"SOCIAL CLEANSING" IN COLOMBIA

by
Lovisa Stannow

B.A., Stockholm University

THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF
THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTER OF ARTS
in the Department
of

Spanish and Latin American Studies

(©Lovisa Stannow 1996
SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY
January 1996
A1l rights reserved. This work may not be

reproduced in whole or in part, by photocopy
or other means, without permission of the author.




Name:
Degree:

Title:

Examining Committee:

Chair:

Senior Supervisor

APPROVAL

Lovisa Berit Cecilia Stannow
Master of Arts

‘Social Cleansing’ in Colombia

Maureen A. Covell, Professor and Acting Chair
Spanish and Latin American Studies

1
!

Ronald Newton,-Professorl .
History

Geoffrey Spurlifg, Assistan} Professor
Spanish and Lati) American Studies

Conrad‘Herold, LT Assi'sta}lt Professor
Spanish and Latin American Studies

Andrew D. HeardNAssistant Professor
Political Science
External Examiner

Date Approved: QLL«L 0 /96



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LICENSE

I hereby grant to Simon Fraser University the right to lend my thesis, project
or extended essay (the title of which is shown below) to users of the Simon Fraser
University Library, and to make partial or single copies only for such users or in
response to a request from the library of any other university, or other
educational institution, on its own behalf or for one of its users. I further agree
that permission for multiple copying of this work for scholarly purposes may be
granted by me or the Dean of Graduate Studies. It is understood that copying or
publication of this work for financial gain shall not be allowed without my
written permission.

Title of Thesis/Project/Extended Essay

‘Social Cleansing’in Colombia

Author:
(signature)

(name)

1O Jannanny 19796

(date)




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 becauée the practice of "social
cleansing" is effective]y 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.
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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."
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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 killings® in Co1ombia today are confirmed to be

! The term "social cleansing" should not be confused with the term "ethnic cleansing," which is
used to describe the systematic elimination, or forced resettlement, of an ethnic group.

2 United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Report of the Special Rapporteur on the
Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or

Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Ndiaye, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights
resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995, p. 16.

3 In this study, the term "political killings" is used to describe politically motivated
killings committed by state agents, with state acquiescence, or by armed opposition groups. This
definition is commonly 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. 3ee also "Human rights violation" 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" operations 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.° 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, Bogotd, Bucaramanga, Cali,
Mede11in, and Pereira.’

"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

4 Conisién Andina de Juristas, The Human Rights Situation in Colombia; Complex but not
Confusing, Bogotd, June 1993, p. 1.

5 carlos Rojas, La vjolencia llamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, pp. 15-16.

6 The practice of tattooing undesired individuals was not a uniquely Colombian 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 English: A Social History 1066-1945, London,
Harper Collins Publishers, 1994, p. 182.

7 see Map 1: Colombia - major centres of "social cleansing."



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 1little
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 operations.’ Another source states that in
1994 "vigilante gangs killed 305 vagrants and street drug dealers" in
"social cleansing" campaigns.” The Jesuit think-tank Centro de
Investigacion y Educacidn Popular (CINEP), confirmed 118 "social
cleansing" killings 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

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

9 Comisién Andina de Juristas, From Words to Deeds: Panorama of Human Rights and Humanitarian
Law in Colombia - 1994, Bogotd, December 1994, p. 5.

10 nqne Vigilante Response,” 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.

11 centro de Investigacién y Educacién Popular, Cien Dfas 7 (May-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
Bogotd and Medellin.” 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

nlé

action to halt the spread of that cancer.

12 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa, human rights delegate in the Procuraduria General de
la Nacién, in Bogotd, 30 Auqust 1995.

1 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 inteqrity,
health and social security, a balanced diet, their name and citizenship, to have a family 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 forms 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
Colombia." The constitution goes on to declare that it is the responsibility of the family, society
and the state to quarantee these rights, and that the rights of children have priority over the

rights of others. Presidencia de la Repiblica, Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights:
Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993, article 44.

1 Amnesty International, Colombia: Children and Minors: Victims of Political Violence, London,
June 1994, p. 2.

13 statistics from Centro de Investigacion y Educacién Popular, "Banco de datos de derechos
humanos: Fenémeno de intolerancia social, 1993-1994," Bogotd, 1995.

16 United Nations, Committee on the Rights of the Child, Fifth Session: Colombia, summary
record of the first part (public) of the 115th meeting, 20 January 1994, p. 2.
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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
Seguridad, DAS), former police, and private security guards. Different
constellations of these groups often constitute the fearsome "cleansing
squads," that bear names like "Mano Negra," "Terminator," "Los
Magnificos," "Los Cobras," "Sweet Dreams," "Muerte a Gamines," "Muerte a
Homosexuales Peligrosos," and "Toxicol-90.""*

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 (Operacién Estrella) in a poor borough in southern

17 The term "state" is used here as a short-hand for the set of political institutions
responsible for the primary tasks of public adwinistration, ensuring the conditions for surplus
extraction, and the preservation of law and order.

18 Mano Negra = Black Hand, Los Magnificos = The Magnificent Ones, Los Cobras = The Cobras,
Muerte a Gamines = Death to Street Children, Muerte a Homoseyuales Peligrosos = Death to Dangerous
Homosexuals. Toxicol-90 is the name of a pesticide.




Bogotd, the organization Comisidon Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz

wrote in 1995:

DAS agents have participated in QOperacidn 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
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.”

A11 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

iviolence 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 César

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 colleaque,
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

Bupy [la Operacién Estrella] han participado agentes del DAS apoyados por miembros de la
comunidad. Integrantes de la Policia civica han venido insistiendo a la poblacién para que
consideren estos hechos como ‘normales’ y como ‘la Unica forma de garantizar la sequridad’...
Tambien se ha denunciado que el cabo Velandia, adscrito a la Estacién de Policia del barrio La
Aurora, recorre el sector vestido de civil, en carros y motocicletas sin placas. En estos
recorridos, especialmente nocturnos, ha golpeado y amanezado a varios jévenes." Comisidn
Intercongreqacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin Informativo Justicia y Paz 8 (April-June 1995): 78.
Operacion Estrella = Operation Star.

2 Interview with Colonel Julio César Moreno in Bogotd, 18 August 1995.




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.”

The evidence in this study will demonstrate that these are
deceitful claims. State agents, including police, have unquestionably
been responsible for "social cleansing." 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
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 available English-language academic literature
on Colombia for information about "social cleansing" will 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 Mauricio Gémez in Bogotd, 24 August 1995.

it




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
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.” 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 js 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

2 Leuis Aptekar, Street Children of Cali, Durham, Duke University Press, 1988.

2 patrick Breslin, "Can Development be a Two-Way Street?" Grassroots Development 14 (no. 2,
1990): 27.
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as an introduction to contemporary political institutions and issues.®
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
"democratic" 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 po]itica1 and economic autonomy. Standard scholarly
treatments also divert attention from the fact that, despite a highly
developed jUdicia] 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

X pavid Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia: A Nation in Spite of Itself, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1993; Robert H. Dix, The Politics of Colombia, New York, Praeger
Publishers, 1987; Harvey F. Kline, Colombia: Portrait of Unity 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 1980s.” 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 publications focusing specif%ca11y on the problem of "social
cleansing," but the bhenomenon has been treated in broader studies on
the subject of political or urban violence.

In their book Colombia: Ciudad y violencia, sociologists Alvaro .-
Camacho and Alvaro Guzmdn, for example, provide both a qualitative 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

Bna passage typifying standard scholarly characterizations of the Colombian economy and
political system, John D. Martz writes that: "...Colombia now enjoys one of the healthiest and most
flourishing economies in Latin Awerica. And in political terms its democratic structures,
notwithstanding inevitable flaws, are among the most solid on the continent." John D. Martz, Current
distory 93 (March 1994): 134.
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perpetrators to "teach a lesson about what behaviour is acceptable and "~
what will be condemned."” "Social cleansing," then, is used by the
perpetrators to make known the lTimits of behaviour deemed acceptable,
and to punish those whose actions, occupation, or identity fall outside
of that framework of acceptance. Criminality and homosexuality, they
arqgue, are characteristics that typically attract the attention of the
"social cleansers," but many of the victims are also targeted simply
because they are bgarers of a certain identity, such as being poor or
unhealthy.

Another recent study of_urban violence, this one focusing solely
on Bogotd, is La violencia en Santafé de Bogotd 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...”

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 parainstitucional, paramilitar y parapolicial en Colombia,

2% . dar una leccién sobre las conductas esperadas y las que se censuran." Alvaro Camacho,
and Alvaro Guzmén, Colombia: Ciudad y violencia, Bogotd, Ediciones Foro Nacionmal, 1990, p. 159.

27 w1al vez la nayor demostracién de intolerancia y de incapacidad de la sociedad para
confrontar sus problemas y buscar soluciones reales a los mismos, es el asesinato de personas
motivado en que representan sectores sociales o ideas adversas a las de sus ejecutores o
inspiradores..." Guillermo Seqgovia Mora, La violencia en Santafé de Bogotd, Bogotd, 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 Colombia.” The most recent book of

this genre, "Limpieza social", la gquerra contra la indigencia 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

"¥ and argues that

against those who are considered "unworthy of living,
the violence is rooted in the way individuals are valued in today’s

Colombia.

% Carlos M. Gallego, and Mireya T. Ardila, La violencia parainstitucional, paramilitar y
parapolicial en Colombia, Bogotd, Rodriguez Quito Editores, 1994, p. 60.

2 some current works in this genre are: Sandra Mateus Guerrero, "Limpieza social", la querra
contra la indigencia, Bogotd, Ediciones Temas de Hoy, 1995; Maria Soledad Rico Sanin, El delito de
existir, Bogotd, Editorial Oveja Negra, 1993; and Carlos Sanchez Ocampo, El contrasuefio: Historias
de 1a vida desechable, Medellin, Editorial Universidad de Antioquia, 1993.

3 "indignos de continuar 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

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 publications of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
inter-governmental organizations (IGOs) provide an additional source of
valuable information about the phenomenon of "social cleansing." These
documents provide detailed descriptions of specific incidents of "social

cleansing," often identifying both victims and the precise circumstances
of their death.® They 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.® Some of these

q "Hoy en dfa el valor del individuo se mide con base no en su calidad de ser humano, sino en
funcién de sus aportes a la sociedad. Y si se sique esa regla, los indigentes sélo aportan suciedad
y desorden, es decir, no valen...El asesinato se ha convertido en un mensaje: si usted duerme en las
aceras de las calles, si roba, si vive en un barrio marginado y se retine en las esquinas, correrd el
riesqo de morir." Mateus Guerrero, pp. 144-145.

32 see, for example, Amnesty International, Colombia: Children and Minors: Victims of Political
Violence, London, June 1994; Human Rights Watch/Americas, Generation Under Fire: Children and
Violence in Colombia, New York, 1994; Instituto Latinoamericano de Servicios Legales Alternativos
(ILSA), "Social Cleansing" in Colombia and Brazjl: Genocide of the Poor, Bogotd, working paper,
December 1993; Comisién Intercongreqacional Justicia y Paz, Boletfn Informativo Justicia y Paz,
1993-1995; Organization of American states, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Second Report
on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1994; Carlos Rojas, La violencia
llamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993; United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint
Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special

Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Ndiaye, submitted
pursuant to Commission on Human Rights resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995.

s See, for example, The Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales, Two Sides of the
Mirror: Human Rights in Colombia 1994, London, January 1995; Comisién Andina de Juristas - Seccional
Colombiana, Colombia: From the New Constitution to the Weakening of the Rule of Law, Bogotd, July

1994, Democracia, derechos humanos y administracién de justicia en la Region Andina, Bogotd, March
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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 limpieza

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 marginality, the growing phenomenon of delinquency, the
inefficiency of the state’s justice system - resulting in impunity - and
the demands for private solutions to the problem of insecurity."”

