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DEDICATION 

 

A la Guardia. 

 

Only when they were having coffee did Arcadio reveal the motive behind his visit: he had 

received a complaint against José Arcadio. It was said that he had begun by plowing his 

own yard and had gone straight ahead into neighboring lands, knocking down fences and 

buildings with his oxen until he took forcible possession of the best plots of land around. 

On the peasants whom he had not despoiled because he was not interested in their lands, 

he levied a contribution which he collected every Saturday with his hunting dogs and his 

double-barreled shotgun. He did not deny it. He based his right on the fact that the 

usurped lands had been distributed by José Arcadio Buendía at the time of the founding, 

and he thought it possible to prove that his father had been crazy ever since that time, for 

he had disposed of a patrimony that really belonged to the family. It was an unnecessary 

allegation, because Arcadio had not come to do justice. He simply offered to set up a 

registry office so that José Arcadio could legalize his title to the usurped land, under the 

condition that he delegate to the local government the right to collect the contributions. 

They made an agreement. Years later, when Colonel Aureliano Buendía examined the 

titles to property, he found registered in his brother’s name all of the land between the 

hill where his yard was on up to the horizon, including the cemetery, and discovered that 

during the eleven months of his rule, Arcadio had collected not only the money of the 

contributions, but had also collected fees from people for the right to bury their dead in 

José Arcadio’s land. 

 Gabriel Garcia Marquez - One Hundred Years of Solitude 
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ABSTRACT 

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF LAND PROPERTY RIGHTS IN THE 

COLOMBIAN CIVIL WAR: A STUDY ON LAND-GRABBING 

Camilo Pardo-Herrera, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Louise Shelley 

 

During the turn of the twenty-first century, Colombia witnessed what can be designated 

as the most recent chapter in its history of agrarian conflicts. During this time, as a 

consequence of the country's civil war, entire rural populations forced to displace 

abandoned massive tracts of land. The property rights of these internally displaced 

peoples were affected during their absence and many were dispossessed of their homes. 

In the Colombian context this phenomenon has been labeled as Land-grabbing and it 

constitutes the subject of study of this doctoral dissertation.  Using novel country-level 

data, this dissertation employs a mixed methods approach to identify the central drivers 

and enablers of this land-grabbing phenomenon. The research also presents a novel data 

driven characterization of the phenomenon. 



 

1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Conflicts over land issues have been a constant in the republican history of 

Colombia. The disputes between the Catholic Church and the nascent Colombian State in 

mid nineteenth century, not long after its independence from Spain, served as a preamble 

for a history of protracted land-related conflict (Ibanez & Munoz, 2010). This permanent 

strife went on to define the social relations between land-owners and settlers during the 

colonization process of frontier land in the early twentieth century (Hirschman, 1965) 

which went on to result in La Violencia, a political conflict led by the two traditional 

parties, ‘in which peasants from both sides provided the cannon for fodder’ (Thoumi, 

2003: 277-78). Altogether, the story of land issues during the twentieth century can be 

recounted in the form of chapters related to the three agrarian reforms that failed in 1936, 

1961 and 1994, all as a consequence of the influence of large land-owners (See: 

Gutierrez, 2010 and Ibanez & Munoz, 2010). 

Moreover, although land issues are only one of the multiple causes of the armed 

conflict that the Colombian Government fought against the Revolutionary Armed Forces 

of Colombia (FARC) since the 1960s, a relative consensus exists around the claim that 

inequality in access to land is one of the central grievances that triggered the emergence 

of such conflict (Comisión Histórica del Conflicto y sus Victimas, 2015). Actually, it is 

very meaningful that the first chapter of the peace agreement reached in late 2016 
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between the Colombian Government and the FARC was on a Policy for Integral Agrarian 

Reform, in which land access is at the core.  

During the past few decades when conflict reached its peak, around the turn of the 

twenty-first century, the country witnessed what can be catalogued as the most recent 

chapter in the history of agrarian conflict, when massive extensions of land were 

abandoned by internally displaced populations and their property rights were affected 

during their absence. Simply put, large tracts of land were stolen while people were 

running for their lives. In the Colombian context, this has been labeled as land-grabbing, 

and it is the subject of study of this research. 

