficient judicial system that fails to keep criminals off the 

streets. One supporter of this theory is the National Police 

Commissioner, Mario Gonzalez, whose job it is to oversee the behaviour 

of the police force. Although he had received no formal complaints about 

police involvement in "social cleansing" in the few months since he had 

assumed the post, he believed that the police had played a role. "Social 

cleansing," he said, naturally occurs when "police on duty run into the 

people they arrested two days earlier, and the criminals make fun of 

them. "Iw The same view was expressed by Pol ice Lieutenant Carlos 

L ineros, who coordinates the newly created " indigent program" within the 

Metropolitan Police in Bogota. He explained: "It is very frustrating to 

be a policeman in Colombia. You detain a thief, and a few days later he 

is out again, waving at you from a park bench."le5 

Interview with National Police Couissioner Hario Gonzdlez in B q t d ,  1 Septerber 1995. 

Interview with Lieutenant Carlos Lineros in Bogotd, 1 Septelber 1995. 



A similar logic is described by British journalist Timothy 
166 Ross, who has for decades followed the activities both of Colombian 

police and the street people. Police, he notes, are overwhelmed by 

frustration and anger when they catch the same criminals for the tenth 

or twentieth time, knowing that in a matter of days they wi 1 1  be back 

out on the streets again, committing new crimes. So, they shoot them. 

Ross explains this violence as "an emotional rather than intellectual 

response." One Bogota police agent, who preferred to remain anonymous, 

described this feeling even more clearly: "You see someone who you know 

has 

aga 

s im 

ki 1 led several people and who you know nobody wi 1 1  testify 

inst ... Many think that the simplest thing is to kill him. 11 167 

Private security guards interviewed for this study described a 

ilar feeling of frustration. By law, they are not allowed to detain 

people, but their employers and those whose properties they are hired to 

protect sti 1 1  expect the guards to make sure no "disposables" frequent 

the area. Although the guards interviewed denied having carried out any 

"cleansing" acts themselves, one admitted that in the wealthy 

residential areas of northern Bogota private security guards routinely 

use violence against street people: 

One part of our job is to get rid of the disposables. They 
don't tell you how, just to do it. And everyone knows that 
there are many other companies who want the job.. .of course 
there are risks of violence. 168 

166 Interview with Thothy Ross in Boqotd, 21 August 1995. 

16' Interview with police agent in Boqotd, August 1995. 

16' Interview with private security guard in central Bogotd, August 1995. Date and name both of 
the guard and the company omitted here. 
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In this scenario, the perpetrators, both police and private 

guards, evidently see "social cleansing" as a kind of crime control. If 

you kill the criminal, he or she will be unable to hurt innocent 

citizens, to commit crimes against property or to laugh at you from a 

park bench. And if a private security companyf s customer wants a 

"disposable"-free environment that the state cannot or wi 1 1  not provide, 

then violence against the street people becomes both a matter of 

protecting one's job, and an issue of economic survival for the whole 

security firm. 

Yet if the sense of frustration appears to provide a plausible 

explanation of "social cleansing," it cannot properly account for all of 

the "semi -spontaneous" violence against marginal ized groups. Frustration 

created by the ineffectiveness of the Colombian justice system does not 

seem to offer a sufficient explanation, for example, of the practice of 

"el paseo" described in Chapter 3. Indeed, in such cases the explanation 

appears to be closer to the view put forward by Police Colonel Gomez: 

that the "cleansing" violence - rape, torture and killings - is a kind 

of "settling of scores." Yet, whereas Colonel Gomez claimed that the 

combatants were rival groups of street people, the conflict in this 

scenario is between the pol ice on one side, and street people on the 

other. 
I 

Revenge, then, is a key word for understanding these abuses. Here , 
the police form part of, and play a leading role in, the criminal world.' 

The abuses are retaliation for broken deals, rather than crime control. 

Bazuco dealers, prostitutes and others who do not pay their "taxes" are 
< T 

punished with violence by the "tax collectors" - the police. Although 
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some officials deny police involvement in extortion, internal police 

memoranda show that these kinds of crimes are well-known at the highest 

levels of the police force. A 1995 instruction from the Bogota Police 

Chief, Luis Ernesto Gilibert, to all heads of station in the city, 

stated that it is forbidden for "uniformed personnel to go to public 

brothels and demand free service, and to threaten the establishment with 

closure if their demands are not met." Similarly, according to the 

police chief, it is prohibited for "police officers to demand money in 

return for permitting such an establishment to remain open. 11 169 

Even in cases of "cleansing" where the element of extortion is 

absent, such as the police killing of the "Poeta ~ero," the notion of 

frustration with the judicial system seems an insufficient explanation. 

If the aim was solely to eradicate the "indigents" and "delinquents," 

there would most certainly be easier ways to do that than kicking a sick 

man to death in the middle of the night. Nor does the "revenge/settling 

of scores" scenario help explain much of the semi-spontaneous 

"cleansing." Clearly issues of power and ideology are also at play here. 

As one Bogota iero leader and witness of both "social cleansing" 

killings and many incidents of ill-treatment of street people explained: 

16' "personal unifornado llega a 10s establecirientos abiertos a1 p&lico y exige que se les d6 
servicio en forna qratuita, arenazando con el cierre si no acceden a sus pretensionesn . . . el 
personal de la Policia exige dinero para no cerrar 10s estableciriento~.~ Policia Hetropolitana, 
Bogotb, nInstructivo,~otd, 13 June 1995. It is all the rore surprising, then, that officials in 
the runicipal human rights office in Bqotd, the Personeria, claimed that police extorting money 
fro1 street people was nothing but a myth, just street people's stories to rake the police look bad. 
Interview with human rights official in the Personeria de Santafe de Bogot6, who wanted her name 
withheld, 16 August 1995. 



Many 
PeoP 
will 

The 
1 

police and soldiers need to be violent against street 
le for their own satisfaction. And they know nothing 
happen. They just know it .I7' 

low status of the victims of "social cleansing" and their 

classification as "disposables" make them easy targets for anyone in a 

position of power who needs an outlet for their feelings of impotence, 

low self-worth, personal anger or fear. It seems logical that working 

within the Colombian police could create such feelings. Low-level police 

agents are very badly paid, ridiculed and disrespected by many common 

Colombians, and often fall victim of violence themselves; also, as the 

Colombian pol ice force is strictly hierarchical, they are frequently 

abused by higher level police officers."' While similar problems would 

not necessar i ly lead to "soc i a1 cleansing" everywhere, when combined 

with a deep and common resentment towards the street people, and 

widespread impunity for human rights violations, all within a society 

where almost 30,000 people are killed every year, "social cleansing" is 

perhaps not a surprising outcome. Nor is it surprising that the Bogota 

Police Chief felt the need to point out in an order to his staff that: 

"We are the authority, but we do not have the right to take the law into 

our own hands. "I7' 

An additional factor at play in this type of "social cleansing" 

appears to be the acceptance by perpetrators of a right-wing political 

17' Interview with fiero leader in Bogot6, 19 August 1995. Name omitted here. 

'I1 Alvaro Caaacho, who was a lerber of the external couission refoning the police in 1993, 
as well as several police officers interviewed for this study all mentioned the rigid and military- 
style hierarchy within the Colombian police force. Interview with Alvaro Caracho in Bogotd, 29 
August 1995, and with members of the police force during August and September 1995. 

'I2 "Nosotros somos autoridad, [sin elbargo], no deberos hacer justicia con nuestras propias 
~anos.~ Policia Hetropolitana, BoqoM, 'Acts no. 032,u 5 October 1994. 



view that unquestioningly places a greater value on security, order, and 

"cleanliness" than on respect for the dignity and equality of all human 

beings. While these views appear to be most common among extreme right- 

wing "death squads" described in the next section, they are not at all 

uncommon among on-duty pol ice and private security guards responsible 

for semi-spontaneous attacks on street people. They find innocent 

expression, for example, in the notion that doing violence to a street 

person is simply part of a security guard's job. In the words of a 

representative of Seguridad Canina, a respected Colombian security 

company that works in one man-one dog teams: "With the dogs you only 

need to take one chunk of the indigents, you don't have to kill 

them. " 17' 

Finally, the dynamic of semi -spontaneous "social cleansing" 

appears to be fostered by the institutional links between the private 

security companies and the police. Many private security companies hire 

only applicants with experience in the security forces."' This policy 

makes good sense for the private companies, who gain young men who have 

already learned basic skills essential to the job. It is less obvious 

why police would move to these companies. The answer provided by a 

representative of a large private security company in Bogota is 

revealing: 

Those who come from the pol ice have not chosen to move into 
private security. No, they are the ones who have been fired 

17' Interview with representative for Seguridad Canina in Bogotb, 27 August 1995. 

Note that the opposite policy also is couon. Many private security corpanies do not hire 
people fror the security forces and have strict ethical rules for their erployees. Those companies 
are less pertinent for this study, but their existence should be emphasized. 



from the police because of excessive violence against 
civilians. 175 

The natural consequence of this policy is that the private security 

companies become repositories for "cleansers. " Not only is a history of 

previous human rights abuse accepted by the companies, but it also 

appears to be a desired background for employment. 

4.2 The Hired Guns 

Many of the victims of "social cleansing" in Colombia die from mercenary 

bullets, or are tortured and ill-treated by individuals who receive 

money specifically to carry out such violence. This kind of "cleansing," 

where there is an external instigator and financier involved, is more 

organized than the semi-spontaneous violence described above. In 

addition, the activities described in this section often involve 

considerable infrastructure, such as special vehicles and automatic 

weapons. 

One general characteristic of this mercenary violence is that it 

is even more "shadowy" than the semi-spontaneous violence, and it is 

significantly more difficult to find perpetrators or instigators who are 

willing to talk about it. In order to describe this kind of "social 

cleansing," then, it is necessary to piece together the clues provided 

in personal eyewitness testimonies, in the reports of non-governmental 

Interview with security guard in Bogotd, August 1995. The quardts remarks are confined by 
a couent by an officer of the police intelligence unit, DIJIN, fonerly known as F2. When asked 
what bad happened to all the F2 staff that were laid off, Lieutenant Ortiz stated that urnany 
probably foned bands of delinquents, rany are dead, others work with private security corpanies.' 
Interview with Alejandro Ortiz in Bogotd, 30 August 1995. 



organizations and other independent observers, and in the few statements 

by police and members of the business sector who are prepared to talk. 

The involvement of merchants in "social cleansing" is an open 

secret in Colombia, but it is a secret that few can, or indeed want to, 

prove. To date, no business people have been charged with "social 

cleansing" ki 1 1  ings, and merchants' organizations such as the gremio 

Federacion Nacional de Comerciantes (FENALCO) deny any suggest ion of 

criminal involvement. However, FENALCO has expressed strong criticism of 

the lack of official policies and actions to solve the problem of 

beggars and other street people who, in their view, have "invaded the 

public space." In its report El ~roblema de 10s mendiqos: Localidad de 

Santa Fe, FENALCO writes that: 

The author it ies have gradual ly withdrawn, virtual ly ignoring 
the problem [of beggars]. They have adopted a 'hands off' 
strategy, leaving to individuals the responsibility of 
solving the problem and restoring to downtown the dignity it 
deserves. 176 

Without explicitly mentioning "social cleansing," IWWLCO here 

summarizes how a merchant- instigated "cleansing" operat ion works. Shop 

owners and other businesses, frustrated by the "invasion" of "their" 

public space, seek to return the "dignity" to their streets by getting 

rid of beggars, "delinquent" youth or other groups of street people. 

They believe that the state has failed to accept responsibility for this 

task. In response, they take the law into their own hands and hire a 4 
"cleansing" group to solve the problem. 

'La autoridad se ha id0 repleqando, haciendo easo oriso del problera [de 10s rendiqos], 
adoptando una estrategia de retirada penanente y dejando en ranos de 10s particulares la 
responsabilidad de enfrentar el problera y de paso devolverle a1 centro la dignidad que 41 se 
rereceOn PFEAL€O, El problera de 10s lendiaos: Localidad de Santa Pe, ~ogotd, 1994, p. 6 .  
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And, if FENALCO does not acknowledge that this indeed happens, 

both high ranking police officials and the Colombian Chamber of Commerce 

do. Police Colonel Mauricio Gomez, for example, acknowledged in an 

interview that merchants have been involved in "social cleansing" by 

"paying indigents to kill other indigents. And one of the directors 

of the Chamber of Commerce, Olga Cabrera, confirmed in a separate 

interview that local business people are involved in "social cleansing." 