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 Impunidad en Colombia, Bogotd, 21 July 1994; and The Lawyers Committee for Human Rights,
Colombia: Public Order, Private Injustice, New York, 1994.

3 See, for example, Juan Pablo Ordofiez, No Human Being Is Disposable: Social Cleansing, Human
Rights, and Sexual Orientation in Colombia, [San Prancisco]: International Gay and Lesbian Human
Rights Commission, 1995.

B carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993.

% na persistencia de la marginalidad, el crecimiento del fenémeno delincuencial, la
ineficiencia del aparato estatal de justicia - con la consecuente impunidad -, los llamados
oficiales a la privatizacién de las soluciones del problema de la sequridad." Ibid., p. 79.
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carried out in several Latin American countries, including Brazil, ]
Guatemala, and E1 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 i11-
treatment and killing of the urban poor is also abundant in Tliterature
on 18th and 19th century Europe and North America.*

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 Co]ombig in all of these respects -

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

7 See, for example, Amnesty Internationmal, Indonesia: "Operation Cleansing” - Human Rights and
APEC, London, November 1994; David Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia," in
Arief Budiman, ed., State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia,
no. 22, 1990; Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence, Historical Studies of American Violence and
Vigilantism, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1975; "Crime & Vigilantes in El Salvador: Risky
Experiment as First Death Squad Falls," Latin American Weekly Report, 24 August 1995, pp. 378-79;
Gilberto Dimenstein, Brazil: War on Children, London, Latin America Bureau, 1991; Lynne B. Iglitzin,
Violent Conflict in American Society, San Francisco, Chandler Publishing Company, 1972; Robert P.
Ingalls, Urban Vigilantes in the New South: Tampa, 1882-1936, Knoxville, University of Tennessee
Press, 1988; and Justus M. van der Kroef, "Petrus: Patterns of Prophylactic Murder in Indonesia,"
Asian Survey 25 (July 1985): 745-769.

® See for example, Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist, [First published in London 1837-39] London,
Penguin Classics, 1985; Christopher Hibbert, The English: A Social History 1066-1945, London, Harper
Collins Publishers, 1994; Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, Paris, 1862, reprinted by Penquin 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 "cleansing"-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-wells and the allegedly
immoral."® Also similar to the Colombian case is the apparent
collaboration between U.S. vigilante groups and state officials.”

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 gali. However,
in 1989 Indonesian President Suharto admitted that the "Petrus" killings
in fact had been an official "shock therapy," a government policy
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

39 Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence, Historical Studies of American Violence and
Vigilantism, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 28.

40 Richard Maxwell Brown, "The History of Vigilantisa in America®, in H. Jon Rosenbaum and
Peter C. Sederberg, eds., Vigilante Politics, Pennsylvania, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1976,
p. 9.

41 pavid Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia," in Arief Budiman, ed., State
and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990.
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both victims and perpetrators, the modus operandi 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 islto
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

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




19
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 is 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,
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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 Bogotd and, in some cases, to individual boroughs
or neighbourhoods in the city. The focus on Bogotd 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 peros, 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 érimina]ity, 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
operandi. These are identified as "semi-spontaneous" and "mercenary." In
the first dynamic, frustration with the ineffectiveness of the judicial M

system appears to be one of the underlying reasons for the "cleansing."
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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 commitments 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 civilian government, the security forces and their paramilitary

allies are given considerable autonomy.
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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
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
killings 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
election results have generally been respected. Scholars tend to agree

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

42 The tern "security forces" includes both the armed forces and the police.

9 Later chapters will address the questions why "social cleansing" takes place and how it can
continue.




25
of power sharing between the two dominant political parties - the
Liberal Party and the Social Conservative Party" - 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 academics as a critical turning point on the road to
demo;racy.“

A number of academics have recognized that it is problematic to
use the term "democracy" to describe Colombia’s current political
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.*
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 mhe social Conservative Party was called the Conservative Party until 1987.

2 critical study of this Colombian elite pact and the way it has been interpreted by
scholars can be found in Eva Irene Tuft, Democracy and Violence: The Colombian Paradox, Bergen,
University of Bergen, May 1995.

1 Albert R. Berry and Fransisco E. Thoumi, "Post-War and Post-National Front Economic
Development of Colombia", in Donald L. Herman, ed., Democracy in Latin America: Colombia and
Venezuela, New York, Praeger Publishers, 1988, p. 81; and Robert H. Dix, The Politics of Colombia,
New York, Praeger Publishers, 1987, p. 209.
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and favoring a pro-U.S. foreign policy - even while
disagreeing from time to time on particular policies.”

Others question the appropriateness of the term "democracy" altogether,
preferring the term "inclusionary authoritarian system."* 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 significantly 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 H. Dix, The Politics of Colombia, p. 208.

8 Bruce Michael Bagley, "Colombia: National Front and Economic Development®, in Robert Wesson,

ed., Politics, Policies, and Economic Development in Latin America, California, Hoover Institution
Press, 1984, p. 125.

9 Jenny Pearce, Colombia: Inside the Labyrinth, London, Latin America 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 X 
interpreted very broadly.® 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
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

0 According to sociologist Elsa Blair Trujillo, the Colombian armed forces were able to
increase their power and autonomy considerably with the introduction of the Doctrine of National
Security in Colombia in the 1970s. Elsa Blair Trujillo, Las Fuerzas Armadas: Una mirada civil
Boqgotd, CINEP, 1993.

2 Indeed, civilian authorities have been so generous to the military that, as Luis Alberto
Restrepo arques, "many civilian leaders are the political branch of the armed forces .which has
made a classic coup d’etat unnecessary. " Luis Alberto Restrepo, "The Crisis of the Current Political
Reglle and Its P0551b1e Outcoles,'| in Charles Bergqulst Rlcardo Pefaranda, and Gonzalo Sanchez,

: ist ive, 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
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
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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 Bogotd. 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
motion through a decree (591/1993) which established 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
1ittle effect in practice. In the words of Sonia Zambrano of the
Comisién Andina de Juristas: "The law is very good, just like the [1991]
Constitution...but unfortunately it has not meant that the police have
gone through any real changes."®
In an interview conducted for this study in August 1995, one.%

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

2 Writing in 1993, sociologist Alvaro Camacho, who was a member of an external commission set
up to look into the police, identified five main problems within the mational police: privatization
- the police force has allowed itself to become subordinated to local private justice groups;
autonomy - the police themselves have become delinquents, committing crimes both in uniforas and
operating as vigilante groups; militarization - the police force has become something of a
paramilitary force through the mix of military and police tasks, where it is the protection of the
"public order" rather than the citizens that the police give priority; imefficiency - the police
simply 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 Camacho especially emphasizes them. Alvaro Camacho G., "La reforma de la policia:
Realidades inmediatas y objetivos estratégicos," Andlisis Politico, 19 (May-August 1993): 50-62.

53 Interview with Sonia Zambrano in Bogotd, 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 violations.* Camacho emphasized
that efforts were being made to address these problems, such as the
firing of large numbers of policemen for unprofessional behaviour.” Yet
while it may be true that thousands of police have been fired since the
1993 reforms,® it 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 ability of the police to evade efforts at serious reform is an
indication of their continued autonomy and political power. Further
evidence lies in their freedom to carry out systematic and serious human
rights violations, 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:

5 Interview with Alvaro Camacho, now working as the Bogotd mayor’s security adviser, 29 August
1995,

% In addition to the reforn, there is a more recent decree - 2010/1995 - which empowers the
director of the national police, General Rosso José Serrano Cadena, to remove from duty any police
officer involved in corruption or other criminality reqardless of the person’s time of service. This
decree is a part of the police’s struggle against its own criminality problem. Interview with
National Police Commissioner Mario Gonzalez in Bogotd, 1 September 1995, and letter from Colombian
police official to Swedish army genmeral, 19 April 1995.

% According to the National Police Commissioner, Mario Gonzdlez, the correct fiqure is 2,000.
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The truth is that for years now the security forces have x

strengthened their position in Colombia...The abuse of the

states of emergency has deformed the role of the security

forces.”

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,® but have

expressed concern about the way the new rules have since been

manipulated and abused.® For example, the OAS has criticized the

5 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Bogotd, 30 August 1995. Valencia Villa’s view was
clearly illustrated two days after this interview, when he had to urgently flee the country. As the
Procuradurfa’s delegate for human rights he had, for the first time ever in Colombia, called for the
dismissal of an army general - General Alvaro Herndn Velandia H., responsible for the
"disappearance" and killing in 1987 of Nydia Erika Bautista. After this demand, Valencia Villa
started receiving such serious threats that he had to leave Colombia.

% Under the new constitution, the president can declare states of internal disturbance
"In the case of a serious disruption of public order imminently 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 authorities." Presidencia de la Repiblica,

Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights: Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993,
article 213.

% 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 linit is a significant constitutional and leqal change." Organization of American States,

Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Second Report on the Situation of Human Rights in
Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 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 remain in effect another 90
days. However, the non-qovernmental organization Comisién Intercongregacional 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
Administracién Gaviria," Boletin Informativo Justicia y Paz 7 (April-June 1994): 8.
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government practice of incorporating emergency legislation, which often
disregards important human rights, into regular legislation.®

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 campaign.® 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, arquing that because "violence
in Colombia is not the result of passing circumstances, but a
‘pathological’ condition...ordinary legislation should be used to combat
it."® 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 0AS has accused Colombia of "using the state of emergency legislation to amend the
judicial system..." Organization of American States, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights,
Second Report on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 95.

b2 See, for example, "Declaracién de las ONGs pertenecientes a la Comisién Mixta de Derechos
Humanos creada por el D.1533 de 1994," Bogotd, 28 Auqust 1995.

63 rcourt Ruling Takes Martinez by Surprise: Internal Commotion Decree Struck Down," Latin
American Weekly Report, 2 November 1995, p. 503.
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politician Alvaro Gémez 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."® Critics saw this statement
as a green light to further "social cleansing." To assist in this fight
against "delinquents” the President transferred the elite police-
military f?rce, Blogue de Bisqueda, to Bogota.

The Bloque is a battle-hardened anti-drug unit, notorious for
committing human rights violations. It was originally formed to fight
the Medellin drug cartel and capture its leader Pablo Escobar. After the
crack-down on the Medellin 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 Bogotd soon after the internationally publicized
capture of Cali drug lord Gf]berto Rodriguez Orejuela 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 rights,"® especially criticizing what they saw as the

% wuna accién sin precedentes de limpieza quirirgica de las mafias delinquenciales bogotanas."
Ernesto Samper P., "Palabras del Sefior Presidente de la Repiblica, Doctor Ermesto Samper Pizamo, en
el acto de suscripcion del Acuerdo Nacional Contra la Violencia," 16 August 1995.

6 "viraje de 180 qrados en la actitud del gobierno hacia los derechos humanos"
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"war-cry"®

that accompanied the declaration.®” Samper’s new emergency
strategy to fight the "delinguency" may turn out to be a disaster for
the marginal urban poor - the potential "social cleansing" victims.®

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 rate is the highest in
the world among countries not at war,” with 85.1 homicides per 100,000

inhabitants in 1991.” (Number two is Brazil with 24.5 homicides per

% "grito de querra"

67 mDeclaracién de las ONGs pertenecientes a la Comisién Mixta de Derechos Humanos creada por
el D.1533 de 1994," Bogotd, 28 Auqust 1995, pp. 1 and 3.

% Indeed, in late 1995 unconfirmed reports from Colombian human rights 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 Blogue de Bisqueda in collaboration with the Bogotd police and the
DAS.

%9 peter R. Andreas, and Kenneth E. Sharpe, "Cocaine Politics in the Andes," Current History 91
(FPebruary 1992): 78.