Given the importance that land issues have had in the construction of Colombian 

institutions since its birth as a Republic, contributing to the understanding of the massive 

illegal land-seizures that occurred in the country is of salient importance to the 

comprehension of contemporary Colombia. Simultaneously, land issues will continue to 

have a central role in defining the future of the country, as the polarized nature of current 

political debate –usual in contexts of transitions from conflict- promises to make the 

implementation of the Policy for Integral Agrarian Reform an arduous one, both in 

political and social terms. In addition, from an academic perspective, understanding the 

consequences that different war dynamics can have on the patrimony of victims of 

violence will also be a central contribution to the literature on violence against civilians 

in civil wars. Finally, it is hoped that a detailed study of the actors (and their interests) 

involved in these land seizures and the connections between and among them, will 

contribute to the literature on criminal networks.   
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With that in mind, the present Doctoral Dissertation is structured as follows. 

Chapter one presents the conceptual and theoretical frameworks that serve as background 

for the research. In it, I describe the main features of what I call The Two Colombias; the 

historical coexistence of two opposing worlds, one tied to the global financial and 

business circles, which enjoys first-world life standards in urban centers, and another 

primarily rural world anchored to poverty, violence and with no access to social services. 

Linking the institutional theory of development with a historical description of 

land-related conflicts during the nineteenth century, I contend that the existence of these 

opposing worlds within the same territory is the result of an unfinished state-formation 

process. The Colombian state does not extend formally into all of its territory, thereby 

creating these two contrasting realities within the same national entity. 

I maintain that the historical persistence of the incomplete nature of this state-

formation process is explained by a situation of elite capture, enabled by the essence of 

Colombia’s political institutions. Historical state-formation processes in the country have 

failed, not because of lack of capacity, but are rather better explained by a deliberate 

decision to keep parts of the country, the periphery, away from the rule of law. This lack 

of formal institutions in vast regions of the country creates conditions that resemble a 

State of Nature in which power, and not law, dictates the allocation of resources. This 

subordination of legality to violence, is favorable to particular interests. 

Chapter two situates the subject of study, land grabbing, within the broader 

academic debates as described in specialized literature. First, it reviews the main debates 

about what scholarly circles worldwide have labeled ‘the global land grab’, and it 
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portrays the most salient lines of related research. In a second section, this chapter 

focuses on land seizures in the Colombian context, and situates contemporary forms of 

land grabbing in historical perspective. It does so by outlining the evolution of the 

contours of academic debates and by describing the development of policy responses to 

address the issue.  

Chapter three presents the definitions that frame the research as well as the data 

and methods employed. It provides a detailed description of the data collection process as 

well as a rationale for the selection of the methods used. Research questions and 

hypotheses are also included in this chapter. 

Chapter four uses data produced and processes by the Land Restitution Unit in 

Colombia and Geographic Information System techniques, to provide the first data driven 

definition (to the best of the author’s knowledge) of the land grabbing phenomenon that 

took place in Colombia during the past three decades. It analyses issues such as the 

geographical scope, levels of intensity both at the national and sub-national levels, and 

the temporal trends it followed, as reported by the affected population. 

Using previously inexistent, systematic, national-level data on cases of land 

grabbing, as collected by the Land Restitution, chapter five employs regression analysis 

to provide a comprehensive hypothesis of the drivers and enablers of the subject under 

study. This chapter contributes to the understanding of land dispossession in the context 

of the Colombian civil war, as previous exercises of this sort used data on forced 

displacement as a proxy for land dispossession, which, as it will be explained throughout 
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the research, are similar, but essentially different phenomena. Results point to the 

absence of an effective state as the main enabler of land-grabbing cases in the country. 