When asked the question "Is it true that merchants are involved in 

"social cleansing?" Cabrera replied "Yes," then went on to explain that: 

No merchant will admit it ...[ but] they want tranquility in 
their sectors.. .It is a problem of the inaction of the 
state ... People start looking for their own ways to solve 
their problems. 178 

Other groups believed to be responsible for instigating "social 

cleansing" are the local neighbourhood committees called Juntas de 

Accion Comunal. The Juntas are supposed to work for the betterment of 

their neighbourhood, and they often consist of highly respected 

individuals. Yet some have interpreted their mandate in such a way that 

they support or encourage "social cleansing" operat ions. One Bogota 

social worker interviewed for this study testified that he stopped 

working in a centrally located barrio in Bogota when he learned that the 

president of the local Junta supported a "cleansing" operation in the 

neighbourhood; the targets of the cleansing were precisely the youths 

the social worker was assigned to assist .I7' The AIDS hospice Fundacion 

Interview with Colonel Hauricio G6rez in Bogoth, 24 August 1995. 

Interview with Olga Cabrera in Bogoth, 17 August 1995. 

Interview with a social worker in Boqoth, 15 August 1995. The president of the Junta de 
Acci6n Coma1 did not want to participate in this study. 
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lso fell victim of Junta-instigated violence, 

Juntas appear to continue to be involved in 

The role of the merchants and the Juntas de Accion Comunal in 

"social cleansing" is mostly financial and organizational; there are 

very few reports of the actual merchants or Junta members themselves 

carrying out the "cleansing." The collection of money is sometimes done 

quite openly, with set tariffs raised to pay for a particular operation. 

The operations themselves also require a degree of coordination and 

planning in which the merchants play a central role. In Usme in 1995, 

for example, a death list of 170 youths was circulated as a part of the 

earlier mentioned "Operation Estrella," creating terror and silence 

among its inhabitants.lsO One local resident who followed the 

"cleansing" violence in Usme closely, testified that: 

The list was put together by local people, by merchants, the 
police and the DAS.. .The merchants are paying the pol ice and 
the DAS to carry out these killings ... For one operation each 
merchant paid 30,000 pesos, delivering it to the local 
police station. 181 

The business sector's mercenary involvement in this violence has also 

been confirmed by both international non-governmental and inter- 

governmental organizations, such as Amnesty International, the United 

Nations (UN), and the Organization of American States (OAS). In its 1993 

human rights report on Colombia, the OAS states that: 

Several people mentioned this death list in interviews given for this study. One teenager 
in Usme had even seen one of the perpetrators looking through the list in a bar. When the young man 
spotted his own nane on the list he quickly left. Interview in Usme, Bogot6, 3 Septenber 1995. 

18' Interview in Usme' Bogot6, 3 Septerber 1995. 



For several years now, rightist groups have been operating 
in Colombia, basically serving the interests of the chief 
Colombian entrepreneurs. On orders from the latter or on 
their own initiative, and often with the complicity of 
members of the armed forces, these groups carry out what has 
come to be called "social cleansing" killings. 82 

Sometimes the mercenary "cleansing" operations are announced in 

advance by merchants, or by the Juntas and their allies. In August 1993, 

for example, a number of professional ly-printed posters appeared on 

walls in the borough of Los Martires in Bogota.'= The posters were an 

open invitation to local "delinquents" to attend their own funerals. The 

"hosts" were "the industrialists, merchants, civic organizations and the 

community at large from the Zona de 10s mart ire^."'^ The posters had a 

large cross and the word m funeral^"'^ written in capital letters. 

According to one report, the off ice of the municipal ombudsman in 

Bogota, the Personeria, had received a visit by about ten local 

merchants, state employees and lawyers shortly before the posters 

appeared. The visitors threatened to take justice into their own hands 

if nothing was done about the rampant crime in the borough.lS According 

to Carlos Rojas at CINEP, the posters had a tremendous effect on the 

street people, who fled the area,la7 at least temporarily. In the weeks 

la2 Organization of American States, Inter-Anerican Couission on H w a n  Rights, Second Report 
on the Situation of Huan Riahts in Colorbia, Washington D.C., 1994, p. 104. 

See Hap 2: Bogotd - the 20 boroughs. 
la4 "10s industrialistas, corerciantes, organizaciones civicas y corunidad en general, de la 

Zona de 10s Hdrtire~.~ Poster text taken fror photograph of the poster. 

la6 Huan Rights Watch/Arericas, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New 
York, 1994, p. 12. 

Carlos Rojas, La violencia llarada limieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, p. 64. 
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after the posters were put up, several street children were shot by 

unknown men in Los Martires. 188 

When trying to understand the dynamic of this violence, it is 

important to recognize that the presence of large numbers of street 

people may indeed be bad for business. The fact is that some street 

people do steal from shops or their customers. And whatever the deeper 

reasons for their homelessness may be, the presence of beggars and the 

homeless outside a place of business is often enough to make potential 

customers go elsewhere. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that it was 

in the borough of Los Martires the posters announcing a "cleansing" 

campaign appeared, as Los Martires is both a business area and a zone 

plagued by very high crime rates. 189 

The poorest Bogota boroughs have also experienced pre-advertised 

"cleansing" aimed at male youth considered to be "delinquents." However, 

there it appears to be the Juntas rather than the merchants that have 

played the leading role. Handwritten "cleansing" posters were put up in 

May 1995 in several different neighbourhoods in the Bogota borough of 

B o ~ a . ' ~ ~  Surrounding a number of death messages were dozens of names of 

young men in the area. Two of those named on the poster - Elvis and Jhon 

- were assassinated within the month. Information received by the Bogota 

municipal ombudsman, the Personer ia, indicated that the local Junta de 

Human Rights Watchlhericas mentions a few of those killings in Generation Under Fire: 
Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, Novelber 1994, pp. 12-13. 

In 1993, Los Mdrtires was, after Antonio Nariio, the Bogotd borough where most homicides 
took place. Guilleno Seqovia Mora, La violencia en Santaf6 de Boaotd, Bogotd, ECOE Ediciones, 
November 1994, p. 23. hgqings and petty theft are also couonplace. 

lgO See Map 2: ~ogotd - the 20 boroughs. 
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Accion Comunal had hired a "cleansing" group from the barrio Patio 

Bonito to carry out the killings. 

As with the merchants' involvement, it should be pointed out here 

that street people, especially criminal youth gangs, pose a real concern 

for the Juntas. These neighbourhood committees receive complaints from 

worried citizens, and it is their role to work for the well-being of 

their neighbourhoods. If street people can be described as bad for 

business, criminal street youth can certainly be classified as bad news 

for the Juntas de Accion Comunal. This fact does not in any way excuse 

the practice of "social cleansing," but it does help us to make better 

sense of the social and political dynamic that drives it. 

In other cases of mercenary "cleansing," the attacks have not been 

pre-advertised, but the perpetrators, or instigators, have warned some 

of their potential victims, and thereby given away both the upcoming 

operations and the identity of the actors involved. One such "cleansing" 

operation was organized by merchants working in and around the downtown 

shopping centre Terraza Pasteur, a hang-out for boy prostitutes. One of 

the local merchants, who had come to know and like some of the boys, 

found out about the upcoming "cleansing" and warned them. 191 

A similar case, from 1993, was reported by an NGO working with 

street youth in central Bogota.192 The difference here was that it was 

the hired perpetrator who issued the warning to the victims. In this 

instance, a private security guard came to the NGO office with a girl 

lgl Interview with boy prostitutes at Terraza Pasteur in Bogotd, 12 August 1995. 

lg2 Because of the security risks the representative of this NGO asked to have both her and the 
NGO1s name oritted. Dates are also withheld here. 



prostitute and asked them to "please protect her." He said that he had 

been hired by the local merchants to carry out "cleansing," but he liked 

the girl and did not want anything to happen to her. 

In some Bogota boroughs, "cleansing" appears to have become so 

widespread that individual citizens now can pay for such violence to be 

carried out by state agents. The story of a woman from the borough of 

Usme is instructive. She went to the local police station to inform them 

about some safety problems in her block. The police thought she wished 
2. 

to have the trouble-makers killed, and offered to do the "cleansing" if 

she was willing to pay for it.lg3 

There is also evidence that police agents are available for hire 

by criminal elements, a fact confirmed by Gloria Robles of the 

19b Procuraduria. The ex-bazuco dealer whose personal testimony about the 

"paseo" was cited earlier, described this criminal collusion between 

street people and pol ice:lg5 

The pol iceman who saved me, we1 1, he i s handicapped now. He 
was a very good policeman. We hired him to kill some people 
who were stealing from us. He killed them, but then some of 
their friends got him and he got shot in the spine. So now 
he is not there anymore. 

These 

be dr 

Gomez 

cases suggest that organized "social cleansing" may in some cases 

iven by a logic of "score-settling," as claimed by Police Colonel 

. But while the scores to be settled may involve street people, it 
is police officers who act as the hired guns. 

lg3 Testi~ony from the social worker with whom this shocked woman spoke after the incident, 
interviewed in Bogota, 3 September 1995. 

lg4 Interview with Gloria Robles in Bogot6, 28 August 1995. 

lg5 Interview with "paseoVictim in Bogota, 21 August 1995. Name withheld here. 
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How do such hired guns operate, and what is their apparent 

motivation? While some carry out "cleansing" on a "freelance" basis, 

others work within the framework of the feared "cleansing squads." It is 

difficult to obtain precise information about these "squads" mainly 

because their existence is based on clandestine and i 1 legal operat ions. 

But their pervasive presence in Colombia's urban centres is undeniable. 

In his report La violencia llamada limpieza social,'% Carlos Rojas 

identifies 41 "cleansing squads" in different parts of Colombia. Among 

those are infamous groups such as "Toxicol-90," "Muerte a Gamines," 

"Mano Negra," "Sweet Dreams," and "Los Cobras."lg7 Within the 1 imits of 

the information available, it is worth discussing here why and how these 

perpetrators carry out their operations. 

Some of those involved in death squads appear to be motivated 

principally by money; it is the paymaster's beliefs that determine who 

will become a victim. The mass killings of garbage recyclers at the 

Universidad Libre in Barranqui lla, uncovered in 1992, are a case in 

point. These killings were carried out by police, and others, who 

provided bodies to the university, charging approximately USS120 per 

cadaver. Apparently, money was the main motivation. 

More often, the members of "cleansing squads" combine the i 
4- opportunity to earn extra money with a conviction that they are doing 

society a favour. It will be recalled that, before killing eight 

transvestites in central Bogota in the late 1980s, the perpetrators 

lg6 Carlos Rojas, La violencia llarada limpieza social, Boqotd, CIWEP, 1994, pp. 83-84. 

lg7 Toxicol-90 is the name of a pesticide. Uuerte a Gamines = Death to Street Children, Hano 
Negra = Black Hand, Los Cobras = The Cobras. 