70 The official Colombian homicide rate was 43.1/100,000 in 1985, 73.1/100,000 in 1990 and
85.1/100,000 in 1991. See Departamento Administrativo 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 10.4” and 2.2" respectively.) In Colombia, homicides
account for 25 percent of all deaths, while the world average is
approximately 1 percent.” Not surprisingly, then, surveys show that
"insecurity" is considered to be the number one problem among
Colombians, before issues such as unemployment.”

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
killings 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.” That is a dramatic

that number of killings the Colombian homicide rate would now be well over 100/100,000. Ernesto
Samper P., "Palabras del Sefior Presidente de la Repiblica, Doctor Ernesto Samper Pizamo, en el acto
de suscripcion del Acuerdo Nacional Contra la Violencia," Bogotd, 16 August 1995. For comparison, it
is worth mentioning that the total number of homicides in Canada during all of 1993 was 630.
Canadian Centre for Statistics, Juristat 14 (mo. 15): 1.

" comisién Andina de Juristas, From Words to Deeds: Panorama of Human Rights and Humanitarian
Law in Colombia - 94, Bogotd, December 1994, p. 6.

Ty Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, Statistical Abstract of
the United States 1994, 114th ed., Washington D.C., September 1994, p. 93. [Fiqures for homicide
rate in 1992]

T3 canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, Juristat 14 (no. 15): 1. [Piqures for homicide rate
in 1993]

T4 Government of Sweden, Ministry of Poreign Affairs, Colombia; den socioekonomiska bilden,
Boqgotd, Embassy of Sweden, 21 November 1994, p. 9.

3 Guillermo Seqovia Mora, La violencia en Santafé de Bogotd, Bogotd, Ecoe Ediciones, November
199, p. 8.

76 See, for example, Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality,
London, March 1994; and Asociacién Seta, Misién de identificacién de derechos humanos en Colombia:
Informe de wisién, Bogotd, May 1993, p. 33.
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increase since 1970, when political killings accounted for only 1
percent of all homicides.”

The human rights organization Comisién Andina de Juristas has
calculated that since 1988 a daily average of at least ten people have
been killed for political reasons in Colombia.” 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 César Géviria (1990-1994), 14,856
political killings wére 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

7 n 1970, the total number of homicides in Colombia was 4,500, of which only 49 were
politically motivated. Asociacién Seta, Misién de identificacién..., p. 34.

78 comisién Andina de Juristas, The Human Rights Situation in Colombia; Complex but mot
Confusing, Bogotd, June 1993, p. 1.
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more than 70 years of military rule in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Chile, and Uruguay.”

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 liberties 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

73 conisién Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin Informativo Justicia y Paz 7 (April-
June 1994): 6-7.

8 "Ningin colombiano de buena voluntad puede hoy negar que en nuestro pais se da, en forma
abundante y no esporadica, la violacién de los derechos humanos." "Mensaje del Defensor del Pueblo
al Presidente de la Repiblica," Su Defensor 2 (September 1994): 8.

81 »_..la condicién de las libertades humanas fundamentales en el pais se ha venido
deteriorando de manera grave en los ultimos afios.” Procuraduria General de la Nacién, LII informe
sobre derechos humanos, Bogotd, 1994, p. 7.
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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
guerrilla 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

o

power"®

police and the army.* The majority of human rights violations in rural
areas are committed by the army, but in urban areas the police 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 Administrativo de Seguridad (DAS).

8 comisién Andina de Juristas, The Human Rights Situation in Colombja: Complex but not
Confusing, Bogotd, June 1993.

8 Conisi6n Andina de Juristas, Una situacién que no mejora, 2 August 1995, p. 1 and 3. Small
farmers continued to be the group hardest hit, with 171 dead in these six months. No figures are
given for the involvement of drug traffickers in political violence during this period.

8 ntenible conexién entre crininalidad y poder”

8 Defensoria del Pueblo, Sequndo informe anual del Defensor del Pueblo al Congreso de
Colombia, serie de documentos 8, Bogotd, 1995, p. 15.

% procuraduria General de la Nacién, III informe sobre derechos humanos, Bogotd, 1994, p. 13.

in Colombia, and pointed especially at abuses committed by the =
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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 respectively.” 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 1like

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 “
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

¥ 1bid, p. 9.

8 Los datos ds preocupantes provengan de la preeminencia que han adquirido la tortura y las
ejecuciones extrajudiciales, dos de las prdcticas mas incivilizadas en las que pueden incurrir los
agentes estatales...Resulta sumamente preocupante que un gobierno democratico como el colombiano
registre cifras tan altas en estos eventos." Ibid, p. 11.

8 he leqal formation of paramilitary groups was largely based on Law 48 of 1968, which
allowed for defence qroups to be organized and armed 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 Asociaciones de Vigilancia Rural.
Although these groups are not permitted to carry arms, human 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
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
"eliminating opponents." The unit had killed around one hundred trade
unionists, teachers, human rights workers and others in paramilitary
operations.”

Perhaps it is not surprising that leftist politicians, trade
unionists, human rights activists, and suspected guerrillas in Colombia
are the targets of unlawful killings and other human rights abuses by
state-sanctioned forces. After all, 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" operations throughout the country. What is clear, however, is

that successive Colombian governments have been as reluctant to stop the

0 United Nations, Joint Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel
S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre

Waly Ndiaye, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human rights resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16
January 1995, p. 12.

i Amnesty International, Colombia: The Human Rights Movement under Siege, London, March 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 1990s,” 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 America.” The World

Bank’s Poverty Assessment Report from August 1994 showed that Colombia’s

social indicators (health, education etc.) were better than expected.”
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 theyrbecome 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

2 According to the International Monetary Fund, Colombia’s 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 Colombian GDP growth in 1995 to 5.0 percent, and
in 1996 to 5.5 percent. Latin American Weekly Report, 6 July 1995.

% colombia and Chile were the only Latin American countries to gain category B status on a
scale from A to E, where A is the best. Quoted in "Colombia y Chile, el menor riesgo de América
Latina," E1 Espectador, 11 Auqust 1995, and "Lios politicos recientes no han afectado la imagen de
la economfa: Colombia, calificacién positiva,® El Tiempo, 14 August 1995.

% orld Bank, Poverty Assessment Report, August 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.®

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 Repiblica 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

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

% The most conservative estimates, IMF figures from 1988, show that the top 25 percent of the
households, in terms of income, earned 7.6 times more than the bottom 25 percent. Claire Liuksila,
"Colombia: Economic Adjustment and the Poor®, Finance & Development, 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, "The Campaign Against Absolute Poverty in Colombia:
An Evaluation of a Liberal Social Policy," in Christopher Abel and Colin M. Lewis, eds., Welfare,
Poverty and Development in Latin America, Hampshire, The Macmillian Press, 1993, p. 391. Jeffrey
Sachs claims that the top 20 percent earn 21 times more than the bottom 20 percent. Jeffrey Sachs,
"Social Conflict and Populist Policies in Latin America," NBER Working Paper, Massachusetts,
National Bureau of Economic Research, no. 2897, March 1989, p. 3, table 1. Still others claim that
as much as 70 percent of the Colombian income goes to the top 20 percent of the population. J.F.
Hornbeck, "The Economy”, in Dennis M. Hanratty and Sandra W. Meditz, eds., Colombia: A Country
Study, USA, Pederal Research Devision, Library of Congress, 1990, p. 140.

97 »¢iccién estadistica” Sarmiento declares that, in fact, the Colombian income distribution
has not improved at all, but has deteriorated since the mid-1980s. The official fiqures, he says,
show an improvement because they are based on methodological errors and lack of information. The
basis for these official figqures is a household survey where all Colombians with incomes above
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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 liberalization introduced. One
of the main goals of the adjustment program was to decrease government

spending.”®

1,000,000 pesos were registered as earning 1,000,000, even though it is common to earn many times
pore than that. In addition, a large part of the income from capital was not specified. Sarmiento
laments that these official fiqures have now been repeated so many times that they have turned into
an internationally accepted "truth," frequently quoted by international financial organizations.
Eduardo Sarmiento, "Se hizo el milagro de la distribucién del ingreso?" in Coyuntura Social, 12 (May
1995): 117-127.

% The total social expenditures of central government spending declined from 39.7 percent in
1983 to 30.1 percent in 1988. At the same time the percentage spent on debt servicing increased from
11.3 percent to 20.6 percent. Rudolf Hommes, "Colombia and Venezuela®, in John Williamson, ed.,
Latin American Adjustment: How much has Happened?, Washington D.C., Institute for International
Economics, 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
likely to lead to a further concentration of wealth and increased
poverty.”

If the victims of the government’s economic policies have
overwhelmingly been Colombia’s poor, the beneficiaries have come
principally from the country’s middle and upper classes. This is hardly
surprising, in 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

% Defensoria del Pueblo, Primer informe anual del Defensor del Pueblo al Congreso de Colombia,
serie de documentos 7, Bogotd, 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 César Gaviria (1990-1994).
Current Pre  dent Ernesto Samper (1994-) has promised a further
continuation of the "opening of the economy," but has vowed to combine
this with government intervention to reduce poverty and unemployment.'™
It is too soon to judge whether these promises will be fulfilled, but
there are ominous signs that Samper’s 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 liberalization of the economy have resulted in a decline
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:

100 presidencia de la Repiblica, El Salto Social: Bases para el Plan Nacional de Desarrollo,
1994-1998, Bogotd, 1994.
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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.”

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 phehomenon 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.'” The connection is probably not
coincidental. "Social cleansing" was, and is, aimed at precisely the

groups that suffered most from the "neo-1iberal" policies applied with

such intensity in Colombia.

100 The World Bank, Colombia: Social Programs for the Alleviation of Poverty, Washington D.C.,
The World Bank, 1990, summary.

102 carlos Rojas, La violencia 1lamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, p. 21.
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3. THE VICTIMS

The street people of Colombia - the homeless, prostitutes,
transvestites, garbage recyclers, poor youth, and petty drug dealers -
have much in common.'® 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,"'™ but primarily because of their social and economic

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

103 the term "street people” is here used to cover all the marginalized groups that fall victim
of "social cleansing." Not all of them live in the streets, but the streets are central in their
lives.

10¢ the colombian ombudsman’s office, Defensoria del Pueblo, makes the following distinction:
"In our country there are two types of extrajudicial executions: political homicide and purqative
homicide. The first is committed in order to punish the victim for his/her ideology or political
activities. The second [is committed] to ‘cleanse’ the social body of ‘dangerous,’ ‘undesirable’ or
'useless’ persons.” "En nuestro pais pertenecen al génmero de las ejecuciones extrajudiciales dos
clases de homicidio: el homicidio politico y el homicidio depurativo. El primero se comete para
castigar a la victima por su ideologia o por su actividad. El sequndo, para ‘limpiar’ el cuerpo
social de personas ’peligrosas,’ ’indeseables’ o ’imitiles.’" [emphasis in original]. Defensoria del
Pueblo, Consideraciones sobre el derecho a la vida, serie textos de divulgacién no. 4, Bogotd, April
1994, p. 33.
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"indigent§ and the socially stigmatized"'™ among the principal victims
of human rights abuse.'® 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

w108

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 kampung communities not substantially different to
that adopted by the security apparatus: as breeding grounds
for crime and unrest. Real disquiet among the middle classes

109 w55 personas en situacién de indigencia o socialmente estigmatizadas"

106 pefensoria del Pueblo, Primer informe anual del Defensor del Pueblo al Congreso de
Colombia, serie de documentos 7, Bogotd, 1994, p. 23.

107 tnterview with Carlos Rojas in Bogotd, 8 August 1995. Rojas is researcher at Centro de
Investigacién y Educacién Popular, and the author of La violencia llamada limpieza social.