Chapter six is based on information extracted from judicial decisions produced by 

Land Restitution Tribunals, and uses Social Network Analysis techniques to analyze the 

context following intense armed conflict in El Carmen de Bolivar, which permitted for 

large plots of land to be purchased by a few individuals foreign to the region. El Carmen 

de Bolivar is the municipality that concentrates the highest number of restitution claims 

as collected by the Land Restitution Unit.  The results show how violence, corruption, 

and clientelist practices served as the context for counter-insurgency policies, dressed up 

in environmental agendas, to result in a massive case of land grabbing. 
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CHAPTER ONE - THE TALE OF THE TWO COLOMBIAS OR THE 

UNFINISHED BUSINESS OF STATE FORMATION. 

Introduction 

Colombia is often portrayed as a development paradox in which persistent 

historical growth rates and a relatively stable democracy have coexisted with an 

extremely violent armed conflict during more than fifty years. Concurrently, “The Tale of 

the Two Colombias” has gained popularity in some academic forums to describe the 

context by referring to the two opposing worlds that have historically coexisted in the 

country; one tied to the global financial and business circles, which enjoys first world life 

standards in urban centers, and another primarily rural world anchored to poverty, 

violence and with no access to social services.  

In addressing this situation, Garcia and Revelo (2010) assume the persistence of 

modern norms in pre-modern contexts as one of the defining features of Colombian 

society. Along the same lines, Robinson (2016) frames these stark differences within a 

fractal core-periphery model, in which the periphery is geographically distinct and has 

much higher rates of poverty and violence than the core (when observed at the national 

level), a pattern that is also identified as the level of analysis zooms in.    

In State Theory terms (see: Webber, 1978 & Evans et. al., 1985), it could be 

maintained that the process of consolidation of the Colombian State is still undergoing in 

a large part of its territory. While it embodies the formal theoretical features of States 
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such as having fixed borders, a permanent population, relative internal legitimacy and, 

the capacity to engage in and sustain relations with other states, the Colombian State 

lacks the capacity, at least in a broad section of its geography, to maintain the monopoly 

over the legitimate use of violence, to provide public goods to its citizens and, to 

maintain the monopoly over the production of binding rules and to enforce compliance 

(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006). In short, the Colombian State behaves as such, only in 

certain parts of its territory.  

This coexistence of contrasting realities in terms of socio-economic development 

and state presence within countries, is however not an exclusive feature of the Colombian 

context. That democracy and democratic citizenship extends differently across countries 

and within countries, is in fact a defining factor in much of the developing world 

(Varieties of Democracy, 2018). 

How can these stark differences be understood? What is the underlying factor that 

can help explain the historical persistence of these conditions? Is the process of state 

formation in Colombia hindered by exogenous forces? Or is it the product of some sort of 

endogenous dynamic? The objective of this section is to answer these questions by 

providing a historical account of the Colombian institutional structure, with a particular 

interest on those that have traditionally ruled over land reform in the country. This 

chapter provides the context in which massive land-grabbing took place and is, therefore, 

essential for its understanding.  

A first section describes the persistent urban- rural, core-periphery divide that has 

defined the country since its inception. A second section describes the historical land 
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concentration that has persisted since colonial times and provides an account of the 

successive failures to implement an agrarian reform in the country and to protect property 

rights homogenously, as examples of the incapacity of the Colombian State to produce 

binding rules and enforce compliance. A third section advances an institutional 

explanation for the historical divide between the ‘two countries’, or, if seen through the 

state formation logic, for the delayed process of state consolidation in some regions of the 

country. The chapter finalizes with a description of the political economy of 

underdevelopment, which would explain the protracted nature of this divide in the 

country.  

 

i. A Depiction of the Two Colombias: The Urban – Rural Divide  

Poverty, inequality and violence are central issues to the construction of an 

accurate description of Colombia. Despite the fact that the country is considered as an 

upper middle-income nation by multilateral financing institutions such as the World Bank  

and the Inter-American Development Bank and as a stable economy by major credit and 

investing agencies , and notwithstanding its experienced history of stable growth  (its 

economy grew, on average, by 4.8 percent per year between 2004 and 2014, making it 

one of the strongest performers in Latin America), large disparities persist between and 

within regions when it comes to poverty reduction . Uneven territorial development in the 

country is characterized by persistent gaps in standards of living between urban and rural 

areas, across geographic regions (e.g., Pacific, Atlantic, and Amazon) and even between 

and within departments and municipalities.  
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This urban-rural gap has been a constant in the history of the country. This is true 

regardless of the period under study or the methodology implemented. In the years before 

independence from Spain, rural conditions of poverty and inequality were already salient 

as can be gathered from the description provided by a Spanish crown administrator of the 

time (Jurado, 2010):  