9 4 

abused the victims verbally, calling them "dogs" and accusing them of 

r idicul ing Colombian manhood. This behaviour suggests that, whatever 

they may have earned, their own attitudes - personal and political - 

were an important motivation for the attack.lg8 

The aim and specialization of many "cleansing squads" is revealed 

in their names. Although such names do not tell why the perpetrators 

have chosen their target or who their paymaster is, they do provide some 

clues. The name "Muerte a Homosexuales Pel igros~s"'~ for instance, may 

indicate that extreme right-wing views about what is morally accepted in 

society are the driving force for the instigator. The names "Muerte a 

Expendedores de Bazuco" and "Muerte a gar nine^,"^^ on the other hand may 

indicate that the paymasters are merchants or others who feel that 

street people have "invaded" their space. Likewise, the name "Muerte a 

Jaladores de ~arros""' may signal the involvement of common citizens, 

and Juntas, who have a crime problem in their n e i g h b o u r h o ~ d . ~ ~ ~  

4.3 State Complicity 

The Colombian constitution states that the police's "primary purpose is 

the maintenance of the conditions necessary for the exercise of public 
' 

lg8 According to testiwny from survivor. Interview conducted in Boqotd, 28 August 1995, 

lg9 Huerte a Horosexuales Peligrosos = Death to Dangerous Homosexuals 

*0•‹ Huerte a Expendedores de Bazuco = Death to Bazuco Dealers, Huerte a Gamines = Death to 
Street Children 

201 Huerte a Jaladores de Carros = Death to Car Thieves 
i 
i 

*02 Vigilante groups that specialize in attacking one particular group of nundesirables"are 
neither new nor uniquely Colorbian. In 19th century Indiana, United States, for example, there 
existed a "horse-thief detection so~iety.~ Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence: Historical 
Studies of American Violence and Viailantisn, New York, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 309. 
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rights and freedoms and to ensure that the inhabitants of Colombia may 

1 ive together in peace. """n the evidence presented in this chapter, 

many members of the National Police do not uphold this constitutional 

responsibility, but rather act in ways that are diametrically opposed 

their "primary purpose." In the words of Javier Omar Ruiz, a municipa 

official in Bogota: "The Colombian police think that they are the owners 

of the people ... We can not accept to have a police force ruled by a 
pol icy of exterminat ion. "'" 

Clearly, not all Colombian police and security guards are involved 

in "social cleansing." On the contrary, with more than 100,000 police in * 

the country, only a small fraction dedicate themselves to these crimes. 

Pol ice involvement , however, deserves more caref u 1 scrutiny . By looking 
at which sectors within the police force are the most prone to connnit 

"social cleansing," and examining the extent of complicity on the part 

of the police command structure, additional clues about this violence 

may be unraveled. 

The evidence provided in this study - based on testimonies from 
I 

street people, informat ion received from non-governmental organizations, 

government officials, and members of the police - indicates that two 

groups within the Colombian police force are especially likely to be 

involved in "cleansing": first, low level police agents who work on the 

streets on a daily basis and, second, members of the police intelligence 

203 Presidencia de la Repalica, Partici~atory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights: 
Colorbiats New Constitution, Bogot6, 1993, article 218. 

204 Interview with Javier bar Ruiz in Bogotd, 15 August 1995. 



branch popularly known by 

DI JIN.'05 

Interestingly, the 

"social cleansing" is not 

its old name, F 2 ,  but off iciall~ called 

involvement of ind 

hotly disputed by 

ividual police agents in 

police officials. In an 

interview for this study, for example, the coordinator of the "indigent 

program" at the Metropol i tan Pol ice in Bogota, Lieutenant Carlos 

L ineros, openly admitted that some low-ranking pol ice use violence 

against street people, and that it is something of a habit among certain 

police agents to ill-treat "indigents." He also acknowledged that 

involvement of individual police agents in "social cleansing" 

killings/operations i s  so well-known that it is pointless to deny it. 

But few police or government officials are prepared to acknowledge more 

systematic police involvement in these operations. 

It is hardly surprising that Colombian police officials Portray 

"social cleansi 

ranking police 

violations are 

the "bad apples 
.-_- - 

ng" as isolated acts of violence carried out by low- 

agents. Indeed, in most countries where human rights 

rampant, the only perpetrators identified are precisely 

" at the bottom of the hierarchy, individuals who cross 

the border between upholding law and order and carrying out criminal 

acts. This approach serves to insulate the force, and especially its 

commanding officers , from criticism and demands for change. However, the 

semi -spontaneous "social cleansing" carried out by Colombian pol ice and 

security guards is not a story about "bad apples." Or rather, if the 

perpetrators can be called "bad apples," it is fair to ask just how many 

' 0 5  The intelliqence branch F2 was transformed into DIJIN several years ago. However, the name 
chanqe never lade its way to couon Cololbians who still refer to the intelliqence police as the F2. 
Here the official name, DIJIN, will be used. 



such "apples" a pol ice force can protect before the problem can be 

called institutionalized. 

The reluctance of police officials to acknowledge more systematic 

police involvement in "social cleansing" is typified by the position of 

the human rights officer at DIJIN headquarters in Bogota, Lieutenant 

Alejandro Ortiz. In an interview for this study, he admitted openly that 

the now defunct F2 was involved in "social cleansing" operations, but 

strenuously denied that the DIJIN had continued in the same path.'"' 

Moreover, Ortiz dismissed the reports of eyewitnesses and human rights 

organizations, saying: 

Street people always think that perpetrators of violence are 
from F2 because they are civilian and armed. Also, many 
criminals say that they are F2, because they know that will 
make people tremble. 

Notwithstanding these denials, a chorus of voices of street people and 

non-governmental organizations agree that these units have been heavily 

involved in "social cleansing" crimes. Amnesty International has 

concluded, for example, that: 

Most killings of 'undesirables' in the cities appear to be 
carried out by police agents, often from the F-2 [DIJIN] 
intelligence branch, many of whom are contracted by local 
traders seeking to protect their economic interests. 207 

The involvement of an elite unit like DIJIN suggests a degree of 

police complicity far above the level of the agent on the street. And, 

there is some evidence that responsibility for the killings can be 

206 Interview with Lieutenant Alejandro Ortiz in Bqotd, 30 Auqust 1995. 

Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colorbia: Hyth and Reality, London, Harch 
1994, p. 23. 



traced at least to the level of Police Station Commanders. One Bogota 

police agent explained the dynamic behind "cleansing" as follows: 

Common citizens who are tired of the insecurity and the high 
crime levels put pressure on the local Junta [de Accion 
Comunal]. The Junta then starts pressuring the local police 
station to solve the problem. From the heads of the station 
the pressure works its way down to the pol ice agents. They 
go out on the streets feeling impotent. And what can they 
do..? Not solving the problem can affect a career... Often 
they ill-treat the street people until they leave that 
neighbourhood. So the problem starts rotating, but it is not 
solved. Others simply ki 11 them.20B 

There is scattered evidence that the orders have come from higher up the 

command structure. Journalist Timothy Ross has managed to confirm, for 

example, that clear orders to "clean up" neighbourhoods in Bogota have 

originated from officers at least with the rank of C o l ~ n e l . ~ ~  

If the evidence of official responsibility for directly ordering 

"social cleansing" operations is less than overwhelming, the attitudes 

and behaviour of senior pol ice commanders suggest that the practice is 

at least widely condoned, and perhaps even encouraged, at the highest 

levels. While on paper the ethical guidelines for police are strict, a 

lack of respect for basic human rights is still firmly entrenched at 

high levels within the force. As one police lieutenant interviewed for 

this study explained: 

We still have dinosaurs on the top who do not want to 
change ... They say that policemen have to be tough. It's 
difficult. Some officers have worked 20 years and have many 
friends. They have made their careers by doing things that 
now are considered unacceptable. 210 

208 This police agent asked to rerain anonymous. Interview in Bogot6, September 1995. 

*09 Interview with Tirothy Ross in Boqoti, 21 August 1995. 

210 This Lieutenant asked that his name not be revealed. Interview in Boqota, August 1995. 



Police complicity in "social cleansing" is also illustrated by the 

systematic fai lure to identify or apprehend members of the "cleansing" 

squads. These squads are highly visible in urban Colombia. In central 

Bogota, for example, they often drive easily distinguishable vehicles - 

commonly called "Troopers," because many of them are either Isuzu 

Troopers or similar four-wheel-drive cars, or vans. They drive at night, 

often closely behind two motorcycles with drivers dressed in black 

wearing helmets covering their faces. These vehicles frequently display 

no registrat ion plates, have darkened windows and heavy arms sometimes 

visible. 211 

In the suburbs, such as Usme, many of the "cleansing" cars have 

displayed registration plates. However, that has not made it any easier 

to get the perpetrators identified by the police. Non-governmental 

organizations and individual observers have made many fruit less attempts 

to make the police and the off ice of the Attorney General take action 

against the owners of these cars, by providing these authorities with 

detailed information about the type of vehicles, colours, registration 

numbers, and the dates and hours when they have been seen. These 

observers have even documented how the very same "cleansing" cars have 

been seen parked outside local pol ice stations, and they have managed to 

trace one of the registration plates to the DAS. In addition, 

conversations have been documented where perpetrators both from the 

211 While this scenario may seem as if it is taken out of a low-budget action w i e ,  I can 
testify that such jeeps and vans without registration plates and accolpanied by lotorcycles circled 
around central BoqotB in the first morning hours of 2 Septehr 1995. In central BwotB in aid-1995, 
street people and other independent observers also testif ied that two mall-size cars - a red Wazda 
and a black BllW - carried out much of the n~leansing.~ T T ~  nazda had been spotted so often that 
its registration naber, originating from the Hagdalena nedio reqion, was well-known among street 
people and non-governmental observers. The registration n m r  will not be given here. 



local police and the DAS have admitted being involved in the 

"cleansing." But the killings continue. 

Whatever pol ice and government officials may say about their lack 

of direct responsibility in "social cleansing" violence, their 

systematic failure to apprehend, let alone investigate and convict, 

those responsible has given the perpetrators reason to feel confident 

that they are above the law. As Amnesty International noted in its 1991 

report, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality, "the lack of 

act ion against those responsible by senior pol ice commanders has clear 

created a climate in which such abuses proliferate.""' 

212 Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colobia: Hytb and Reality, London, Harch 
1994, p. 23. 



5. WHY DOES IT CONTINUE? 

Colombia has an impressive network of laws and institutions aimed at 

protecting human rights, and successive presidents have stated their 

unconditional support for the concept that all human beings have 

inherent and unconditional rights. It may seem paradoxical, then, that 

"social cleansing," one of the most extreme manifestations of human 

rights abuse, should persist there. But the human rights situation in 

Colombia is not a paradox. There are concrete reasons why "social 

cleansing" and other systematic human rights violations continue. 

This chapter will argue that the ongoing "cleansing" operations, 

in fact, show a chilling logic. This logic has two dimensions: one stems 

from flaws in the judicial system, the other is rooted in a corrosive 
41 

public discourse. Serious shortcomings in the Colombian judicial system 

have helped to ensure that the perpetrators of "social cleansing" and 

other human rights violations are seldom, if ever, brought to justice. 

This pattern of impunity has encouraged the "cleansers" to continue, 

confident in the knowledge that they are above the law. The actions of 

"social cleansers" have been further stimulated by the character of the 

public discourse about street people and human rights. Expressed in the 

media, by powerful social groups, and by high ranking officials of the 

government and the security forces, the discourse of "disposability" has 

served to make violence against street people appear uncontrovers ial , 

acceptable, and even desirable. 

Ultimately, both of these dynamics stem from a lack of political 

will on the part of the country's political and military leadership to 
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bring an end to "social cleansing" and other serious human rights 

violations. As the Procuraduria wrote in 1994, there is a "lack of a 

solid policy to fight human rights violations." 

5.1 Impunity and the Rule o f  Law 

On paper, human rights are better protected in Colombia than in most 

other countries in the world. Colombia's Constitution, enacted in 1991 

by a popularly elected National Constituent Assembly, facilitates 

broadened political participation and representation, and guarantees a 

wide range of fundamental rights and freedoms. Articles 11 through 13, 

for example, state that: 

The right to life is inviolable ... No one will be 
... submitted to torture, or cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment ... All individuals are born free and 
equal before the law and are entitled to equal protection 
and treatment by the authorities ... 214 

In addition, the country has ratified most international human rights 

conventions, and has established a network of domestic human rights 

 institution^.^^^ A new mechanism introduced in the 1991 Constitution is 

the tutela, by which citizens can obtain an imnediate judicial 

213 Yalta de una politica s6lida de lucha contra la violaci6n de 10s derechos hwanos por 
parte de agentes del Estad~.~ Procuraduria General de la Naci6n1 I11 infone sobre derechos hwmos, 
Bogotd, 1994, p. 11. 

214 Presidencia de la Repriblica, Particioatory D e m a c y  and Respect for Hwn Riahts: 
Cololbiats New Constitution, Boqota, 1993, articles 11-13. 