108 mcyando se mata a un nifio ratero de la calle, se le estd haciendo un bien a la sociedad."
Quoted in Otair Fernandes de Oliveira, "La violencia contra nifios y adolescentes en Brasil," in
Peter Oakley and Maria Cristina Salazar, eds., Nifios y violencia: El caso de América Latina, Bogotd,
TM Editores - Save the Children Fund, 1993, p. 84. Although it is unclear if "social cleamsing" is
more frequent in Brazil than in Colombia, relatively speaking, the cases of killings of street
children in Brazil have qained considerably more international attention than the Colombian
killings, and are discussed more openly both by Brazilian perpetrators and instigators.
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only emerged when ‘mistakes’ started to be made and the
killings threatened to get ’‘out of hand.’'™

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’ Qliver Twist will recall the ill-treatment
and rejection suffered by young Oliver in 19th-century London. As
Dickens summarized it, Oliver was "despised by all, and pitied by
none.""® 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 connection
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 - fieros and street children,

109 pavid Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia,” In A;ief Budiman, ed.,
State and Civil Socjety in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p.
200,

10 charles Dickens, Oliver Twist, [First published in 1837-39] London, Penquin 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, in 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 Neros and Street Children

Many street people in Bogotd choose to describe themselves as "fero,"
from the Spanish word for friend, companero. The saying goes that when
soldiers took the first half - "compa" - for greeting their friends and
colleagues, the street population claimed the second half - fiero - for
describing their fellow street people. Although the term is used in a
highly flexible way, a fero is usually a homeless person, or someone
living in the most destitute parts of Bogotd. The street children,
although sometimes called fieros, or feritos [small fieros], have

traditionally been referred to as gamines.™

111 the term "gamin" is not a new one. French author Victor Hugo used it in the 19th century to
describe French street children. George C. Needham wrote in 1884 that: "The boy looked degraded
enough, and evidently belonged to that class of homeless ’gamins’ whom, in revolutionary France,
Vicor Hugo describes as possessed with two unattainable ideals - ‘how to upset the government’ and
'mend their own trousers’" George C. Needham, Street Arabs and Gutter Snipes, Boston, D.L. Guernsey,
1884, p. 176. The French word "gamin® often has a positive meaning, especially in the feminine form
"gamine.” In Colombia, however, during the last few decades the meaning 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 others who work with street people avoid using the word gamin.
Because of its negative connotations in Colombian society, it will not be used in this study.
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The streets of central Bogotd are the home of thousands of neros
and street children.'? Many of them have either no family 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 Bogotd, such as the infamous "Calle del

"2 thousands

Cartucho," "Cinco HUecos," "La Ratonera," and the "Bronx,
of the homeless gather in the evening to sleep, using cardboard as a

mattress and covered by plastic. The more successful fieros and street
children have some kind of roof to sleep under, often in overcrowded,
unsafe houses.™

Many dangers are present at night for those who sleep outside. One

constant problem for the homeless is the climate. Bogotd is located at

112 According to the Colombian Red Cross, approximately 5,000 children lived permanently on the
streets of Bogotd in 1993. Many more spend most of their time on the streets, but still have some
kind of home to return to. The number of fieros living in Bogotd is even more difficult to determine
than the number of children. According to the metropolitan police, there are about 20,000
"indigents" in Bogotd. According to Javier Omar Ruiz at the Veedurfa Distrital in Bogotd,
approximately 25,000 people live with some kind of permanency on the streets of Bogotd. Some 60 non-
governmental organizations work with the street people, the best known being Bosconia-la Florida, a
five step rehabilitation and training program. Approximately 15,000 children have gone through this
program 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 most North American academics who have studied
street children in Colombia, such as Lewis Aptekar. Interviews with Red Cross medical doctor José
Joaquin Cantor, 11 August 1995, Police Colonel Mauricio Gémez, 24 August 1995, Javier Omar RU1Z, 15
August 1995 and Bosconia director Carlos Lara, 31 August 1995. All interviews were conducted in

Bogota.

113 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 names are nick names, but few people
in Colombia use the actual addresses when referring to these parts of town.

14 places like the "Calle del Cartucho” and the "Bronx® have largely turned into the street
people’s own territory and it is very dangerous for outsiders to enmter alone. The stories about what
has happened to middle-class Colombians who have walked down these streets by mistake are many and
gruesome. However, they are impossible to confirm. For this study, I had the opportunity to visit
both "Calle del Cartucho" and the "Bronx" several times, both during the day and at night-time.
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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

)
/

victims, and the night is their preferred time to attack. The darkness/ l*

i

while asleep. For the "cleansers," the homeless constitute prime

and emptiness of the streets protect the perpetrators while making the/'J
victims exceptionally vulnerable. |
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 gradually become the victims of choice."'
The truth of these remarks was grimly illustrated by the killing of
"Asprilla," 12, Jairo Murcia, 14, and Javier Gonzdlez, 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

"* Gonzalez was shot in the mouth and the two younger boys in

Kennedy.
the head.' On top of such killings are scores of reports of torture
and ill-treatment of street children, committed by police, 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

115 o5 nenores en Colombia se han convertido, paulatinamente, en victimas preferentes, cuando
por su condicién de vulnerabilidad debian ser el grupo mis protegido de la sociedad.” Procuraduria
General de la Nacién, III informe sobre derechos humanos, Bogotd, 1994, p. 22.

116 gee Map 2: Bogotd - the 20 boroughs.

u Amnesty International, Urgent Action AMR 23/24/94, London, February 1994, and El
Espectador, 18 Pebruary 1994.
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night. To be a "social cleanser" in Bogotd is easy inasmuch as finding
the victims is concerned. The problem was highlighted by the death of
Miguel Angel Martinez, known as "E1 Poeta Nero" [The Street Poet]." At
2 am on 16 September 1993, two Bogotd policemen attacked eight people
sleeping in their regular spot under "their" bridge at Avenida de las
Américas and Carrera 30 in Bogotd. 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 fieros were
killed in the "Calle del Cartucho." According to the office of the
municipal ombudsman, the Personeria, at least 18 of these were the

victims of "social cleansing" killings.'” The "cleansing" campaign on

118 case information taken from Amnesty International, Colombia; Myth and Reality: Cases for
Appeal, London, December 1993; Centro de Investigacion y Educacién Popular, La verdad del '93: Paz,
derechos humanos y violencia, Bogotd, 1994, Human Rights Watch/Americas, Generation Under Fire:
Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, 1994.

119 the motives for the other 42 killings have not been established.
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18 December was especially intense - 12 street people were killed in a
single night.™

Apart from the fact that they usually live and sleep on the
streets, a common feature of the fieros 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 illegitimacy 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 live on the streets have chosen that Tifestyle
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 Bogota
borough Santa Fé, fewer than one percent had enough of a physical
handicap to prevent them from taking a "proper" job. In FENALCO’s view,
the other 99 percent should be taken off the streets by the state.™
FENALCO talks about the "pauperization" of downtown Bogotd, clearly

placing the blame on the beggars.

120 personeria Delegada para la Proteccion y Defensa de los Derechos Civiles y Bumanos,
Informe, Bogotd, 30 December 1995.

12 nterview with FENALCO economists Gabriel Antonio Gizaan and Juan Pablo Lesa in Bogotd, 25
August 1995. Also, FENALCO, E problema de los mendigos: Localidad de Santa Fé, Bogotd, 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 fieros 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
well-known what blocks certain groups of petty criminals control.’?
Many of the more established drug dealers have permanent shops, known as

"ollas," where they sell bazuco, inexpensive crack cocaine, at all

times.”

The involvement of fieros 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 fieros and street children is that they are required
to pay "taxes" to the police, often on a daily basis. In certain parts
of Bogotd, such as on Carrera 7, this "tax"-collecting by night time
police patrols is so generalized that Ht is relatively easy, even for an
outsider, to learn fhe current tariffs for different kinds of petty

124

crimes. ™ In August 1995, for example, the going tariff for selling
small quantities of bazuco on Carrera 7 was around 10,000 pesos (about

US$10.00) per day. Those selling marijuana often got away with paying

122 1 yas made aware of a number of such gangs of petty criminals during night-time walks
through central Bogotd together with British journalist Timothy Ross, 12 and 25 August 1995.

123 the "ollas" are often located within the street people’s territories, such as "Calle del
Cartucho" and the "Bronx."

124 pestinonies about the existence of tariffs were given in interviews with petty drug dealers
and male prostitutes in downtown Bogotd, 12 August 1995, and in interviews with a Colombian
psychologist who has studied the phenomenon of "social cleansing" in Bogotd for two decades, 16
August and 1 September 1995. All interviewees asked that their names be withheld.
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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.™

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
"tax" 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 strol1], or "paseito" [the little
strol11], a pet name that suggests how well-established a punishment this
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 Bogotd, such as
Guadalupe or Monéerrate. Typical victims are criminal neros 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 "Calle del Cartucho," 19 August 1995. Name omitted
here.

126 3)1 street people consulted in Bogotd for this study confirmed that they had heard of, knew
someone who had been on, or had themselves been on a "paseo.” The "paseo" is also described in
reports such as Human Rights Watch/Americas, Generation under Fire: Children and Violence in
Colombia, New York, November 1994, and Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza social, Bogotd,
CINEP, 1993.
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The testimony of one "paseo" survivor from the "Calle 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 violence:'”

.4\\1 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 still
harassed us all the time...We got really 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
while we were up there another policeman arrived. He knew
me, he had a Tover 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 fieros in today’s Bogotd 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 gquicker and takes
place on the streets, in full public view, often carried out through

shootings from moving cars or motorbikes.

127 por 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 Bogotd, 21 August 1995.
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A logical consequence of the Tiving and working conditions of the
neros 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 José Joaquin

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 Bogotd 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.
The fact that serious health problems and drug abuse are

widespread among fieros and street children further increases their risks

128 jos6 Joaquin Cantor forms part of a Red Cross team that drives around Bogotd at night
giving first aid and other medical, dental, and psychological help to street children, among others.
The project is called the "Programa de Atencidn al Menor de la Calle." Interview with José Joaquin
Cantor in Bogotd, 11 August 1995.

128 Drug use among Colombian street people is a somewhat controversial issue, at least among
foreign academics. North-Americans, such as social psychologist Lewis Aptekar, have claimed that the
majority of Colombian street children do not use drugs on a reqular basis. However, organizations
working with the street children, including the orqganization Bosconia-La Florida where Aptekar
carried out his interviews, claim precisely the opposite. Ex-street child and now director at
Bosconia, Carlos Lara, claimed that "anyone who tells you that a gamin does not sniff glue or
consume other drugs does not know what he is talking about." Interview with Carlos A. Lara in
Bogotd, 31 August 1995. Similarly, all feros and street children interviewed for this study admitted
to be using some kind of drug. The contrasting views could possibly be explained by the fact that
"street child" is not a fixed term, and many observers define the term differently. The most common
distinction is between children on the street, who keep some ties with their families, and children
of the streets, who have broken all such ties. The word gamin usually refers to the latter category,
in which drug abuse is considered to be much more frequent.
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of becoming victims of "social cleansing." The brain damage caused by

-

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 perception 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 il11-health in the "social cleansing" dynamic was
graphically illustrated by the killing of a fiero 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 Bogotd 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, José
Gomez, threatened the man, saying that he would shoot him if he did not
stop scratching himself. The fiero 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 Bogotd. 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 fiero, who was buried without a name.™

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 aﬁd 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.™

L0 case information taken from various interviews conducted for this study; from Centro de
Investigacién y Educacién Popular, Accién Urgente: Asesinato de un jéven indigente, Bogotd, 4 May
1995; and from "Carta Abierta a la opinidn piblica," Bogotd, 1995.