Most part of its dwellers lacks the sufficient land to feed and clothe themselves, 

and most of the mixed people do not have land at all. And, of those with insufficient land 

some have built their huts on another man’s property or only have enough space for a 

small shed, a kitchen and a patio, so they have no means to support their family, and 

given that there is no land to work on, the area has filled with beggars who live out of 

other people’s work.  

Going forward more than two hundred years to the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, the situation of poverty and inequality although much better than in colonial 

times, is still critical. In 2002, using figures from the 1993 census, the National Audit 

Office (Contraloria General de la Republica, 2002) estimated rural poverty in monetary 

terms to be as high as 79.9%, and extreme rural poverty to be at 45,9%. In terms of 

inequality, the same report maintained that the wealthiest 10% of the country received 30 

times the income of the poorest 10% and in regards to the rural sector in particular, it 

signaled how the income of the owner of the land was 10 times higher than the rural 

worker (jornalero).    

On their part, multidimensional methodologies to measure poverty which were 

introduced in the country during the 2000’s, also confirmed the evident breach between 
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the urban and rural contexts in the country. What is more, the two most recent reports on 

the evolution of this issue presented by the National Planning Department in 2015 and 

2018, both recognize that the gap between the urban and rural contexts in the country 

continues to widen (DNP, 2015 & 2018). These figures support those of unsatisfied basic 

needs included in the Human Development Report of 2011 which showed that in urban 

centers, on average, poverty rates were 2.3 times lower than in municipalities catalogued 

as very rural (UNDP, 2011).   

The urban-rural gap extends to other indicators such as health, sanitation, and 

education and shows how rural populations face disadvantageous conditions since very 

early stages of life when compared to their city counterparts (Pineda, 2012). According to 

the National Survey on Nutritional Conditions (ICBF, 2010), in 2010, chronic 

malnutrition of children under the age of five reached 3,7% in rural areas, against 2,3% in 

urban centers. Global malnutrition (low weight for the age) was almost double in rural 

areas (0,9%) than in urban concentrations (0,5%) and within the particular age group of 

children between 5 and 17, figures show that delays in growth (indicative of malnutrition) 

in the rural country double those existing in urban contexts (15,2% to 7,9%). In terms of 

access to health facilities the differences remain, and while less than 1% of total births in 

cities happened outside a hospital or other health facility, the results of the 2015 National 

Survey of Demography and Health (NSDH) show that this figure was almost ten times 

higher in rural areas, where a total of 10% of the children were delivered outside of a 

health establishment (Ministerio de Salud, 2016).  
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In terms of sanitation, the same National Survey of Demography and Health 

showed that while access to drinkable water was guaranteed for 89% of the urban 

population, only 16% of those living in the rural country had aqueduct services 

(Ministerio de Salud, 2016: 90). As for access to toilets, only a 15% of the households in 

the rural country are connected to a sewage system, while this figure increases to a total 

of 93% in cities (Ministerio de Salud, 2016: 91).   

Finally, in terms of education, a determining factor for subsequent health and 

income outcomes, the segregated landscape does not improve. According to NSDH, the 

highest educational level reached by rural populations is ‘unfinished primary’, while for 

urban centers it is ‘unfinished secondary’; and while in urban contexts the percentage of 

men with higher education reaches 17,6% and women a total of 20,2%, these figures 

decrease to 2,7% in men and 4,2% for women in rural areas.  