215 The normal adrinistration of justice is primarily the responsibility of the office of the 
Prosecutor General. "It is the responsibility of the Office of the General Prosecutor, autoratically 
or following an accusation or conflict, to investigate the crimes and to press charges against the 
suspects before the competent courts and tribunals. Excepted are the crimes committed by members of 
the public force in active service and related to their servi~e.~ Presidencia de la Repliblica, 
Participatory Democracy and Res-Ded for Buran Riuhts: Colorbia's New Constitution, Boqota, 1993, 
article 250. 
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injunction against actions of a public authority affecting a person's 

fundamental constitutional rights. 

Outside of the judicial system, principal responsibility for the 

protection of human rights rests with the Public Ministry. The main 

bodies within the Public Ministry are the Procuraduria General de la 

Nacion (office of the Attorney General), and the Defensoria del Pueblo 

(office of the People's Defender). The Procuraduria's main task is to 

exerc i se independent disc i p l i nary authority over government 

institutions. The Defensoria is responsible for overseeing the exercise 

of human rights by government officials, and defending the rights of 

citizens to habeas corpus. Other institutions designed for the 

protection of human rights are the Consejeria Presidencial para 10s 

Derechos Humanos (the office of the Presidential Adviser for Human 

Rights) and the network of Personerias (municipal human rights 

ombudsmen). Together, the Procuraduria, Defensoria, Consejeria and 

Personerias, operate the Oficina Permanente de Derechos Humanos 

(Permanent Office for Human Rights), where citizens can report human 

rights violations 24 hours a day. 

The DAS, like the DIJIN and the different branches of the security 

forces, such as the pol ice and the army, all have their own human rights 

offices. And since the police reform in 1993, there has been a civilian 

National Police Comnissioner whose job it is to oversee the respect for 

human rights within the police force. In addition to these institutions, 

several joint committees have been established through which government 

officials and representatives of non-governmental organizations work 

together on human rights issues. 
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Despite this impressive array of laws and institutions, serious 

and systematic human rights violations persist in Colombia, and the 

perpetrators continue to enjoy impunity for their crimes. The i ' i l i ~ '  ' 

perpetrators of "social cleansing" are no exception. Indeed, none of the 

Colombian government officials interviewed for this study could point to 

a single case in which state agents had been convicted and im~risoned 

for involvement in acts of "social cleansing. "'I6 The one case 

frequently mentioned by these officials, as evidence of official 

toughness, was an investigation into one of the mass killings of iieros 

in Pereira, noted earlier. The investigation found that a large number 

of police had been involved in the killings of 60 street people during a 

single month in 1991. Of those found responsible, 15 mostly low-level 

police agents were punished by dismissal from the police force. 

Significantly, no-one was convicted of murder and no-one was imprisoned. 

This punishment, though considered severe by the standards of the 

Colombian security forces, was not in any sense commensurate with the 

crime committed. Judging from evidence presented earl ier in this study, 

it seems reasonable to believe that the dismissed police officers had 

easy access to jobs within the Colombian private security sector. 

Moreover, as the sole example of punishment for crimes related to 

"social cleansing," it could hardly be said to have served as any 

effective deterrent against the commission of similar crimes in the 

future. 

Domestic and international non-governmental and 

organizations argue that the -. impunity enjoyed by those 
- 

inter-governmental 

who commit crimes 

For a list of interviewed government officials see Appendix 1. 
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ity accelerates the cycle of violence 

and, as the United Nations has noted, "is both the cause and the 

consequence of violence and, in particular, of human rights 

violations. ""' 

In Colombia, this cycle of impunity stems from at least five 
h, 

discernible flaws in the legal system. First, laws and mechanisms 
,I ,- F 
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designed to protect human rights are actually undermined by other laws 
' -1: 

that subvert their intention. Second, the judicial system is severely 
7 

congested, with millions of cases pending. T h i M ,  the perpetrators of 

"social cleansing" are effectively able to prevent witnesses or 

surviving victims from testifying. Fourth, many of the victims do not 

know enough about their rights and how the judicial system works to 

successfully report cases of "cleansing." F i f h ,  in the few cases where 

a formal "social cleansing" complaint is filed, the judicial system is 

not flexible enough to handle the particularities of the street people. 

It is worth looking at each of these problems in turn. 

The 1991 Constitution guarantees human rights but fails to provide 

effective mechanisms to ensure that those who violate human rights will 

be punished; further it actually strengthens institutions that work to 

undermine due process. For example, the Constitution reaffirms the 

217 United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Rewrt of the Swcial Rapporteur on the 
Question of Torture, U. Niael S Rodlev, and the Swcial Rapporteur on Extrajudicial. Smarv or 
Arbitrary Executions, Ilr. Bacre Walv Nidave. submitted pursuant to Couission on Huran Rights 
resolutions 1994137 and 1994182, 16 January 1995, p. 25. 



dangerous rule of "due obedience, "'" under which members of the armed 

forces can avoid charges by claiming that they were only following the 

orders of a superior. Furthermore, it reaffirms the jurisdiction of 

military courts, without any possibility of review by a civilian 

court.219 The United Nations wrote in early 1995 that: 

The impunity enjoyed by human rights violators in Colombia 
is almost total. The military judiciary claims, and 
generally obtains, competence to deal with cases involving 
security forces personnel accused of human rights 
violations. The military justice system can be tough and 
effective in prosecuting and punishing disciplinary offences 
involving manifest disobedience of orders. But it has proved 
itself equally effective in guaranteeing impunity for 
violations of the ordinary criminal law in respect of acts 
(murder, torture, kidnapping) committed in the line of duty. 
Thus, Colombia clear!! fails to fulfil its obligations under 
international law ... 
Worse sti 11, the hotly-debated jurisdiction of mi 1 itary courts was 

actually extended in the 1991 Constitution to include the police.221 In 

practice this means that the military courts claim, and usually win, 

218 "Due obediencen is described in article 91 of the Colombian constitution: nIn the case of a 
manifest infraction of a constitutional precept to the disadvantage of any person, any order from a 
superior does not absolve the executing agent from responsibility. The military in the service are 
exempted from this ~rovision. As far as they are concerned, responsibility will fall exclusively on 
the superior officer who aives the ordern[erphasis added]. Presidencia de la Repliblica, 
Partici~atorv Democracy and ResPect for Human Rights: Colombials New Constitution, Bogota, 1993, 
article 91. 

219 Human Rights Watch/hericas describes the new provisions as "sanctioning what until then 
had been only a perverse practice." Human Rights Watch/Americas, Political Murder and Reform in 
Colombia: The Violence Continues, New York, April 1992, p. 94. 

United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Report of the Special Rapporteur on the 
Question of Torture, Hr. Niael S Rodlev, and the Special Rapporteur on Extraiudicial. Smarv or 
Arbitrary Executions, Hr. Bacre Walv Ndiave, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Riahts 
resolutions 1994137 and 1994182, 16 January 1995, p. 32. 

221 "Regarding the crimes committed by the members of the security forces while in active 
service, and in connection with their service, they will appear before martial courts or military 
tribunals, in accordance with the provisions of the Penal Uilitary Code." Residencia de la 
Repliblica, Partici~atory Democracy and Respect for Human Riahts: Colombia's New Constitution, 
Bogota, 1993, article 221. 



107 

jurisdiction over cases where members of the security forces are accused 

of human rights violations, even if the victims are civilians. By 

including the police in the jurisdiction of military courts, the main 

perpetrators of "social cleansing" have come to enjoy even greater 

protection from prosecution in recent years. 222 

In effect, the new provisions in the Constitution have placed the 

perpetrators of "social cleansing" even further beyond civilian or 

judicial control, effectively guaranteeing them immunity from 

prosecution.223 Writing about the mass ki 1 1  ing in Pereira, noted above, 

a European Union delegation noted that its outcome was an example of the 

"perverse effect of extending mi 1 itary jurisdiction to the pol ice. ""' 
And indeed, whether it is a case of "social cleansing" or some 

other kind of human rights violation, the result of investigations 

carried out by the military courts is almost always predictable - either 

the case is never brought to trial or, if it is, the accused is found 

not In the rare cases that members of the security forces are 

tried and found guilty, they generally receive very short sentences or 

222 The OAS has erphasized that the idea of service-related offenses rust be clearly defined, 
to avoid human rights violations being considered service-related. The OAS writes that : "In fact, 
lailitary criminal justice prevents ordinary judges fror trying rilitary and police, even in cases of 
crimes against humanity."Organization of herican States, Inter-herican Couission on Huran 
Rights, Second Report on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 99. 

223 In addition, a severe congestion in the whole Colombian judicial syster leans that even 
crires that are to be tried in civilian courts seldor reach a conviction. 

224 Wecto perverso de la extension de hero rilitar a la policia."Asociaci6n Seta, Hisi6n de 
identification de derechos huranos en Colombia: Infom de rision, Bogota, Hay 1993, p. 50. 

225 One example of a case taken over by the rilitary court syster is the earlier rentioned 
police shooting and killing in April 1995 of a young iiero who could not stop scratching himself 
while inside a police van. 



are set free .''= Both the Colombian Defensoria and Amnesty International 

have reported that in some extreme cases, officers found guilty have 

been promoted."' Summarizing the problem of mi 1 itary just ice in 

Colombia, the OAS writes: 

The military tribunals do not guarantee that the right to a 
fair trial will be observed, since they do not have the 
independence that is a condition sine aua non for that right 
to be exercised. Moreover, their rulings have frequently 
been biased and have failed to punish members of the 
security forces whose involvement in very serious human 
rights violations has been established." 

The knowledge that human rights violations go unpunished naturally 

encourages further violations. Ironically, in the case of "social 

cleansing," these crimes are often carried out by police who claim to be 

killing because they are frustrated with an inefficient judicial system 

that is incapable of convicting criminals. Although the methods used to 

deal with this judicia 

there is some truth to 

punished. According to one estimate, only 4 percent of all crimes 

1 inefficiency are both unacceptable and illegal, 

the "cleansers" claim that criminals are seldom 

226 The United Nations points out that "standard practicen within the military criminal courts 
include ncover-ups, partiality and pressuring of witnesses." United Nations, Joint Report of the 
SDecial Rapporteur on the Ouestion of Torture, Hr. Niael S Rodlev, and the Special Rapwrteur on 
Extrajudicial. Surrary or Arbitrary Executions, Hr. Bacre Walv Ndiaye. submitted ~ursuant to 
Commission on Huan Rights resolutions 1994137 and 1994182, 16 January 1995, p. 27. 

227 Defensoria del Pueblo, %gundo Infone Anual del kfensor del Pueblo a1 Conqeso de 
Colombia, serie de domentos 8, Boqoti, 1995, p. 21, and Arnesty International, political Violence 
in Colombia: Myth and Reality, London, narch 1994, p.76. 

228 Organization of American States, Inter-Anerican Couission on H u m  Riqhts, Second Reoort 
on the Situation of Huan Riahts in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, pp. 245-246. 
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committed result in a conviction.229 Colombia also has one of the lowest 

prisoner ratios in the world, with 1 prisoner/100,000 people. 230 

One explanation often heard for the high level of impunity and low 

rate of imprisonment is the severe congestion and inefficiency of the 

judicial system. The Colombian Ministry of Justice reported in 1994 that 

the judicial system had, in the early 1990s, well over 4 million cases 

pending, about half of which were criminal cases.''' According to the 

Ministry, even if there were no new crimes committed in the country, it 

would take the justice system more than 10 years to work its way to the 

bottom of its pile of pending cases. 

However, the notion that a congested judicial system is the main 

reason for the impunity of human rights violators is not accepted by 

all. Critics have pointed out that the low rates of conviction and 

imprisonment conceal significant variations in the kind of criminals who 

are brought to justice. Typically, in cases involving trade unionists 

and others considered to be "terrorists" or "subversives, " convict ions 

are swift and sentencing is harsh.'" By contrast, cases involving 

crimes by state agents, or those operating with state acquiescence, are 

230 According to statistics from the Cololbian Ministry of Justice, in Cololbia there is 1 
prisoner/100,000 inhabitants, while in the United States there are 426 prisoners/100,000 
inhabitants, and in Canada 94/100,000. This extre~ely low prisoner ratio co-exists with one of the 
highest horicide rates in the world and with the fact that Cololbia has more lawyers per capita than 
any other Latin American country. Hinisterio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia para la aente: Una 
vision alternativa, Boqotd, Noverber 1994, pp. 6 and 19. 