Bl Instituto Latinoamericano de Servicios Legales Alternativos (ILSA), "Social Cleansing" in
Colombia and Brazil: Gemocide of the Poor, working paper, Bogotd, December 1993, p. 6.
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In Bogotd alone, thousands of families survive thanks to street
garbage recycling.™ 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 Bogotd 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 people as exposed
to the risks of being "cleansed" as the fieros and the street children.
In this respect, there is little to distinguish between garbage
recyclers and the fieros - 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
families of recyclers have been burned to death after perpetrators,
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 police] has deteriorated,"'® the Defensoria states in this report

132 According to Fundacién Social, which works with garbage recyclers, there are approx1mately
15,000 families working as garbage recyclers in Bogotd alome. The fiqure for the whole country is
50,000 families. Alejandro Gémez at the Fundacién Social explained that, "Added up, the garbage
recyclers constitute almost one percent of the Colombian population." Interview with Alejandro Gémez
in Bogotd, 18 August 1995.

133 Information about "social cleansing” killings of recyclers was received in interviews with
Escuela Popular de Reciclaje/ENDA América Latina, 14 August 1995, and Fundacién Social, 18 August
1995. Both these organizations work actively with recyclers in Bogotd, and both point at police as
among the perpetrators of this violence.

14 "para nadie es un secreto el deterioro de la imagen de [la policia}.”
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that the police should reflect on why these families 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 Asociacidén de
Recicladores de Bogotd, violence against her group’s members has
decreased dramatically since they started organizing themselves in
cooperatives and began to wear uniforms. "Before," she explained,
"police and others considered us to be 'disposables.’"*

Perhaps the most gruesome illustration of the "disposability" 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

135 ncontraria a las razones para las cuales ha sido creada." Defensorfa del Pueblo, Las
familias de la calle y los derechos de sus nifios frente al Estado, Bogotd, 2 June 1995, p. 3.

136 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 Pundacién Social has
given 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 Asociacién 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 Bogotd, 25 August 1995.



64
the death of no fewer than 40 street people, and probably many more.
Their bodies 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 Herndndez - 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.” 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 Gémez, from Fundacidn
Social, summarizes the attitudes towards recyclers:

Recyclers don’t beg, and they are not going to rob you, but ¥

because they are dirty, people see them as ‘disposables.’
They are ignored and rejected, nobody looks them in the eye.

Y According to Sandra Mateus Guerrero, when the university premises were searched police
found 10 entire bodies and large quantities of body parts, such as 27 arms, 13 skulls, 1 leg and

various ribs. Sandra Mateus Guerrero, "Limpieza social®, la querra contra la indigencia, Bogotd,
Ediciones Temas de Hoy, 1995, p. 19.
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People often even cross the street when they see a
recycler.'™

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 fiero or a
recycler, on Avenida 19 in central Bogotd.'” The bus driver had driven
carelessly and did not seem to try to avoid the poor man, who died
instantly. While the driver angrily 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
psychologically, from street recycling. In an interview for this study,
the director of the "program of community participation"” at the
Metropolitan Police in Bogotd, Colonel Mauricio 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

I8 Interview with Alejandro Gémez in Bogotd, 18 August 1995. For recycler Debsy Pinto this
hostility has always been a part of life. Her plea to common Colombians is that they realize that
*under the dirty clothes of every poor recycler, there are values, feelings and dreams." Interview
with Debsy Pinto in Bogota, 25 August 1995.

139 polq by an eyewitness who wanted her name omitted, 29 August 1995.

40 Interview with Colonel Mauricio Gémez, in Bogotd, 24 August 1995.
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must also commit crimes to survive, and abuse drugs to be able to live
in subhuman conditions. Objectionable 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 fieros and the recyclers. Yet it
must be stressed that, just as not all fieros 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 Bogotd. 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 conétitute 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 Bogotd, the figure is in the tens of thousands. Studies
show that in the central part of Bogotd 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
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some kind of roof, usually in a crowded rented room that they have to
pay for on a daily basis.'

Many prostitutes have died and scores have been tortured and
sexually abused in "social cleansing" operations, often carried out by
police 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 ill1-treatment and violence."'*

"Social cleansing" violence is not the only kind of violence this
group has experienced. Almost three quarters of the boys working in
central Bogotd state that they left their families because of ill-
treatment or other "problems."'* 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 Bogotd, where they were easily drawn into prostitution.'

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 Figqures taken from Cdmara de Comercio, La prostitucién en el centro de Bogotd, Bogotd,

1989; La ‘prostitucién infantil’ en el centro de Bogotd, Bogotd, December 1993; and "Pirobos,"
trabajadores sexuales el centro de Santafé de Boqgotd, Bogotd, May 1995.

142 ncaracterizadas por el maltrato y la violencia." Cdmara de Comercio, "Pirobos,"
trabajadores sexuales en el centro de Santafé de Bogotd, Bogotd, May 1995, p. 35.

143 Csnara de Comercio, "Pirobos" p. 41.

14 Socio-linquist Carlos Ivan Garcia, who has studied the male prostitutes for a long time,
explained that: "Through prostitution these boys get 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."'*

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
1$n;§rviewed for this study was saved by his stockings, which had been
unusdgii& problematic that night. He had just bent down to adjust them
when the shootings started, and the bullets passed above his head.'”

Although massacres and other killings happen, other kinds of
violence against prostitutes, such as sexual abuse and beatings by
pclice, are far more common. In a recent study by the Colombian Chamber
of Commerce, boy and adolescent male prostitutes in Bogotd were asked
what their main problems were. Their three top answers were: police

violence, police charging "taxes," and ill-treatment by thieves and

fieros.'*

185 ) pailar maricones, piérdanse de esta cuadra." Hernan Correa, "Callején sin salida,"
Cambio 16, 6 March 1995, p. 54.

146 1o *fumigate" is a commonly used word by street people, meaning to shoot indiscriminately.

147 Interview with survivor. The identity of the interviewee is not provided here, for reasons
of safety. Interview conducted in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.

148 cdpara de Comercio, "Pirobos", p. 74.
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The system of police "taxation" of prostitutes follows a different
pattern than the "tax" collection from fieros. 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 fieros. 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

usually rent on a daily basis.'

Female prostitutes who work in
brothels report that police frequently come by, demanding money or free
sex, and threatening to close down the establishments if their demands
are not met.™ \g

As with the fieros, failure to pay such taxes can bring dramatic ”
consequences for prostitutes. In a special kind of "paseo," policemen
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 fieros, 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 Bogotd:™ \

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. 'E1l

paseo’ could mean being brought up into the mountains, or
just to any dark part of town. You know, they drive their

189 po14 by male prostitutes in Bogotd in various interviews during August and September 1995.
The tax collection is also mentioned in the Cémara de Comercio report "Pirobos", trabajadores
sexuales en el centro de Santafé de Bogotd, Bogotd, May 1995, p. 73.

130 Interviews with female prostitutes in Bogotd, 12 August and 1 September 1995.

151'Any details that might make it possible to identify the victims have been omitted.
Interview conducted with victim in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.

:
L
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police 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
Bogotd stated that they demand the use of condoms from their
customers.’™ The high frequency of HIV/AIDS and other venereal diseases
among prostitutes has helped to fuel claims about their immorality and
the danger they pose to society at large. Such arguments are often heard
as justification 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 Bogotd and Cali,
that cares for HIV-infected adults and children until they die. Many of
the residents are ex-prostitutes. Members of Fundacién Eudes have
suffered both intense verbal abuse, including death threats, and
outright violence, instigated and reportedly carried out by
neighbourhood committees with police collaboration or acquiescence. When

neighbours were unable to get rid of one of the Fundacidn houses through

legal means, physical attacks began. On 14 December 1993, the house was

132 c4mara de Comercio, "Pirobos", p. 58.




71
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 Accidn Comunal - had declared
that if the Fundacion Eudes did not move, the committee would have to
take "independent action."*

The attack on Fundacidén 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 Bogotd, for example, a woman
accused her HIV-infected neighbours of having killed her dog by
infecting it through leftover food. Other neighbours accused the
Fundacidn 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 autﬁorities, including having its
electricity and watér deliberately 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.™

Prostitutes in Bogotd 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

133 Interview with representative of Fundacién Eudes in Bogotd, 23 August 1995, and
International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission press release, "Aids Hospice Terrorized in
Bogotd," San Prancisco, 2 February 1994.

B4 Interviews with representatives from Fundacién Eudes in Bogotd, 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 Bogotd’s more than 6 million inhabitants™ Tlive
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 Bogotd, 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
Usme.'™ These figures have been rising dramatically since early 1994,
especially in Usme. An overwhelming majority of the victims are
adolescent men, whose life-style is condemned by the perpetrators as
criminal, immoral, and dangerous.

The 1living conditions of the youth in these poorest boroughs,
especially in southern Bogotd, 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

155 According to official fiqures from the 1993 census, Bogotd has 6,314,305 inhabitants.
However, many observers agree that the true figure is considerably higher. Human Rights
Watch/Americas, for example, uses the fiqure 8 million. Human Rights Watch/Americas, Generation

under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, November 1994, p. 1.
1% Carlos Rojas, La violencia 1lamada limpieza 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 live in illegal squatter settlements, created through land
invasions, which often lack even the most basic services.”™ 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 Pérez, 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

197 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 displacment see, for example, Defensorfa del Pueblo, Su Defensor 2 (April
1995); Plor Edilma Osorio Perez, La violencia del silencio: Desplazados del campo a la ciudad,
Bogotd, CODHES - Universidad Javeriana, May 1993; Jorge E. Rojas, ed., Desplazamiento, derecho
humanos y conflicto armado, Bogotd, CODHES, May 1993; and United Nations, Economic and Social

Council, Internally Displaced Personms: Report of the Representative of the Secretary-General, Mr.
Francis Deng, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights resolution 1993/95, 3 October 1994.

13 some inhabitants have nanaged 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 Mockus, which aims to recuperate the "public space" for the people
of Bogotd. Critics claim that the Mayor’s campaign is nothing less than organized "social
cleansing," vhere the poorest get "cleansed" away with no alternative place to go.
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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.’

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 1ike Usme. Clearly, in these poor and marginalized
neighbourhoods, 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 connecfed to dangerous and violent
Jjuvenile criminal gangs - the much feared pandillas.

A pandilla is basically a group of youths who largely sustain
themselves through criminal activities. Some of the pandillas mainly
commit robberies or deal drugs, whereas others also are involved in
killings. Others again dedicate 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

139 Interview with Diego Pérez in Bogotd, 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 killed.™
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.™

Of course, the problem is not confined to torture and ill-
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. Whereas in
1991 and 1992 the perpetrators often "fumigated" the streets, killing
anyone in sight, recent killings have been more directed against pre-
selected individuals considered "undesirable."

A major "cleansing" operation carried out in Usme, which started
in 1994 and seemed to intensify in 1995, was called "Operacidn

Estrella." One of the most dramatic periods of this campaign occurred in

160 Many quotes in the section about Usme are from individuals, both victims and community
leaders who - out of a legitimate fear for their safety - only agreed to speak if their names were
withheld. Interviews conducted in Bogotd, 3 September 1995.

161 Interview with teenagers in Usme, Bogotd, 3 September 1995.
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early October 1994, when 14 youths were killed 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 "Operacidn
Estrella," all in different neighbourhoods within the borough of

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?

w163

That is the question that keeps me awake at night...

162 por example: 1 April 1995, two young men were shot dead in the barrio Tenerife at 9:30 pa.
Unidentified men in a car picked up the bodies after the attack, and nobody knows what happened to
them. 22 April, one man was assassinated between the neighbourhoods Monteblanco and Virrey at 4:30
an. The perpetrators had left a letter on the body. One of the policemen arriving at the site of the
killing put it in his pocket. 6 May, two youths were shot on Avenida Boyacd. 13 May, a 17 year old
boy was tortured and killed in the barrio El Virrey. 14 May, three youths were killed during the
same day in the neighbourhoods Yomasa, La Andrea and El Virrey. In the middle of May 1995, several
shops in the area put up photos of a man dressed in black. Below the photo was written: "The
cleansing has bequn® "Llegé la limpieza." Comisién Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, Boletin
Informativo Justicia y Paz 8 (April-June 1995): 45-46 and 78, and letters: From Comisién
Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, to Dr. Armando Sarmiento, Direccién Nacional Fiscalia
General, 25 July 1995 and from Comisién Intercongregacional de Justicia y Paz, to Yolanda Sarmiento,
Inspectora del DAS, 21 March 1995.

