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Co-Chairman McGovern, Co-Chairman Wolf, and distinguished members of the commission, 
thank you for this opportunity to address the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission on the 
critically important issue of human rights in Colombia. My name is Max Schoening and I am 
the Colombia researcher for Human Rights Watch. My testimony today will focus on threats 
and attacks against internally displaced Colombians seeking land restitution.  
 
Violence associated with Colombia’s internal armed conflict has driven more than 5 million 
people from their homes, generating the world’s largest population of internally displaced 
persons (IDPs). Colombian IDPs are estimated to have left behind 6 million hectares of land, 
much of which armed groups, their allies, and others seized in land grabs. 
 
In June 2011, President Juan Manuel Santos took an unprecedented step toward addressing 
this immense human rights problem by securing passage of the Victims Law, which aims to 
return land to hundreds of thousands of displaced families during a decade of 
implementation. The land restitution program is the most important human rights initiative 
of the Santos administration. 

As ambitious as the Victims Law is, however, Colombia has made little progress in 
implementing it, as Human Rights Watch revealed in a report released last month. The 
government has received more than 45,000 land restitution claims, but as of September 
2013, only 1 percent had resulted in court rulings ordering restitution. By that date—more 
than two years since the Victims Law was enacted—the government could confirm only 
three cases of families who had returned to live on their land as a result of court rulings 
under the law. 

Of the myriad obstacles to implementing land restitution, security is perhaps the greatest. 
IDPs who have sought to recover land through the Victims Law and other restitution 
mechanisms have been subject to widespread abuses tied to their efforts, including 
killings, new incidents of forced displacement, and death threats.  

In researching our report, Human Rights Watch documented 17 cases of killings of IDP land 
claimants and leaders since 2008, in which 21 people died, in circumstances that provide 
compelling evidence the attacks were motivated by the victims’ activism. Official data 
suggests the total number of such killings may be even higher: the Attorney General’s Office 
reported that it was investigating 43 cases of killings of “leaders, claimants, or participants 
in land restitution matters” committed since 2008. Since 2012, more than 700 IDPs and 
their leaders attempting to reclaim land through the Victims Law have reported receiving 
threats. 

The threats and attacks are entirely predictable given Colombia’s chronic failure to deliver 
justice for both current and past abuses against IDP claimants. Prosecutors have not 
charged a single suspect in any of their investigations into threats against land claimants 
and leaders. Moreover, justice authorities have rarely prosecuted the people who originally 
displaced claimants and stole their land. Of the more than 17,000 open investigations into 
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cases of forced displacement handled by the main prosecutorial unit dedicated to pursuing 
such crimes, 28 had led to a conviction as of January 2013.  

Authorities’ failure to significantly curb the power of paramilitary successor groups also 
poses a direct threat to land claimants’ security. Successor groups to the officially 
demobilized United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) paramilitary coalition have 
carried out a large share of the threats and attacks targeting displaced land claimants. In 
addition, third parties who took over lands after original occupants were forced out, as well 
as left-wing Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) guerrillas, have also targeted 
land claimants. 

The government’s protection program, which is unparalleled in the region, has provided 
hundreds of at-risk land claimants with protection measures, such as bulletproof vests and 
bodyguards. While helpful, these are essentially palliative measures, since they do not rein 
in or hold accountable the armed groups, criminal mafias, and others who are threatening 
claimants’ lives. 

In Human Rights Watch’s view, a more strategic approach by prosecutors, in coordination 
with restitution efforts, could go a long way toward ensuring justice—and thus protection—
for IDPs seeking to return to their land. In particular, Colombian prosecutors should work 
with land restitution authorities to vigorously pursue crimes against land claimants in areas 
where restitution is being carried out. The United States should urge Colombia to adopt 
such a strategy, and provide the necessary assistance to do it. 

Unless Colombia ensures justice for current and past abuses against IDP claimants, many 
more will suffer threats, episodes of displacement, and killings. And the Santos 
administration’s signature human rights initiative could be fundamentally undermined. 

Thank you for your time. I look forward to answering any questions you may have. 

 

 