231 Hinisterio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia Dara la aente: Una visi6n alternativa, 
Boqotd, Noverber 1994, p. 4. 

232 Representatives from the human rights organization Comisidn Interconpqacional de Justicia 
y Paz were among the observers who expressed this criticism. Interview with Justicia y Paz 
representative in Bogotd, 30 August 1995. 
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frequently dismissed or delayed, and the suspects are released pending 

trial. 

The cycle of "cleansing" violence and impunity is further 

accelerated by the readiness and ability of members of the security 

forces to use violence to silence witnesses and critics. This practice 

has been cited by the Defensoria as one of the key reasons for the 

problem of impunity. In its 1994 human rights report, the Defensoria 

writes that state agents have "intimidated those who demand justice, and 

have deceived investigators.. .and judges. "'33 Human rights organizations 

have also shown that acts of intimidation and retribution often are 

carried out by the same officers - usually still on duty - who are 

accused of the original human rights violation.'" And while Colombians 

who report crimes connected to the massive Colombian drug industry often 

en joy protect ion through an official witness protect ion program, those 

who report "social cleansing" crimes enjoy no such protection. Gloria 

Robles at the Procuraduria confirmed in an interview that witnesses to 

"social cleansing" crimes "run extreme risks" of becoming targets of 

threats and violence by police. 235 

Examples of police threats against street people are abundant. In 

the case of the police killing of the "Poeta ~ e r o , "  described earlier, 

one representative of a Colombian NGO explained: "One of the key 

233 'se intilid6 a 10s que pedfan justicia y se engaii6 a investiqadores.. . y jueces.' 
Defensoria del Pueblo, Seuundo infone anual del Defensor del Pueblo a1 Congreso de Colombia, serie 
de docurentos 8, Bogotd, 1995, p. 21. 

234 B u m  Rights Watch/hericas, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New 
York, November 1994. 

235 Interview with Gloria Robles in Boqotd, 28 August 1995. 



witnesses was so badly threatened by the pol ice that we had to take him 

away from Bogota. "'" Other eyewitnesses to the ki 1 1  ing refused to give 

further testimony after having seen one of the implicated policemen on 

active duty soon after the killing. 2 37 

In theory, people 1 ike the "Poeta ~ e r o "  and the street people who 

witnessed his fatal beating enjoy special protection in the Colombian 

Constitution. Article 13, which guarantees equality before the law, also 

states that: 

The state will promote the conditions necessary in order 
that equality may be real and effective and will adopt 
measures in favor of groups which are discriminated against 
or marginalized.. .The state will especially protect those 
individuals who on account of their economic, physical, or 
mental condition are in obviously vulnerable circumstances 
and wi 1 1  sanction any abuse or i 1 1  -treatment perpetrated 
against them. 238 

However, acknowledging that the rea 

theory in Colombia, the Ministry of 

after the enacting of the Constitut 

lity is very different from the 

Justice wrote in 1994, three years 

ion, that: 

The lack of access to justice in Colombia has become a 
primary cause of social exclusion and marginality, which 
has, in turn, deepened the divisions among citizens and has 
permitted civil conflict to elude the channels of the rule 
of law. 239 

2'6 Interview with representative of non-qovernnental organization in Bogota, 15 August 1995. 
Nane onitted here. 

237 H u m  Rights Watch/luericas, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colorbia, New 
York, Novelber 1994, p. 29. 

2'8 Presidencia de la Repriblica, Participatory Demcracp and Res-pet for Bwan Riqhts: 
Colombia's New Constitution, Bogot6, 1993, article 13. 

239 "La falta de acceso a1 derecho y a la justicia ha teninado por convertirse en Colombia en 
un factor de exclusi6n y de marginalidad social que ha profundizado nuestras diferencias internas y 
ha generado espacios para que el conflicto ciudadano no se encauce por las vfas del Estado de 
Derecho."!!inisterio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia para la aente: Una vision alternativa, 
Bogota, Novelber 1994, p. 13. 



The lack of access to justice for the poorest and most 

marginalized high1 ights another problem contributing to the pattern of 

impunity - that is, the inflexibility in evidence requirements. While 

emphasizing the importance of consistent and strict rules for what 

evidence can be used in court, human rights activists and others have 

pointed at the inflexible attitudes of the Prosecutor General's office 

as one of the principal reasons for the acquittal of the "Poeta ~ero's" 

killers. 

The judicial system in Colombia is just not ready to respect 
and take seriously testimonies of street people. For 
example, in this case the eyewitnesses were asked at what 
time the kickings and beatings had happened. They didn't 
know. Of course they didn't know, they are poor, homeless, 
they don't wear watches. But they knew that it was dark. In 
the end the evidence they gave was considered to be 
unacceptable. 210 

The rigidity of the judicial system is not just criticized by non- 

governmental human rights observers. In an interview for this study, 

the lawyer, and director of the complaints office at the Defensoria, 

Alejandro Valencia Villa, stated bluntly that "The Colombian judicial 

system is just not good. It is very formal.""' Similarly, the Ministry 

of Justice points out in its 1994 report that one reason for the 

widespread impunity enjoyed by perpetrators of human rights violations 

i s "the excessive f orma 1 i ty and rigidity of procedura 1 1 aw . "'" 

240 Interview with representative of non-governaental organization in Boqotd, 15 Auqust 1995. 
Nare omitted here. 

241 Interview with Alejandro Valencia Villa in Boqotd, 24 August 1995. 

242 Zel excesivo fonalisro y ritualisro de la legislacib proce~al.~ Hinisterio de Justicia y 
del Derecho, Justicia para la aente; Una vision alternativa, Boqotd, November 1994, p. 13. 
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The threats, ill-treatment and even killings of witnesses of 

"social cleansing" combined with an evident lack of successful judicial 

processes against the "cleansers" has resulted in a feeling of both fear 

and resentment among street people. The consequence of these feelings is 

not surprising: victims and witnesses of "social cleansing" only very 

rarely file formal complaints, especially if the violence has been 

carried out by state agents. "He who speaks, dies" say the street 

people. And so, they keep their silence. This silence, actively sought 
-4.. 

by the perpetrators of "social cleansing," is further aggravated by a 

lack of knowledge among many street people about their basic rights and 

lack of confidence in state institutions. The fact that most street 

people live without identification documents complicates matters 

further, as it is almost impossible to have any interaction with 

Colombian author it ies without such documents. 

Taken together, these factors have led to a situation in which 

government bodies such as the Procuraduria are constantly frustrated by 

the dramatic lack of formal complaints of "social cleansing." In an 

interview for this study, the Procuraduria's human rights delegate, 

Hernando Valencia Villa, said "we have no doubt that members of the 

pol ice are involved in these crimes," but complained that it had been 

almost impossible to prove this in the courts.243 His colleague, the 

coordinator of the official "program for street people"2u Gloria 

Robles, noted that her office has had to find additional tasks because 

of the low frequency of formal complaints from street people about 

243 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Bqotd, 30 August 1995. 

244 "prograra para la poblaci6n de la callen 
Y 

i 
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violence perpetrated by state agents.245 Both Valencia Villa and Robles 

agreed that the shortage of work is not the result of an improving 

situation in the relations between street people and state agents, but a 

symptom of serious flaws in the judicial system. 

5.2. The Discourse of "Disposabi 1 ity" 

The problem of "social cleansing" is further aggravated by a widespread 

and heavi ly dehumanizing discourse about the street people. Whi le the 

frequently used word "disposable" is an extreme illustration of such a 

discourse, it is far from the only example. Garbage recyclers, iieros, 

street children, prostitutes and transvestites all testify that the 

language used by others in interaction with them - whether spoken or 

unspoken - is consistently negative.246 So pervasive is this negative 

discourse that it has even been adopted by Colombia's street people 

themselves. In Bogota in 1995, it was common to hear street people refer 

to themselves as "disposables," as objects rather than subjects with 

human rights and obligations. 

The significance of this discourse lies not simply in the fact 

that it reflects prevailing views and attitudes, but that it may 

actually serve to reinforce them, to make them acceptable, and in so 

doing, to encourage acts which are both illegal and imnoral. Such is the 

245 Interview with Gloria Robles in Bogotd, 28 August 1995. 

246 Interviews with street people in Bogotd, August and September 1995. 



case with "social cleansing" in Colombia, a practice which appears to be 

supported, or at least tolerated, by a broad segment of society. 247 

In this sense, the Colombian situation resembles that of Indonesia 

in the early 1980s, during the "Petrus" killings. David Bourchier writes 

that "although it is impossible to accurately quantify the dimensions of 

support for the killings, it is clear that large sections of urban 

Indonesian society were either mildly sympathetic to the killings or 

openly enthusiastic about them."2" Particularly significant was the 

support of the middle classes, who evidently felt relieved rather than 

threatened by this selective violence against the poor. Just as the 

"limited and self-interested nature of the middle classes' demands for 

'rule of law'"24g made it possible for Indonesian officials to carry out 

the "Petrus" killings in the 1980s, so it has facilitated the campaigns 

of "social cleansing" in Colombia until today. 

The most openly negative discourse about street people is, not -$ 
surprisingly, found among the actual perpetrators of "social cleansing." 

Often given public expression in the form of letters to the media, or 

posters distributed in the areas targeted for "cleansing," this 

discourse is characterized by its dehumanizing message. One squad which 

operated in northern Colombia in the late 1980s, "Toxicol-90," sent the 

f o 1 lowing communique to a loca 1 newspaper: 

247 Socio-linguist Carlos Ivan Garcia stated that: "I believe that if a survey was done on 
'social cleansingt we would find great support for these killings." Interview with Carlos Ivan 
Garcia in Bogotd, 16 August 1995. 

248 David Bourchier, Wire, Law and State Authority in Indonesia,"n Arief Budiran, ed., 
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Honash Papers on Southeast bia, no. 22, 1990, p. 
189. 

249 Ibid, p. 199. 



National product 'Toxicol-90' comes in capsule form and 
should preferably be applied directly to the head. It is 
effective against rats, cockroaches and every kind of 
parasite and insect.. .We stand firmly behind our radical 
mandate to eliminate and eradicate through any means, any 
constituent ill-equipped or unworthy of living among the 
rest of s o c i e t ~ ~ a s  are thieves, muggers, pot-heads, crack- 
addicts etc ... 

By lowering the status of their victims to the level of vermin, 4 

"Toxicol-90" clearly signalled that their victims deserved nothing less 

than death. But the discourse may have an additional significance. As 

Colombian socio-linguist, Carlos Ivan Garcia, explains: "The 

dehumanization of the victims is especially necessary for the 

perpetrators. Not thinking of them as human beings makes it much easier 

to carry out the executions. ""' 
The discourse of "Amor por ~edellin, "252 a "cleansing squad" that 

specialized in killing street youth, was more "moderate," focusing on 

good and bad people rather than comparing their victims with animals. It 

sent the following message to the media in the late 1980s: 

250 "Toxicol-90 produdo nacional que viene en cdpsulas de aplicaci6n direda preferiblemente a 
la cabeza, y se puede war contra ratas, cucarachas y toda clase de pardsitos e insectos.. .heros 
tonado con coraz6n fine, la radical posici6n de elirinar y erradicar, por cualquier medio a toda 
clase de elelentos no aptos para convivir en sociedad, cow son atracadores, raponeros, 
aarihuaneros, bazukeros etc.. ."oted in Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamda lim~ieza social, 
Bogot6, CIWEP, 1993, pp. 27 and 46. 