18 Interview conducted in Usme, Bogotd, 3 September 1995.
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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, ill-
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 operandi, 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, usually police, 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
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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-police 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
considerable degree on the complicity or acquiescence of the police.

As this synopsis suggests, there is a common thread woven into
each of these patterns: the pervasive involvement of police, both on and
off duty, in "social cleansing" operations. Police 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 police
officers, through direct involvement as perpetrators in these "death
squad" operations, to passive acquiescence and failure to apprehend the

death "squads" that carry them out.
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4.1 Semi-Spontaneous "Cleansing"
Much of the "cleansing" violence in Bogotd appears to be carried out
semi-spontaneously, often by individual police agents, small police
patrols or private security guards who work with police support or
tolerance. This is the only kind of "cleansing" that representatives of
the Colombian police and private security guards interviewed for this
study were prepared to acknowledge.

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 Gonzdlez, 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."'™ The same view was expressed by Police Lieutenant Carlos
Lineros, who coordinates the newly created "indigent program" within the
Metropolitan Police in Bogotd. 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."®

164 Interview with National Police Commissioner Mario Gonzilez in Bogotd, 1 September 1995.

165 Interview with Lieutenant Carlos Lineros in Bogotd, 1 September 1995.



80

A similar logic is described by British journalist Timothy

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 will 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 Bogotd police agent, who preferred to remain anonymous,
described this feeling even more clearly: "You see someone who you know
has killed several people and who you know nobody will testify
against...Many think that the simplest thing is to kill him."""

Private security guards interviewed for this study described a
similar feeling of frustration. By law, they are not allowed to detain
people, but their employers and those whose properties they are hired to
protect still 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 Bogotd 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.™

1 Interview with Timothy Ross in Bogotd, 21 August 1995.
17 Interview with police agent in Bogotd, Auqust 1995.

188 Interview with private security quard in central Bogotd, August 1995. Date and name both of
the quard 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 company’s customer wants a
"disposable"-free environment that the state cannot or will 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 marginalized 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 fbrward by Police Colonel Gomez:
that the "c]eansing"‘violence - rape, torture and killings - is a kind
of "settling of scores." Yet, whereas Colonel Gémez claimed that the
combatants were rival groups of street people, the conflict in this
scenario is between the police on one side, and street people on the
other.

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

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 Bogotd 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."'®

Even in cases of "cleansing" where the element of extortion is
absent, such as the police killing of the "Poeta Nero," the notion of
frustration with the judicial system seems an insufficient explanation.
If the aim was solely to eradicate the "indigents" and "delinquents,"

fthere 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 Bogotd fiero leader and witness of both "social cleansing"

killings and many incidents of ill-treatment of street people explained:

163 "personal uniformado llega a los establecimientos abiertos al publico y exige que se les dé
servicio en forma qratulta, amenazando con el cierre si no acceden a sus pretensiones" ... "Que el
personal de la Policia exige dinero para no cerrar los establecimientos.” Policia Hetropolltana,
Bogotd, "Instructivo,” Bogotd, 13 June 1995. It is all the more surprising, then, that officials in
the municipal human rights office in Bogotd, the Personeria, claimed that police extorting money
from street people was nothing but a lyth just street people’s stories to make the police look bad.
Interview with human rights official in the Personeria de Santafé de Bogotd, who wanted her name
withheld, 16 Auqust 1995.
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Many police and soldiers need to be violent against street

people for their own satisfaction. And they know nothing

will happen. They just know it."

The Tow 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 police force is strictly hierarchical, they are frequently
abused by higher level police officers.” While similar problems would
not necessarily lead to "social 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 Bogotd
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."'"

An additional factor at play in this type of "social cleansing"

appears to be the acceptance by perpetrators of a right-wing political

170 Interview with fiero leader in Bogotd, 19 August 1995. Name omitted here.

11 alvaro Camacho, who was a member of the external commission reforming 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 Camacho in Bogotd, 29
August 1995, and with members of the police force during Auqust and September 1995.

172 myosotros somos autoridad, {sin embargo], no debemos hacer justicia con nuestras propias
manos." Policia Metropolitana, Bogotd, "Acta no. 032," 5 October 1994.
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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 police 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. """

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 Bogotd is
revealing:

Those who come from the police have not chosen to move jnto
private security. No, they are the ones who have been fired

113 Interview with representative for Sequridad Canina in Bogotd, 27 August 1995.

1 ote that the opposite policy also is common. Many private security companies do not hi;e
people from the security forces and have strict ethical rules for their employees. Those companies
are less pertinent for this study, but their existence should be emphasized.
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from the police because of excessive violence against
civilians."”

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

13 Interview with security quard in Bogotd, August 1995. The quard’s remarks are confirmed by
a comment by an officer of the police intelligence unit, DIJIN, formerly known as F2. When asked
what had happened to all the F2 staff that were laid off, Lieutenant Ortiz stated that "many
probably formed bands of delinquents, many are dead, others work with private security companies."
Interview with Alejandro Ortiz in Bogotd, 30 August 1995.
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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" killings, and merchants’ organizations such as the gremio
Federacion Nacional de Comerciantes (FENALCO) deny any suggestion 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 E1 problema de los mendigos: Localidad de

Santa Fé, FENALCO writes that:

The authorities have gradually withdrawn, virtually 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.'

Without explicitly mentioning "social cleansing," FENALCO here
summarizes how a meréhant-instigated "cleansing" operation 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’)*

"cleansing" group to solve the problem.

176 »3 autoridad se ha ido replegando, haciendo caso omiso del problema [de los mendigos],
adoptando una estrategia de retirada permanente y dejando en manos de los pa;tlgulares la
responsabilidad de enfrentar el problema y de paso devolverle al centro la dignidad que él se

merece." PENALCO, El problema de los mendigos: Localidad de Santa Fé, Bogotd, 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 Gémez, 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.

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" operations. One Bogotd
social worker interviewed for this study testified that he stopped
working in a centrally located barrio in Bogotd 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.”” The AIDS hospice Fundacidn

17 Interview with Colonel Mauricio Gémez in Bogotd, 24 August 1995.
1”8 Interview with 0Olga Cabrera in Bogotd, 17 August 1995.

179 Interview with a social worker in Bogotd, 15 August 1995. The president of the Junta de
Accién Comunal did not want to participate in this study.
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tudes, mentioned earlier, also fell victim of Junta-instigated violence,
and as will be shown below, Juntas appear to continue to be involved in
"cleansing."

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 1ist of 170 youths was circulated as a part of the

earlier mentioned "Operacidn Estrella,” creating terror and silence
among its inhabitants.'™ 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 police and
the DAS to carry out these killings...For one operation each
merchant paid 30,000 pesos, delivering it to the local
police station.™
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 (0AS). In its 1993

human rights report on Colombia, the OAS states that:

180 seyeral 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 name on the list he quickly left. Interview in Usme, Bogotd, 3 September 1995.

18] Interview in Usme, Bogotd, 3 September 1995.
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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.™

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 professionally-printed posters appeared on
walls in the borough of Los Mirtires in Bogotd.'™ 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 los Mdrtires."® The posters had a

"% written in capital letters.

large cross and the word "funerals
According to one report, the office of the municipal ombudsman in
Bogotd, 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.'® According

to Carlos Rojas at CINEP, the posters had a tremendous effect on the

street people, who fled the area,™ at least temporarily. In the weeks

182 Organization of American States, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Second Report
on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1994, p. 104,

183 gee Map 2: Bogotd - the 20 boroughs.

184 n)0s industrialistas, comerciantes, organizaciomes civicas y comunidad en general, de la
Zona de los Martires." Poster text taken from photograph of the poster.

185 "funerales"

1% Buman Rights Watch/Americas, Gemeration Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New
York, 1994, p. 12.

187 carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza 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.™

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 mike potential
customers go elsewhere. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that it was
in the borough of Los Mdrtires the posters announcing a "cleansing”
campaign appeared, as Los Martires is both a business area and a zone
plagued by very high crime rates.'™

The poorest Bogotd 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 "é]eansing“ posters were put up in
May 1995 in several different neighbourhoods in the Bogota borough of
Bosa.'™ 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 Personeria, indicated that the local Junta de

188 Buman Rights Watch/Americas mentions a few of those killings in Generation Under Fire:
Children and Violence in Colombia, New York, November 1994, pp. 12-13.

189 1p 1993, Los Mirtires was, after Antonio Narifio, the Bogotd borough where most homicides
took place. Guillermo Seqovia Mora, La violencia en Santafé de Bogotd, Bogotd, ECOE Ediciones,
November 1994, p. 23. Muggings and petty theft are also commonplace.

190 gee Map 2: Bogotd - 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 Accién 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.™

A similar case, from 1993, was reported by an NGO working with
street youth in central Bogotd.'” 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

13! Ipterview with boy prostitutes at Terraza Pasteur in Bogotd, 12 Auqust 1995.

132 pecause of the security risks the representative of this NGO asked to have both her and the
NGO’s name omitted. Dates are also withheld here.
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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 Bogotd 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

By

to have the trouble-makers killed, and offered to do the "cleansing" if
she was willing to pay for it."

There is also evidence that police agents are available for hire
by criminal elements, a fact confirmed by Gloria Robles of the

Procuraduria.”™ The ex-bazuco dealer whose personal testimony about the

"paseo" was cited earlier, described this criminal collusion between
street people and police:'™

The policeman who saved me, well, he is 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 cases suggest that organized "social cleansing" may in some cases
be driven by a logic of "score-settling," as claimed by Police Colonel
Gomez. But while the scores to be settled may involve street people, it

is police officers who act as the hired guns.

193 Testimony from the social worker with whom this shocked woman spoke after the incident,
interviewed in Bogotd, 3 September 1995.

I9% Interview with Gloria Robles in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.

195 Interview with "paseo" victim in Bogotd, 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 illegal operations.

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 "Toxico1-90," "Muerte a Gamines,"
"Mano Negra," "Sweet Dreams," and "Los Cobras."'” Within the limits 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 Barranquilla, 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 US$120 per
cadaver. Apparently, money was the main motivation.

More often, the members of "cleansing squads" combine the .
opportunity to earn extra money with a conviction that they are doinjf%‘

society a favour. It will be recalled that, before killing eight

transvestites in central Bogotd in the late 1980s, the perpetrators

1% Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1994, pp. 83-84.

197 toxicol-90 is the name of a pesticide. Muerte a Gamines = Death to Street Children, Mano
Negra = Black Hand, Los Cobras = The Cobras.
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abused the victims verbally, calling them "dogs" and accusing them of
ridiculing Colombian manhood. This behaviour suggests that, whatever
they may have earned, their own attitudes - personal and political -
were an important motivation for the attack.'™

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 Peligrosos"'” 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

1200

Expendedores de Bazuco" and "Muerte a Gamines, 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

n201

Jaladores de Carros may signal the involvement of common citizens,

and Juntas, who have a crime problem in their neighbourhood.**

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 °

138 According to testimony from survivor. Interview conducted in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.
199 yyerte a Homosexuales Peligrosos = Death to Dangerous Homosexuals

200 yyerte a Expendedores de Bazuco = Death to Bazuco Dealers, Muerte a Gamines = Death to
Street Children

20 Muerte a Jaladores de Carros = Death to Car Thieves

02 Vigilante groups that specialize in attacking one particular group of "undesirables" are
neither new nor uniquely Colombian. In 19th century Indiana, United States, for example, there
existed a "horse-thief detection society." Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence: Historical
Studies of American Violence and Vigilantism, New York, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 309.
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rights and freedoms and to ensure that the inhabitants of Colombia may

n203

live together in peace. On 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 to
their "primary purpose." In the words of Javier Omar Ruiz, a municipal
official in Bogotd: "The Colombian police think that they are the owners
of the people...We can not accept to have a police force ruled by a

n204

policy of extermination.

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.
Police involvement, however, deserves more careful scrutiny. By looking
at which sectors within the police force are the most prone to commit
"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 pfovided in this study - based on testimonies from [
street people, information 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

03 presidencia de la Reptblica, Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights:
Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993, article 218.

04 Interview with Javier Omar Ruiz in Bogotd, 15 August 1995.
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branch popularly known by its old name, F2, but officially called
DIJIN.™

Interestingly, the involvement of individual police agents in
"social cleansing" is not hotly disputed by police officials. In an
interview for this study, for example, the coordinator of the "indigent
program” at the Metropolitan Police in Bogotd, Lieutenant Carlos
Lineros, openly admitted that some low-ranking police use violence
against street people, and that it is something of a habit among certain
police agents to il1-treat "indigents." He also acknowledged that
involvement of individual police agents in "social cleansing”
killings/operations is 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 cleansing" as isolated acts of violence carried out by low-
ranking police agents. Indeed, in most countries where human rights

violations are rampant, the only perpetrators identified are precisely

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 police 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

205 1pe intelligence branch F2 was transformed into DIJIN several years ago. Howevgr, the name
change never made its way to common Colombians who still refer to the intelligence police as the F2.
Here the official name, DIJIN, will be used.




97
such "apples" a police 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 Bogotd, 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.’

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

208 Interview with Lieutenant Alejandro Ortiz in Bogotd, 30 August 1995.

20 Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality, London, March
1994, p. 23.



98
traced at least to the level of Police Station Commanders. One Bogotad
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 Accidn

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 police 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 ki1l them.™
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 Bogotd have
originated from officers at least with the rank of Colonel.*”

If the evidence of official responsibility for directly ordering
"social cleansing" operations is less than overwhelming, the attitudes
and behaviour of senior police 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.?

208 phis police agent asked to remain anonymous. Interview in Bogotd, September 1995.
09 Interview with Timothy Ross in Bogotd, 21 August 1995.

210 7his Lieutenant asked that his name not be revealed. Interview in Bogotd, August 1995.
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Police complicity in "social cleansing" is also illustrated by the
systematic failure to identify or apprehend members of the "cleansing”
squads. These squads are highly visible in urban Colombia. In central
Bogotd, 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 registration plates, have darkened windows and heavy arms sometimes
visible.®

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 fruitless attempts
to make the police and the office 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 police 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

21 yhile this scenario nay seem as if it is taken out of a low-budget action movie, I can
testify that such jeeps and vans without registration plates and accompanied by motorcycles circled
around central Bogotd in the first morning hours of 2 September 1995. In central Bogotd in mid-1995,
street people and other independent observers also testified that two small-size cars - a red Hazda
and a black BMW - carried out much of the "cleansing.” The red Mazda had been spotted so often that
its registration number, originating from the Magdalena Medio region, was well-known among street
people and non-governmental observers. The registration number will not be given here.
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local police and the DAS have admitted being involved in the
"cleansing." But the killings continue.

Whatever police 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 1994

report, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality, "the lack of

action against those responsible by senior police commanders has clearly

created a climate in which such abuses proliferate."*?

2z Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality, London, March
1994, p. 23.
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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 o
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 uncontroversial,
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 of 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 1ife is inviolable...No one will be
...submitted to torture, or cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment...Al1l individuals are born free and
equal before the law and are entitled to equal protection
and treatment by the authorities...*
In addition, the country has ratified most international human rights
conventions, and has established a network of domestic human rights

institutions.? A new mechanism introduced in the 1991 Constitution is

the tutela, by which citizens can obtain an immediate judicial

43 ntalta de una politica s6lida de lucha contra la violacién de los derechos humanos por
parte de agentes del Estado.” Procuraduria General de la Nacién, III informe sobre derechos humanos,
Bogotd, 1994, p. 11.

214 presidencia de la Repdblica, Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights:
Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993, articles 11-13.

25 The normal administration of justice is primarily the responsibility of the office of the
Prosecutor General. "It is the responsibility of the Office of the General Prosecutor, automatically
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 service." Presidencia de la Repiblica,

Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights: Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993,
article 250.
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injunction against actions of a public authority affecting a person’s
fundamental constitutional rights.

OQutside of the judicial system, principal responsibility for the
protection of human rights rests with fhe Public Ministry. The main
bodies within the Public Ministry are the Procuraduria General de la
Nacidn (office of the Attorney General), and the Defensoria del Pueblo
(office of the People’s Defender). The Procuraduria’s main task is to
exercise independent disciplinary 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 los
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 police and the army, all have their own human rights
offices. And since the police reform in 1993, there has been a civilian
National Police Commissioner 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 X /f’ﬁ”Nf”g
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 imprisoned
for involvement in acts of "social cleansing."®* The one case
frequently mentioned by these officials, as evidence of official
toughness, was an investigation into one of the mass killings of feros
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 earlier in this study,
it seems reasonable to believe that the dismissed police officers had
easy accessvto 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 inter-governmental

organizations argue that the impunity enjoyed<pyrthqse whorcommit crimes

28 por a list of intervieved government officials see Appendix 1.
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of "social cleansing" is one of the principal reasons for the

~persistence of this violence. Impunity 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
nai7

violations.

In Colombia, this cycle of impunity stems from at least five

s
discernible flaws in the legal system. First, laws and mechanisms =~

designed to protect human rights are actually undermined by other laws
that subvert their intention. Second, the judicial system is severely
congested, with millions of cases pending. Thir&i 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." Fiftﬁ; in the few cases where
a formal "social cleansing" complaint is filed, the judicial system is
not flexible enough to handle the part%cu]arities of the street people.
It is worth Tlooking 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

A7 nited Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Report of the Special Rapporteur on the
Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or
Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Nidaye, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights
resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995, p. 25.

R

T
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n21s

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.?® 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 c]ear]y fails to fulfil its obligations under
international law...” ~

Worse still, the hotly-debated jurisdiction of military courts was
actually extended in the 1991 Constitution to include the police.” In

practice this means that the military courts claim, and usually win,

28 wpye obedience” is described in article 91 of the Colombian constitution: "In 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 provision. As far as they are concerned, responsibility will fall exclusively on
the superior officer who gives the order"[emphasis added]. Presidencia de la Repiblica,

Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights: Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993,
article 91.

19 guman Rights Watch/Americas 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.

20 ynjted Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint Report of the Special Rapporteur on the
Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or
Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Ndiaye, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights
resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995, p. 32.

ul "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 Military Code." Presidencia de la
Republica, Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights: Colombia’s New Constitution,
Bogotd, 1993, article 221.
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Jjurisdiction 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.”

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.” Writing about the mass killing in Pereira, noted above,

a European Union delegation noted that its outcome was an example of the
"perverse effect of extending military jurisdiction to the police."™

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 guilty.” In the rare cases that members of the security forces are

tried and found gquilty, they generally receive very short sentences or

222 qhe 0AS has emphasized that the idea of service-related offenses must be clearly defined,
to avoid human rights violations being considered service-related. The OAS writes that : "In fact,
military criminal justice prevents ordinary judges from trying military and police, even in cases of
crimes against humanity." Organization of American States, Inter-American Commission on Human
Rights, Second Report on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, p. 99.

223 1n addition, a severe congestion in the whole Colombian judicial system means that even
crimes that are to be tried in civilian courts seldom reach a conviction.

24 mefecto perverso de la extension de fuero militar a la policfa.” Asociacién Seta, Misién de
identificacién de derechos humanos en Colombia: Informe de misién, Bogotd, May 1993, p. 50.

28 one example of a case taken over by the military court system is the earlier mentioned
police shooting and killing in April 1995 of a young fiero who could not stop scratching himself
while inside a police van.
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226

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 military justice 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 qua 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 judicial inefficiency are both unacceptable and illegal,
there is some truth to the "cleansers" claim that criminals are seldom

punished. According to one estimate, only 4 percent of all crimes

228 The United Nations points out that "standard practice" within the military criminal courts
include "cover-ups, partiality and pressuring of witnesses." United Nations, Joint Report of the
Special Rapporteur on the Question of Torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on

Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Ndiaye, submitted pursuant to
Commission on Human Rights resolutions 1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995, p. 27.

227 pefensorfa del Pueblo, Sequndo Informe Anual del Defensor del Pueblo al Congreso de

Colombia, serie de documentos 8, Bogotd, 1995, p. 21, and Amnesty International, Political Violence
in Colombia: Myth and Reality, London, March 1994, p.76.

228 Organization of American States, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Second Report
on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1993, pp. 245-246.
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* Colombia also has one of the lowest

committed result in a conviction.
prisoner ratios in the world, with 1 prisoner/100,000 people.?

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," convictions
are swift and sentencing is harsh.” By contrast, cases involving

crimes by state agents, or those operating with state acquiescence, are

29 1pid, p. 9.

230 According to statistics from the Colombian Ministry of Justice, in Colombia 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 extremely low prisoner ratio co-exists with one of the
highest homicide rates in the world and with the fact that Colombia has more lawyers per capita than
any other Latin American country. Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia para la gente: Una
vision alternativa, Bogotd, November 1994, pp. 6 and 19.

31 yinisterio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia para la gente: Una visién alternativa,
Bogotd, November 1994, p. 4.

22 Representatives from the human rights organization Comisién Intercongregacional 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."* 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
enjoy protection through an official witness protection 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.™

Examples of police threats against street people are abundant. In
the case of the police killing of the "Poeta Nero," described earlier,

one representative of a Colombian NGO explained: "One of the key

23 wge intimidé a los que pedfan justicia y se enqgafié a investigadores... y jueces."
Defensoria del Pueblo, do informe anual del Defemsor del Pueblo al Congreso de Colombia, serie
de documentos 8, Bogotd, 1995, p. 21.

24 Buman Rights Watch/Americas, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New

York, November 1994.

5 Interview with Gloria Robles in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.
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witnesses was so badly threatened by the police that we had to take him
away from Bogotd."*® Other eyewitnesses to the killing refused to give
further testimony after having seen one of the implicated policemen on
active duty soon after the killing.?

In theory, people like the "Poeta Nero" 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 will sanction any abuse or ill-treatment perpetrated

against them.™
However, acknowledging that the reality is very different from the
theory in Colombia, the Ministry of Justice wrote in 1994, three years
after the enacting of the Constitution, 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.™

86 Interview with representative of non-governmental organization in Bogotd, 15 August 1995.
Name omitted here.

237 fyman Rights Watch/Americas, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia, New
York, November 1994, p. 29.

28 presidencia de la Republica, Participatory Democracy and Respect for Human Rights:
Colombia’s New Constitution, Bogotd, 1993, article 13.

239 w3 falta de acceso al derecho y a la justicia ha terminado por convertirse en Colombia en
un factor de exclusién y de marginalidad social que ha profundizado nuestras diferencias internas y
ha generado espacios para que el conflicto ciudadano no se encauce por las vias del Estado de
Derecho.” Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, Justicia para la gente: Una visién alternativa,
Bogotd, November 1994, p. 13.
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The lack of access to justice for the poorest and most
marginalized highlights 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 Nero’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.®™

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

11242

is "the excessive formality and rigidity of procedural law.

M0 Interview with representative of non-governmental organization in Bogotd, 15 Auqust 1995.
Name omitted here.

U1 Ipterview with Alejandro Valencia Villa in Bogotd, 24 August 1995.