251 Interview with Carlos Ivan Garcia in Bogotd, 16 August 1995. The dehwanization of victims 
of abuse is also a recurring there in O.S. history, for example, in the treatment of indigenous 
people in the 19th century and, lore recently, during the Vietnam war. Discussing the Vacit 
alliance in the use of violence between the governrent and private vigilante groups," Lynne B. 
Iglitzin states that 19th century "racist attitudes.. .served to rake the Indian dehumanized and 
alien for the dorinant majority, and thus campaigns to exteninate the Indian tribal enclaves, their 
culture and way of life received widespread popular support." Lynne B Iglitzin, Violent Conflict in 
Areri~aII Society, San Francisco, Chandler Publishing Company, 1972, p, 117. 

252 hor por Wellin = Love for Medellin 
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We recommend that decent, law abiding citizens not be on the 
streets past midnight, as de~ent~people have no business 
being out at those hours anyway. 

These examples suggest that "social cleansing" is not intended 

just to eliminate undesirable indiv 

message to others, explaining what 

and punishing severely those who do 

only spread verbally and in writing 

the "social cleansing" killings and 

duals, but is also about sending a 

s considered acceptable behaviour, 

not conform. This message is not 

but through the ritualistic ways 

other violent "cleansing" acts are 

carried out. Such rituals include burning the hands of thieves, 

castrating homosexuals, and sealing the mouths of street children with 

the industrial glue they sniff. The dumping of the "cleansing" victims 

in infamous "body-dumping spots" is another way to spread fear to wider 

sectors of society. In Bogota such spots are found, for example, in 

Usme, and by the highway to Choachi outside of Bogota. Even the pre- 

"cleansing" activities, such as circling around selected areas in Bogota 

in certain types of unmarked vehicles, form part of a wider scheme of 

terrorizing the potential victims and simultaneously sending a message 

to the wider population. Here again, Colombian "social cleansing" shows 

similarities to the "Petrus" killings in Indonesia in the early 1980s, 

as described by Bourchier: 

Criminals, gang members or ex-prisoners ... almost always 
young and male, would be met in their houses or in the 
streets by a group of four or five heavily built men. In 
many cases they would shoot their victim where they found 
him. More often they would bundle him (or them) into a jeep 
or Toyota Hardtop and drive off into the night. The victim 
would be taken to a quiet place and shot through the head 

253 nRecorendaros a la gente de bien no penanecer despu6s de las doce de la noche en la calle, 
ya que la gente de bien nada tiene que estar haciendo a esas horas fuera de su casa."f&oted in 
Carlos Rojas, La violencia llalada lim~ieza social, Boqotd, CINEP, 1993, p. 62. 



and chest at close range with .45 or .38 calibre pistols. 
His corpse would then either be tossed into a river or left 
in some public place ... 11 254 

The Colombian media, especially the newspapers, are another 

manifestation, and source, of negative attitudes towards street people. 

The biggest newspapers, such as El Tiemoo and El Esoectador in Bogota, 

often do not cover individual "cleansing" killings at all. This silence 

sends a clear message - that the lives of the urban poor are of lesser 

value. In smaller papers that do cover such killings, the vocabulary 

used to describe the victims and the perpetrators reveals a similar 

message. Victims tend to be described as "delinquents," "anti-social" 

elements, or persons with a "criminal past. "255 Perpetrators, on the 

other hand, are most often described in neutral terms, like "unknown 

armed men." 

The perception of street people as "dangerous" enemies of 

civilized society was clearly illustrated in the daily El Tiempo on 10 

August 1995.256 On a map of Bogota appeared 27 black dots. Each dot 

represented groups of street people deemed to be troublesome or 

dangerous. Accompanying articles provided details about the "problem" 

people. One noted, for example: "Carrera 7a. Calle 16 (Santander Park) 

25k David Bourchier, nCrime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia,"in Arief Budiman, ed., 
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, nonash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p. 
186. 

255 On 19 January 1993, for example, the newspaper La Libertad from Barranquilla, published a 
story about the execution-style killings of three men, stating that: 'Three well-known and dangerous 
delinquents were finished off by gunfireM"Tres reconocidos y peliqrosos anti-sociales fueron 
ultimados a tiros. 

256 See Illustration 1: Hap published in El Tiemw on 10 August 1995. 
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12 street kids become aggressive if you do not give them money. ""' The 

map was based on thousands of phonecalls from the pub1 ic. Many 

Colombians who work with street people considered this map to be a 

perfect tool for a "cleansing" group, as it gave both detailed 

descriptions of who the "dangerous" individuals were and where they 

could be found. 

ILLUSTRATION 1 

Yet the Colombian media do not work within a political or moral 

vacuum. The tone of many press reports is well in keeping with the 

257 Varrera 7a. Calle 16 (parque Santander): 12 qanines se ponen agresivos si no les dan 
plata. 

D a 
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discourse used by powerful social organizations, such as the merchants1 

gremio, FENALCO. While some of FENALCO1s views on street people have 

been outlined in previous chapters, one especially illustrative element 

of its perspective is worth mentioning here. FENALCO1s proposed solution 

to the "invasion of the public space" by street people is that they be 

forcibly removed from the cities to special agricultural farms, where 

they would be locked in and rehabilitated for between six months and two 

years. These "prisons for indigents," the organization claims, would 

transform the "indigents" into "productive citizens." Or as members of 

FENALCO's staff put it: "Indiaents go in, but persons come out."2" By 

talking about an "invasion" of street people and by portraying them as 

dishonest and dangerous, FENALCO has managed to construct a debate in 

which the human rights of these groups are disregarded. Rather than 

debating whether it would be morally - or indeed legally and 

constitutionally - acceptable to imprison people who have not committed 

crimes, FENALCO has focused the debate narrowly on issues of financial 

and logistical feasibility: who should pay for the prison farms and how 

the street people should be transported there. 

The perpetrators of "social cleansing" violence also find support 

for their views and actions in the discourse, attitudes, and policies of 

Colombian government officials. The campaign of Bogota Mayor Antanas 

Mockus to "recover the public space" for the Bogotanos is a case in 

point. Although this campaign originally had a broad focus - seeking to 

change parking habits and encouraging merchants to stop doing business 

258[hphasis added] Interview with FWALCO econo~ists Gabriel Antonio Guznan and Juan Pablo 
Leu in Bogotd, 25 August 1995. 



on the sidewalks - it has come increasingly to focus on the "invasion" 

of the "public space" by street people.25g Recent efforts to stop this 

"invasion" have included paving over parks where homeless people lived 

and turning off the water in fountains where street children bathed.260 

Negative attitudes towards the street people are also found at the 

highest levels of the national government. One of many ways in which 

these attitudes are manifested is in the steadfast refusal of successive 

Colombian governments to acknowledge official responsibility for the 

problem of "social cleansing." In the words of Hernando Valencia Villa, 

human rights delegate at the Procuraduria: "The government behaves as if 

denying 'social cleansing' will make it go away. And unfortunately, 

there is little pressure from society to make the government stop 

denying its existence. "261 

The current government has also sought to escape responsibility 

for "social cleansing" - and human rights more generally - by 

deliberately manipulating the meaning of words. In particular it has 

sought to construe clear human rights violations - such as "social 

259 The m e n t  campaign to beautify and reorganize the public space in Bogotd is not the first 
of its kind in Colonbia. In the lid-1980s tbe city of Cali carried out a sirilar carpaign under the 
slogan "A beautiful Cali is a clean Cali.Wat both these cleansing efforts have in c o m n  is that 
they have turned heavily against the street people. In Cali a ncleansing squadn started killing 
undesirable people, leaving notes bearing the city's slogan on the dead bodies. Alvaro Caracho, 
Vublic and Private Dilensions of Urban Violence in Calitn in Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Peiaranda, 
and Gonzalo S6nchez, eds., Violence in Colonbia: The Conterporarv Crisis in Historical Perspective, 
Delaware, Scholarly Resources, 1992, p. 256. 

260 Local official Javier Olar Ruiz, from the Veeduria Distrital, is highly critical of the 
treatrent of the street people in Boqotd, and he emphasized that there has to be negotiations about 
the public space with the street people, where their views are taken seriously: Were are they 
supposed to go if they can't stay on the streets? There have to be alternatives. It is irportant to 
rererber that street people also have rights. They are a social group, and they have the right to 
lake proposals to the rest of ~ociety.~ Interview with Javier Olar Ruiz in Boqotd, 15 August 1995. 

261 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Bogotd, 30 August 1995. 
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cleansing" - as common crimes. This confusion is not a misunderstanding 

of the meaning of human rights on the Colombian government's part, but a 

way to escape responsibility for actions by the security forces and 

is a 

iolations, 

their allies. The fact 

fundamental difference 

and Colombian authorit 

is that, legally and politically, there 

between street crime and human rights v 

ies are well aware of this difference. 262 

This is not simply a matter of theoretical debate. Official 

attitudes and linguistic deceptions have real consequences, as 
-3. 

I 

illustrated by the official reaction to the murder of an ex-convict in 

1986. In June 1992 the Colombian Council of State, the country's highest 

judicial administrative body, concluded that two police agents in the 

department of Antioquia were responsible for killing the ex-convict, 

Javier de Jesus Londofio Arango, because they be1 ieved him to be an 

"undesirable" and an "anti-social person with a criminal record." The 

Council of State ordered the Ministry of Defence to pay the equivalent 

of 500 grams of gold each to Londoiio's parents. However, the Ministry of 

Defence viewed the killing differently, and stated that: 

... there is no case for the payment for any compensation by 
the nation, particularly for an individual who was neither 
useful nor productive, either to society or to his family, 
but who was a vagrant whose presence nobody in the town of 
Liborina wanted. 

262 By definition violations of h u m  rights are acts committed by, or with the acquiescence 
of, agents of the state. The prevention of such acts, and the provision of redress is an obligation 
of states under international law. The Colorbian state has acknowledqed this responsibility not only 
in its own Constitution and do~estic laws, but by ratifying, for exarple, the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights of the United Nations (Un), and the herican Convention on Human 
Rights of the Organization of herican States (OM). 

26' Quoted in hnesty International, Political Violence in Colorbia: U r n  and Reality, London, 
narch 1994, p. 24. 
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If this is the view of the national Ministry of Defence, it is 

hardly surprising that negative attitudes have become commonplace within 

the security forces. In the words of the human rights delegate at the 

Procuradur ia, Hernando Valenc i a V i 1 la: 

The street people are not accepted as human beings. In the 
view of many within the security forces, not only do the 

L-, street people not have rights, not only are they 
' 'disposables,' but to eliminate them is to do society a 

favour. It is civic action. 264 

Yet perhaps more shocking is the fact that the President himself 

has begun to employ the discourse of "disposability." When the President 
w. - claims that it is necessary to carry out a "surgical cleansing"z65 of 

the "delinquents," official discourse becomes indistinguishable from 

that of the perpetrators of "social cleansing," and far removed from the 

fine words of the Colombian Con~titution.'~ In Colombia to "cleanse 

delinquents" means only one thing: to kill them. Even if it was not the 

President's intent ion, his choice of words effectively condoned, perhaps 

even encouraged, the crime of "social cleansing." 

Finally, a word about the role of international discourse and 

action in perpetuating the problem of "social cleansing." Colombian 

delegates to the UN, the OAS, and other international bodies, have 

frequently emphasized the importance of respecting human rights. By 

pointing to the wide range of - largely ineffective - human rights 

264 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Boqotd, 30 August 1995. 

265 It is interesting to note that the V e t m u  killings in Indonesia were described by 
Indonesian officials as a %urgical operation."Justus van der Kroef, %tm: Patterns of 
Prophylactic Uurder in Indonesia, Qian Survey, 25 (July 1985) : 752. 

nPalabras del Seiior Presidente de la Repalica, Doctor Ernesto Sanper Pizano, en el a d o  de 
suscripci6n del Acuerdo Nacionai Contra la Violencia, "Elogotd, 16 Auqust 1995. 



initiatives taken by successive governments, Colombia has managed for 

years to escape strong international criticism. While recent reports on 

Colombia from the UN and the OAS have explicitly criticized both human 

rights violations in general and "social cleansing" in particular, 267 

this has not resulted in an appreciable change in either the 

government's attitude or behaviour. 

One reason for this lack of change is that in spite of the strong 

words from major international bodies, the Colombian government has 

continued to receive both sympathy and concrete financial support from 

other governments, ostensibly for its armed struggle against guerrilla 

groups and drug-traffickers. This has done little to stop the violence; 

indeed, by providing a constant flow of funding and supplies to the 

security forces, and crucial international political support, it may in 

fact have helped to exacerbate the problem. The comparison with the 

"Petrus" killings in Indonesia is again revealing. While the Indonesian 

government has generally enjoyed considerable international support 

despite an ongoing human rights crisis, the international community did 

react strongly against the "Petrus" killings, and thereby helped to stop 

268 them. No such open international pressure has yet been applied to the 

Colombian government, and so the "social cleansing" continues. 

267 See, for example, Organization of Alerican States, Inter-herican Couission on Human 
Rights, g a ,  Washinf on D.C., 1994; United 
Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint report of the Special Ramrteur on the auestion of 
torture, Hr. Niael S Rodlev, and the Special Ra~porteur on extraiudicial. suuarv or arbitrary 
executions, Hr. Bacre Walv Ndiave, submitted pursuant to Couission on Human Riahts resolutions 
1994137 and 1994182, 16 January 1995. 

268 Justus van der Kroef, nPetrus: Patterns of Prophylactic Murder in Indonesia, "ian Survey, 
25 (July 1985) : 745-769. 



6. CONCLUSION 

I began this thesis by identifying three broad analytical problems 

raised by the phenomenon of "social cleansing" in Colombia. However, 

owing to the remarkable lack of scholarly literature on the subject, and 

particularly in view of the absence of basic historical and social 

information, the thesis was organized around three more manageable, 

substantive questions: First, who are the victims of "social cleansing" 

and why have they been targeted? Second, who actually carries out this 

violence, and how do they operate? And, third, how can "social 

cleansing" persist? Evidence pertinent to each of these questions was 

presented in Chapters 3 through 5. It is now time to review that 

evidence, and to reflect on its broader significance with a view to 

unravel 1 ing the analytical problems posed at the outset. 

In Chapter 3 we learned that the principal victims of "social 

cleansing" in Colombia include the homeless, street children, 

prostitutes, transvestites, garbage recyclers, poor youth, and petty 

drug dealers; people known colloquially as "disposables." In contrast to 

many victims of state violence - who are targeted because of their 

political beliefs, activities, or membership in organizations considered 

to be "subversive" - the evidence revealed that Colombia's "disposables" 

are victimized mainly because they are the bearers of unwelcome social 

and economic attributes. 

In an effort to determine more precisely the attributes that make 

them especially vulnerable to "social cleansing," I examined the life 
b 

circumstances of four identifiable communities of "disposables" - iieros 
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and street children, garbage recyclers, prostitutes and transvestites, 

and poor suburban youth. I found that, while there are significant 

differences among them, these communities share certain characteristics 

that make them especially despised and, at the same time, vulnerable to 

"cleansing": they are generally poor and suffer health problems; the 

streets are their workplace and often their home; they work within the 

large informal sector of the Colombian economy; and, many of them, 

although not all, are criminals, drug addicts, or both. I also found 

that violence against street people in Colombia appears to be more 

common at times of intense public concern about insecurity and crime. 

The available evidence suggests that this pattern is fueled by a 

perception, common not only in Colombia, that today's street children 

are tomorrow's bandits, and that the most efficient way to solve the 

problem is simply to kill them. 

In Chapter 4 the focus shifted from the victims to the %- 
perpetrators of "social cleansing." The evidence presented revealed the 

pervasive involvement of police in "social cleansing" operations. Police 

and government officials strenuously deny systematic involvement, but 

the evidence of official complicity is strong. This complicity takes 

several forms, ranging from the active organization of "cleansing" 

operations by police officers, through direct involvement as 

perpetrators in these operations, to acquiescence and failure to 

apprehend the "death squads" that often carry them out. 

While noting this common thread of official complicity and 

acquiescence, I argued that there appear to be two dynamics at work 
, 
I behind the phenomenon of "social cleansing," each involving a different 
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set of actors, and a distinct modus operandi. In the first dynamic, 

which I described as "semi-spontaneous," the violence is carried out 

mainly by on-duty pol ice, and sometimes by private security guards. 

These attacks are often perpetrated with the aim of controlling crime or 

punishing street people who have failed to fulfil their "duties" towards 

state agents. In the second dynamic, which I called "mercenary" 

violence, the perpetrators often belong to "death squads" which receive 

money and other backing to carry out the "cleansing." While the actual 

hitmen are usually off-duty and ex-police officers and off-duty private 

security guards, the chief instigators are civilians, including business 

people, members of civic groups called Juntas de Accion Comunal, and 

criminal elements. 

In Chapter 5 I argued that the "cleansing" operations follow a 

chilling logic stemming, first, from serious flaws in the judicial 

system and, second, from a public discourse of "disposability." 

Shortcomings in the Colombian judicial system have helped to ensure that 

the perpetrators of "social cleansing" and other human rights violations 

are seldom, if ever, brought to justice, giving them the impression that 

they are above the law. Their actions have been further stimulated by 

the character of the public discourse about street people and human 

rights. Expressed in the media, by powerful social groups, and by high 

ranking off i c i a1 s of the government and the security forces, the 

discourse of "disposabi 1 ity" has served to make violence against street 

people appear uncontroversial. Both of these dynamics stem from a lack 

of political will on the part of the country's political and military 
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leadership to bring an end to "social cleansing" and other serious human 

rights violations. 

The systematic murder and abuse of marginal social groups in 

Colombia, and the broader pattern of human rights violations of which 

these form a part, are often described as a paradox or an inevitable 

product of the country's uniquely violent "culture." I believe that the 

substantive evidence presented in this study, and summarized above, 

demonstrates that the problem of "social cleansing" in Colombia is 

neither mysterious nor culturally unique, but a logical consequence of 

discernible and generalizable social, political and economic forces. To 

understand better how these conclusions have been reached, and their 

broader implications, let us now return to the three analytical problems 

posed at the outset. 

I asked first: How can we explain the systematic murder of 

marginal social groups in a country widely regarded as an economic 

success story, and considered to be one of Latin America's most stable 

democracies? The question is best answered in two parts, referring first 

to the issue of democracy, and then to the matter of economic success. 

Colombia's reputation as one of Latin America's most stable 

democracies i s  misleading. For while the country has established and 

maintained over several decades many of the formal mechanisms of 

democracy - such as an elected legislature, some competition between 

political parties, and several decades of civilian rule - in some 

respects Colombian political life remains deeply undemocratic. An 

appreciation of the disjuncture between the formal and the informal 

structures of political power takes us some way toward an explanation of 
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the phenomenon of "social cleansing," and of human rights abuse more 

generally. 

The political role of the security forces has been a particularly 

important dimension of this problem. For more than four decades the 

Colombian security forces have avoided the most conventional and 

dramatic form of military intervention in politics, the coup d'etat. 

Yet, this has not meant that the security forces have been politically 

insignificant. On the contrary, as this study has shown, despite their 

formal subordinat ion to the civi 1 ian government, the Colombian security 

forces appear to have achieved a considerable degree of autonomy from 

civilian interference. Indeed, it is arguably because their freedom has 

been so great that they have found it unnecessary to resort to forceful 

intervention. After the imposition of a state of emergency in August 

1995, Sonia Zambrano of the Comision Andina de Juristas commented: 

"Samper is no longer the master of his government. He has presented it 

as a gift to the right. Here, a military coup is not necessary. The 

security forces are happy. "'" 
The connection between the autonomy of the security forces and the 

persistence of "social cleansing" is clear. As this study has shown, 

many of the perpetrators are drawn from the security forces, or are 

members of paramilitary groups that operate with their acquiescence. To 
, 

the extent that they are given the freedom to commit such crimes without 
1 
I fear of punishment, there is no reason to believe that they will stop. 
! 
E 
I But the explanation of "social cleansing" cannot stop there. The 

1 autonomy of the security forces implies a significant degree of 

269 Interview with Sonia Zarbrano in Boqoti, 31 August 1995. 
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acquiescence by other elements of the state. Colombian government 

authorities have frequently claimed that "social cleansing" and other 

political violence is beyond their capacity to control. Yet, the 

evidence in this study suggests a different conclusion: that key 

elements of the state, including the Presidency and the judiciary, 

effectively condone "social cleansing." 

Turning now to the second part of the question, it might be 

argued, for example, that the government policies that have been 

instrumental in making Colombia an economic "success story" have 

contributed to the problem of "social cleansing." Impressive aggregate 

growth statistics have not spared the country from serious poverty and 

inequality. Alongside a prosperous and powerful economic elite, there 

has emerged a deeply impoverished and marginal ized urban underclass. 

This study has shown that the gap between the two is not simply a matter 

of unequally distributed material wealth. It is also a social and a 

political gap which significantly influences attitudes, discourse, and 

behaviour on both sides of the divide. This gap appears to 1 ie at the 

heart of the problem of "social cleansing." 

Moreover, it might also be argued that the economic strategies 

pursued by successive Colombian governments have encouraged the view 

that fundamental human rights - such as the right to life, and the right 

to be free from torture - should sometimes take a secondary position to 

economic growth and " stabi 1 i ty. " The government's economic pol icies are 

consistent with, and tend to support, the view that the concern for 

civil and political rights is premature and inappropriate in a country 

still struggling to achieve sustained economic growth. This marketplace 
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philosophy appears to have fostered the sort of attitudes and discourse 

which have allowed "social cleansing" to breed and thrive. 

An even clearer manifestation of state responsibility for, and 

acquiescence of, "social cleansing" lies in its conspicuous reluctance 

or inability to punish the perpetrators. This shortcoming lies at the 

heart of the answer to the second broad question posed at the outset: 

How can we reconcile the failure of the state to bring to justice the 
\ 

perpetrators of this violence with the government's statements of 

support for human rights, and with the country's supposed tradition of 

respect for the rule of law? Here again, the question is best answered 

in two parts, referring first to the matter of government statements 

regarding human rights and second, to the issue of respect for the rule 

of law. 

With respect to the first, this study has demonstrated that the 

- government's rhetoric of unequivocal respect for human rights cannot be 

accepted at face value. For, alongside that rhetoric, designed primari ly 

for consumption by a local middle class and the international community, 

is a discourse of "disposability" that paves the way for, perhaps even 

encourages, repression. Once this duality is understood, it is a 

relatively simple matter to reconcile the rhetoric of human rights with 

the reality of impunity for the perpetrators of "social cleansing." 

Unfortunately, the government's rhetorical claims in support of 

human rights and democracy have won uncritical acceptance both among 

Colombia's middle classes, and within the international community, while 

the state's responsibility for human rights abuse has generally been 

obscured or ignored. The reasons are not difficult to discern. While 



recognizing the importance of the democratic veneer, Colombia's middle 

classes, and in particular its powerful business groups (the gremios) , 

have grown impatient with the myriad social and political problems that 

seem to interfere with their own economic objectives, and have begun to 

demand swift and "effective" measures by the government. "Social 

cleansing" provides a simple answer to these demands. The motives of 

members of tbe international community are simi larly self - interested. 

Geoffrey Robinson's observations about human rights in Southeast Asia 

are equally pertinent to the case of Colombia. 

Even those most vocal in their insistence on adherence to 
and respect for universal human rights standards have found 
it expedient to modify their rhetoric and adjust their 
action to accomnodate other foreign policy needs, such as 
the maintenance and improvement of trade relations, 
investment opportunities, and security arrangements. Only 
where these other foreign policy goals have been positively 
served, or not unduly disrupted, have human rights 
considerations actually been accorded a significant 
priority, and the rhetoric matched by concrete action. 
Where, on the other hand, these objectives have collided in 
a significant way, concern over human rights has almost 
uniformly taken a back seat.*'' 

With respect to the second part of the question, this study makes 

it clear that Colombia's supposed tradition of respect for the rule of 

law needs to be critically reexamined. As in the case of the political 

system, so in the case of the legal system, it is necessary to 

distinguish between the formal elements and the informal reality. 