242 n] excesivo formalismo y ritualismo de la legislacién procesal.” Ministerio de Justicia y
del Derecho, Justicia para la gente; Una visién alternativa, Bogotd, 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
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 authorities 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
police are involved in these crimes," but complained that it had been
almost impossible to prove this in the courts.”™ His colleague, the
coordinator of the official "program for street people"™ Gloria
Robles, noted that her office has had to find additional tasks because

of the low frequency of formal complaints from street people about

43 Interview with Hernando Valencia Villa in Bogotd, 30 August 1995.

M "programa para la poblacién de la calle”
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violence perpetrated by state agents.’ 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 "Disposability"
The problem of "social cleansing" is further aggravated by a widespread
and heavily dehumanizing discourse about the street people. While the
frequently used word "disposable" is an extreme illustration of such a
discourse, it is far from the only example. Garbage recyclers, feros,
street children, prostitutes and transvestites all testify that the
language used by others in interaction with them - whether spoken or
unspoken - is consistently negative.” So pervasive is this negative
discourse that it has even been adopted by Colombia’s street people
themselves. In Bogotd 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 immoral. Such is the

U5 1nterview with Gloria Robles in Bogotd, 28 August 1995.

20 Interviews with street people in Bogotd, August and September 1995.
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case with "social cleansing" in Colombia, a practice which appears to be
supported, or at least tolerated, by a broad segment of society.?”

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."™ 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’"**

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 pérpetrators of "social cleansing."
Often given public ekpression 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

following communique to a local newspaper:

u7 Socio-linquist Carlos Ivan Garcia stated that: "I believe that if a survey was done on
’social cleansing’ we would find great support for these killings." Interview with Carlos Ivan
Garcfa in Bogotd, 16 August 1995.

48 payid Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia,” in Arief Budiman, ed.,
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p.
189,

%9 1big, p. 199.
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National product ‘Toxico1-90’ 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 il1l-equipped or unworthy of living among the
rest of soc1et; as are thieves, muggers, pot-heads, crack-
addicts etc.

By lowering the status of their victims to the level of vermin,
"Toxico1-90" 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

n251

to carry out the executions.

"#2 a3 "cleansing squad" that

The discourse of "Amor por Medellin,
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 wpoyicol-90 producto nacional que viene en cépsulas de aplicacién directa preferiblemente a
la cabeza, y se puede usar contra ratas, cucarachas y toda clase de pardsitos e insectos...hemos
tomado con corazén firme, la radical p051c16n de eliminar y erradicar, por cualquier medio a toda
clase de elementos no aptos para convivir en sociedad, como son atracadores, raponeros,
marihuaneros, bazukeros etc..." Quoted in Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza social,
Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, pp. 27 and 46.

Bl Interview with Carlos Ivan Garcia in Bogotd, 16 August 1995. The dehumanization of victims
of abuse is also a recurring theme in U.S. history, for example, in the treatment of indigenous
people in the 19th century and, more recently, during the Vietnam war. Discussing the "tacit
alliance in the use of violence between the government and private vigilante groups,” Lynne B.
Iglitzin states that 19th century "racist attitudes...served to make the Indian dehumanized and
alien for the dominant majority, and thus campaigns to exterminate the Indian tribal enclaves, their
culture and way of life received widespread popular support." Lynne B Iglitzin, Violent Conflict in
American Society, San Prancisco, Chandler Publishing Company, 1972, p. 117.

52 pnor por Medellin = Love for Medellin
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We recommend that decent, law abiding citizens not be on the

streets past midnight, as decentﬁPeople have no business

being out at those hours anyway.

These examples suggest that "social cleansing"” is not intended
Jjust to eliminate undesirable individuals, but is also about sending a
message to others, explaining what is considered acceptable behaviour,
and punishing severely those who do not conform. This message is not
only spread verbally and in writing, but through the ritualistic ways
the "social cleanSing" killings and 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 Bogotd such spots are found, for example, in
Usme, and by the highway to Choachi outside of Bogotd. 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 mRecomendamos a la gente de bien no permanecer después 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.” Quoted in

Carlos Rojas, La violencia llamada limpieza social, Bogotd, CINEP, 1993, p. 62.
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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..."®

The Colombian media, especially the newspapers, are another
manifestation, and source, of negative attitudes towards street people.
The biggest newspapers, such as E1 Tiempo and E1 Espectador in Bogotd,
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."® 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 E1 Tiempo on 10
August 1995.%° On a map of Bogotd 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)

24 pavig Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia," in Arief Budiman, ed.,
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, no. 22, 1990, p.
186.

239 op 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 qunfire" "Tres reconocidos y peligrosos anti-sociales fueron
ultimados a tiros."

2% See Illustration 1: Map published in El Tiempo 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 pubiic. 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.
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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

237 wcarrera 7a. Calle 16 (parque Santander): 12 gamines se ponen agresivos si no les dan
plata.”
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discourse used by powerful social organizations, such as the merchants’
gremio, FENALCO. While some of FENALCO’s views on street people have
been outlined in previous chapters, one especially illustrative element
of its perspective is worth mentioning here. FENALCO’s 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: "Indigents go in, but persons come out."”® 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 feasibi]ity: 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 Bogotd 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[Elphasis added] Interview with FENALCO economists Gabriel Antonio Gizman and Juan Pablo
Lema in Bogotd, 25 August 1995.
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on the sidewalks - it has come increasingly to focus on the "invasion"

259

of the "public space" by street people.” 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.™

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."*

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 current campaign to beautify and reorganize the public space in Bogotd is not the first
of its kind in Colombia. In the mid-1980s the city of Cali carried out a similar campaign under the
slogan "A beautiful Cali is a clean Cali." What both these cleansing efforts have in common is that
they have turned heavily against the street people. In Cali a "cleansing squad® started killing
undesirable people, leaving notes bearing the city’s slogan on the dead bodies. Alvaro Camacho,
"public and Private Dimensions of Urbam Violence in Cali," in Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Pefiaranda,
and Gonzalo Sanchez, eds., Violence in Colombia: The Contemporary Crisis in Historica] Perspective,
Delaware, Scholarly Resources, 1992, p. 256.

20 ocal official Javier Omar Ruiz, from the Veedurfa Distrital, is highly critical of the
treatment of the street people in Bogotd, and he emphasized that there has to be negotiations about
the public space with the street people, where their views are taken seriously: "Where are they
supposed to go if they can’t stay on the streets? There have to be alternatives. It is important to
remember that street people also have rights. They are a social group, and they have the right to
nake proposals to the rest of society.” Interview with Javier Omar Ruiz in Bogotd, 15 August 1995.

2! Tnterview 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 attions by the security forces and
their allies. The fact is that, legally and politically, there is a
fundamental difference between street crime and human rights violations,
and Colombian authorities are well aware of this difference.”

This is not simply a matter of theoretical debate. Official
attitudes and linguistic deceptions have real consequences, as
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 believed 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 Londofio’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 human 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 Colombian state has acknowledged this responsibility not only
in its own Constitution and domestic laws, but by ratifying, for example, the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights of the United Nations (UN), and the American Convention on Human
Rights of the Organization of American States (OAS).

263 Quoted in Amnesty International, Political Violence in Colombia: Myth and Reality, London,
March 1994, p. 24.



*- i

123

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
Procuraduria, Hernando Valencia Villa:

The street people are not accepted as human beings. In the

view of many within the security forces, not only do the
.~ Street people not have rights, not only are they
"disposables,’ but to eliminate them is to do society a
favour. It is civic action.*
Yet perhaps more shocking is the fact that the President himself
has begun to employ the discourse of "disposability." When the President
claims that it is necessary to carry out a "surgical cleansing"™ 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 Constitution.” In Colombia to "cleanse
delinquents" means only one thing: to kill them. Even if it was not the
President’s intention, 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 Bogotd, 30 August 1995.

%5 1t s interesting to note that the "Petrus® killings in Indonesia were described by
Indonesian officials as a "surgical operation.® Justus van der Kroef, "Petrus: Patterns of
Prophylactic Murder in Indonesia,® Asian Survey, 25 (July 1985): 752.

266 wpalabras del Sefior Presidente de la Repiiblica, Doctor Ermesto Samper Pizano, en el acto de
suscripcién del Acuerdo Nacionai Contra la Violencia," Bogotd, 16 August 1995.
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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,”
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
them.*® No such open international pressure has yet been applied to the

Colombian government, and so the "social cleansing" continues.

27 See, for example, Organization of American States, Inter-American Commission on Human

Rights, Second Report on the Situation of Human Rights in Colombia, Washington D.C., 1994; United
Nations, Economic and Social Council, Joint report of the Special Rapporteur on the question of
torture, Mr. Nigel S Rodley, and the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary

executions, Mr. Bacre Waly Ndiaye, submitted pursuant to Commission on Human Rights resolutions
1994/37 and 1994/82, 16 January 1995.

%8 Justus van der Kroef, "Petrus: Patterns of Prophylactic Murder in Indonesia," Asian Survey,
25 (July 1985): 745-769.
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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
unravelling the analytical problems posed at the outset.

In Chapter 3 we learned that the principal victims of "social
cleansing" in Colombia include the homé]ess, street children,
prostitutes, transvéstites, 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 |

circumstances of four identifiable communities of "disposables" - fieros
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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 T;#;
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

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 [ described as "semi-spontaneous," the violence is carried out
mainly by on-duty police, 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 Accién 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 officials of the government and the security forces, the
discourse of "disposability" 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 belijeve 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 Togical consequence of
discernible and generalizable social, political and economic forceﬁ. 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 is misleading. For while the country has established and
maintained over several decades many of the formal mechanisms of
democracy - such as an elected 1egis1ature, 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 subordination to the civilian 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 Comisién 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
fear of punishment, there is no reason to believe that they will stop.

But the explanation of "social cleansing" cannot stop there. The

autonomy of the security forces implies a significant degree of

29 Interview with Sonia Zambrano in Bogotd, 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 marginalized 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 inflﬁences attitudes, discourse, and
behaviour on both sides of the divide. This gap appears to lie 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 "stability." The government’s economic policies are
consistent with, and tend to support, the view that the concern for
civil and political rights is premature and inappropriate in a country

sti11 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 reconci]e 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 Tlaw.

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 primarily
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
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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 the international community are similarly 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 accommodate 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. Robinson, "Human Rights in Southeast Asia: Rhetoric and Reality," in David
Wurfel and Bruce Burton, eds., Southeast Asia in a New World Order, Macmillan Press Series in
International Political Economy, forthcoming 1996.
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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
security fo;ces 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

M pavid Bourchier, "Crime, Law and State Authority in Indonesia," in Arief Budiman, ed.,
State and Civil Society in Indonesia, Clayton, Monash 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
‘authorit;rian and oriented toward the demands of powerful business
| Qroups, 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 cleansing” 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 all 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 1ikelihood 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
political-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

totally inaccurate in both its allegations: 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.”

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 r%ghts 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.

272‘Lynne B. Iglitzin, Violent Conflict in American Society, San Prancisco, Chandler Publishing
Company, 1972, p. 103.
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Appendix 1 - Interviews Conducted during Field Research in Bogotd

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-representatives. In some
cases, interviewees explicitly requested anonymity while in others the
decision to protect their identity was my own.
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Appendix 2 - Selected Definitions

'Cleansing squads" - Paramilitary/parapolice groups specializing 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.”’ 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 rights 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,”* or
simply an act of criminal violence.

Impunity - the failure of a state’s judicial system to bring to justice
those who break the law. Most commonly used to describe immunity from
prosecution by members of police and armed forces.

Paramilitary groups - organized armed groups working with some degree of
state acquiescence or support. Some paramilitary 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 killings - 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).

213 these include, for example, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), and the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishaent.

I International humanitarian law is spelled out in the rules of armed conflict, as stipulated
in the Geneva Conventions.
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"Social cleansing" - the systematic elimination and abuse of
marginalized and/or impoverished sectors of a population, often defined
as "disposable" people by the perpetrators. Victims commonly include
street children, 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 only one type of vigilante, distinguished by their links with
the state. Other types include lynch mobs. (See also, Paramilitary
groups).