Colombia does have an elaborate network of institutions and laws 

designed, ostensibly, to protect human rights, and its new Constitution 

does guarantee many fundamental rights and freedoms. Yet, on the 

270 Geoffrey B. ~obinson, "Human Rights in Southeast Asia: Rhetoric and Reality,"in David 
Wurfel and Bruce Burton, eds., Southeast Asia in a New World Order, Hamillan Press Series in 
International Political Econoly , f orthcoring 1996. 



evidence presented in this study, this impressive legal infrastructure 

is often rendered meaningless either by other laws and decrees which are 

more authoritarian in their intent, or by the simple failure of the 

state to abide by its own laws. 

Examples of the former problem include the protection of the 
I 

security forces from the civilian judicial process through the 

preservation of the military court system, and the routine invocation of 

emergency rule by a series of governments. The clearest possible example 

of the latter problem is the involvement of the state in the 

extrajudicial execution of its own people. As David Bourchier notes with 

respect to the Petrus killings in Indonesia: 

... they demonstrated the ease with which the state is able 
to sidestep constitutional restraints and deploy extra-legal 
violence against people when it chooses to do so. There can 
be no more fundamental expression, after all, of the 
despotic power of a state over its citizens than is 
represented by their selective murder .'" 
This study suggests that the long term legacy of these tendencies 

in Colombia has been a weakening of the tradition of respect for the 

rule of law. Apart from helping to explain the ever widening spiral of 

societal violence in Colombia, that weakening appears to have 

contributed to the peculiar persistence of "social cleansing" and to the 

pattern of serious human rights violations more broadly. The state's own 

lack of respect for the rule of law may also help to explain the resort 

to increasingly violent methods by other political groups, including 

left-wing guerrillas. In a depressing development, some such groups have 

17' David Bourchier, nCrile, Law and State Authority in Indonesia," in Arief Budiran, ed., 
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Uonash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p. 
200. 
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begun to conduct their own "social cleansing" campaigns, apparently 

mimicking the methods employed by the Colombian state. 

To sum up, this study argues that "social cleansing," and other 

kinds of human rights violations in Colombia, are the product of a 

political system which, despite its democratic veneer, is both highly 
/ 

authoritarian and oriented toward the demands of powerful business 
, 
groups, and in which the security forces and their paramilitary allies 

have been granted considerable autonomy. It also argues that "social 

cleansing" persists because there is an absence of political will on the 

part of Colombia's political, military, and economic elites to tackle 

the problem at its roots. This lack of will appears to stem, in part, 

from the fact that "social cleansing" actually serves the interests of 

these elites. 

A further conclusion of this study is that the political and legal 

responsibility for "social cleansingH rests in large measure with the 

Colombian state. This finding is based on three related considerations: 

state agents are among the main perpetrators of "social cleansing" 

violence; the state has provided a1 1 perpetrators with encouragement in 

the form of a supportive discourse and legislation; and the state has 

failed to take the necessary political and legal action to stop the 

violence. 

Turning now to the final question posed at the outset: What can 

the Colombian experience with "social cleansing" tell us about similar 

phenomena in other parts of the world? Though any general conclusions 

must be considered only tentative hypotheses deserving further study, 

the Colombian case suggests, first, the need to look beyond the outward 
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forms of a political system in assessing the likelihood of all kinds of 

human rights violations. It also reveals that the formal institutions of 

democracy provide no guarantee against state repression, and that no 

pol it ical-system is free from the danger of human rights abuse. Writing 

in the early 1970s, Lynne B. Iglitzin observed that: 

The conventional wisdom.. .sees democracies as resting on a 
consensual basis, with violence occurring only sporadically 
and on abnormal occasions. Totalitarian systems, on the 
other hand, are seen as employing violence methodically to 
maintain themselves in power. This simplistic view is 
total ly inaccurate in both its a 1 legat ions: democracies do 
regularly employ a variety of coercive techniques as part of 
the normal functioning of the system, and totalitarian 
governments do strive at building consent and support for 
their regimes, which could not function long on terror and 
coercion alone. 272 

Yet, if all states employ violence in some measure to secure 

political compliance, the evidence from Colombia indicates that there 

may be certain structural characteristics that make serious violations 

more likely to occur in some systems than in others. It suggests, first, 

that the likelihood of serious human rights violations increases 

dramatically where the security forces are given substantial autonomy, 

regardless of the formal mechanisms or laws designed to check them. 

Second, it reveals the potential significance of public rhetoric not 

only in encouraging human rights abuse, but also in obscuring the issue 

of responsibility or culpability. And finally, it offers a warning of 

the serious consequences when a state, or important elements within it, 

exhibit contempt for the rule of law. 

17' Lynne 8. Iglitzin, Violent Conflict in Awican Society, San Francisco, Chandler Publishing 
Conpany, 1972, p. 103. 
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Appendix 1 - Interviews Conducted during Field Research in Bogota 

For reasons of security, a number of interviews conducted for this study 
are not listed here. They include interviews with victims of "social 
cleansing," members of the police, staff at private security companies, 

\ local human rights observers, and some NGO-representat ives. In some 
cases, interviewees explicitly requested anonymity while in others the 
decision to protect their identity was my own. 

- Jefe Seccion Investigacion, Instituto Nacional 
de Medicina Legal y Ciencias Forenses, 22 August 1995. 

Betancourt, - Apoyemonos, Fundacion Colombiana de Apoyo en 
Sida, Hepatitis y Enfermedades de Transmision Sexual, 14 August 
1995. 

Betancourt T., Marcela - Jefe de Prensa, Instituto Nacional de Medicina 
Legal y Ciencias Forenses, 22 August 1995. 

Cabrera F.. O l ~ a  - Directora Area de Proyectos Especiales, Camara de 
Comercio, 17 August 1995. 

Camacho G.. A l v a r ~  - Consejero para la Seguridad, Alcaldia Mayor de 
Santafe de Bogota, 29 August 1995. 

Cantor, Jose Joaauin - Medico, Programa de Atencion a1 Menor de la 
Calle, Cruz Roja Colombiana, 11 August 1995. 
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Corporacion Extramuros - 14 August 1995. 

Cristancho. Javier, Teniente, Policia Metropolitana Bogota, 24 August 
1995. 

El-iach. Sonia - Coordinadora Area Politicas, Consejeria Presidencial 
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E l ,  14 August 1995. 
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Garcia S.. Carlos Ivan - Director, Centro de Promocion Ecumenica y 
Social (CEPECS), 16 August 1995. 

Gomez G., Mauricio - Coronel, Jefe Programa de Participacion 
Comunitaria, Pol icia Metropol itana Bogota, 24 August 1995. 

Gomez U., Alejandro - Fundacion Social, 18 August 1995. 



Gonzalez V.. Mario - Comisionado Nacional para la Policia, 1 September 
1995. 

Guzman G.. Gabriel Antonio - Economi sta, Departamento de Invest igaciones 
Juridicas y Economicas, Federacion Nacional de Comerciantes 
(FENALCO), 25 August 1995. 

Lara. Carlos A. - Director, Programa Bosconia, Instituto Distrital para 
\ la Proteccion de la Niiiez, 31 August 1995. 

Lema F.. Juan Pablo - Economista, Departamento de Investigaciones 
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(FENALCO), 25 August 1995. 
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Madr id-Malo Gar izabal . Mario - Director Nacional de Promocion y 
Divulgacion de Derechos Humanos, Defensor ia del Pueblo, 28 August 
1995. 

Medina M.. Carlos HUQO - Asesor, Vicefiscalia, Fiscalia General de la 
Nacion, 24 August 1995. 

Mellizo, Wilson - Briznas de Vida, 21 August 1995. 

Moreno L., Julio Cesar - Coronel, Jefe Oficina de 10s Derechos Humanos, 
Policia Nacional, 18 August 1995. 

Ortiz. Ale-iandro - Abogado, Teniente, DIJIN, Policia Nacional, 30 August 
19%. 

Perez G.. Diego - Jefe Oficina de Derechos Humanos, Centro de 
Invest igacion y Educacion Popular (CINEP) , 9 August 1995. 

Personeria Distrital Boaota, 16 August 1995. 

Pinto, Debsy - Directora, Asociacion de Recicladores de Bogota, 25 
August 1995. 

Rincon, Rafael - Personero de Medellin, Personeria de Medellin 
[Interview conducted in Bogota], 29 august 1995. 

Robles C., Gloria - Coordinadora del Programa para la Poblacion de la 
Calle, Procuraduria General de la Nacion, 28 August 1995. 

Ro-ias, Car 10s E. - Invest igador , Centro de Invest igacion y Educacion 
Popular (CINEP), 8 August 1995. 

Ross. Timothv - Journalist, 12 and 21 August 1995. 



Ruiz, Javier Omar - Veeduria Distrital Bogota, 15 August 1995. 

Ruiz G., Esmeralda - Defensora Delegada para 10s Derechos del Niiio, la 
Mujer y el Anciano, Defensoria del Pueblo, 28 August 1995. 

Ruiz S.. Carlos Alberto - Instituto Latinoamericano de Servicios 
Alternativos (ILSA), 31 August 1995. 

\ Seauridad Canina, 27 August 1995. 

\ - Director Nacional de Atencion y Tram 
Quejas, Defensoria del Pueblo, 24 August 1995. 
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BQ - Procurador Delegado para 10s Derechos 
Humanos, Procuraduria General de la Nacion, 30 August 1995. 

Varuas A., Jeannette - Abogada, Oficina Permanente de Derechos Humanos, 
24 August 1995. 

Villamil, Amanda - Oficina de Identificacion, Instituto Nacional de 
Medicina Legal y Ciencias Forenses, 24 August 1995. 

Zalazar, Albeiro - Conferencia Episcopal, 15 August 1995. 

Zambrano G.. Sonia - Abogada, Comision Andina de Juristas, Seccional 
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Appendix 2 - Selected Definitions 

"Cleansinq squads" - Parami 1 itary/parapol ice groups special izing in 
"social cleansing." (See also, Paramilitary groups, "Social cleansing," 
and Vigilantes) 

Human rights - the inherent civil and political rights of every human 
being - such as the right to life, and the right not to be subjected to 
torture - as expressed in the United Nation's Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and in international human rights conventions .273 There are 
two other categories of human rights: first, economic, cultural, and 
social rights and, second, collective rights. While most governments in 
the world have committed themselves to fully respect the civil and 
political rights, the two other categories are still merely goals. In 
this thesis, the term human rights means civil and political rights. 

Human riuhts violation - a violation of any of the civil or political 
rights as defined above. Only governments can ratify the international 
conventions that guarantee respect for human rights. It follows that 
only state agents, or those who work with the acquiescence or support of 
the state, can violate human rights. When an armed opposition group 
commits an act of violence it is, in law, not a human rights violation 
per se, but rather a violation of international humanitarian law,2" or 
simply an act of criminal violence. 

Im~unity - the failure of a state's judicial system to bring to justice 
those who break the law. Most comnonly used to describe immunity from 
prosecution by members of police and armed forces. 

Paramilitarv uroups - organized armed groups working with some degree of 
state acquiescence or support. Some parami 1 itary groups do in fact 
consist entirely of members of the security forces. Here the term 
paramilitary includes what is sometimes called parapolice (See also, 
Vigilantes). 

Political killinas - politically motivated killings committed by state 
agents, with state acquiescence, or by armed opposition groups. Not all 
political killings can be classified as human rights violations (See 
also, Human rights violation). 

273 These include, for example, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), and the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhwan or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment. 

271 International huranitarian law is spelled out in the rules of aned conflict, as stipulated 
in the Geneva Conventions. 



"Social cleansinq" - the systematic elimination and abuse of 
marginal ized and/or impoverished sectors of a population, often defined 
as "disposable" people by the perpetrators. Victims commonly include 
street chi ldren, the homeless, prostitutes, transvestites, petty 
criminals, drug addicts and garbage recyclers. 

Vigilantes - individuals or groups who carry out violent acts designed 
to enforce their own view of a desired social or political order. In 
defending that order they themselves violate the law. Paramilitary 
groups are onlyone type of vigilante, distinguished by their links with 
the state. Other types include lynch mobs. (See also, Paramilitary 
groups). 