The rural countryside is not just poorer but also more violent. Being fought 

predominantly in the periphery of the country, the internal armed conflict produced a 

humanitarian crisis of enormous magnitude which disproportionately affected rural 

populations in the country.  Official estimates suggest that around 300.000 people were 

killed by the confrontations; over 2.000 people have died and near 7.900 have been 

injured as a consequence of land mines, mostly dug in rural settings; according to the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (Salazar, 2011), there are 

approximately 15.000 cases of forced disappearance; according to the National Historical 

Memory Center (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica, 2017), between the years of 

1960 and 2016, some 17.000 child soldiers were engaged directly in the waging of war; 
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26% of which were girls. But perhaps the most salient social issue is that of forced 

displacement, which in numbers amounts to more than 7 million people who were forced 

to leave their home as a consequence of threats to their lives and personal safety 

(Registro Nacional de Informacion, 2019). Most of these people ran away from rural 

areas looking for refuge in urban settings. 

Along with the humanitarian effects, the authors of the literature on the 

Colombian civil war agree on the exceptional economic consequences that were suffered 

disproportionately by the country’s rural sector (Echandía, 2000), where a dramatic loss 

of productivity was experienced (Álvarez, Rettgerb, 2008). In some cases, violence 

completely dismantled entire agricultural production systems; in others it drastically 

distorted supply-demand networks, affected land prices and the land market in general. 

Efficiency rates severely decreased due to the fact that those who continued economic 

activity in rural areas had to make management decisions remotely, from urban centers, 

which affected the accuracy of their choices.  

Finally, and of particular interest for this research, violence had profound and 

particular implications on rural land property rights. The above-mentioned massive 

population displacement, in a context of widespread informal land tenure, weak 

institutions and corruption, resulted in massive transgressions to the property rights of 

rural dwellers. According to official estimates, some 360.000 families saw their land 

rights affected in some way as a consequence of the conflict.   

All these figures confirm an unquestionable fact - the paradoxical coexistence of 

two opposing socio-economic realities within the same country. Or what is the same, the 
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unfinished business of state formation in the Colombian context. Now, while this has 

been a stable trend, there have been past efforts at pushing the process forward and 

aiming at narrowing the gap from the core to the periphery, but as it will be shown in the 

next section, the major determinant of these efforts, those that would have allegedly 

produced more transformative effects, have been consistently driven to failure by 

different factors.  

 

ii. Land Concentration in Historical Perspective 

The historical inequality in the distribution of land is one of the factors often put 

forward to explain the concentration of poverty as well as the persistence of political 

violence in Colombia’s rural areas (Pizarro, 2016; Daly, 2016; Forero & Ezpeleta, 2007). 

Conflicts over access to land have been a constant in the republican history of the country 

and can be traced back to colonial times, when Spain exported their existing institutions 

and established their administration over the new colonized territory despite the 

differences in history and culture of the colonized area.  

Two of these institutions can be pointed to as the seed of the land concentration 

and informality that have historically defined the country’s tenure system. 

‘Capitulaciones’ was the term used to define the right that was given by the Spanish 

crown –in conjunction with the Catholic church- to those willing to travel and conquer 

new lands in its name. This right over land was given in perpetuity and included those 

living on it; as it is logical, there was no possibility to define boundaries to the newly 

acquired lands and consequently, the dominions reached ‘as far as eyes could see’, which 
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also made it easy to extend those boundaries according to the pace of colonization. Later 

on, through ‘Reparticiones’, another Spanish land administration institution, conquerors 

were given the right to share the booty with family or colleagues under the condition of 

productive use, something that was rarely complied with. As a consequence of these 

forms of land allocation, “by the sixteenth century, a few people had hoarded most of the 

best land. A mere century was enough to distribute the resource to the privileged and to 

generate conflicts with the indigenous peoples, with those who came later from Spain, 

and even with poor Spaniards that had been there since the beginning.” (Machado, 2009: 

25) 

The resulting bimodal structure comprised of large estates covering most of the 

arable land on one hand, and small tracks of land divided up in smallholdings, has 

produced contrasting sides to a continuous rural development debate that became central 

to the life of the country when in the early twentieth century, agriculture in general, and 

coffee production in particular, entered into the world capitalist scene and conflicts over 

land exacerbated. This historical debate, which has not been settled, and resurfaces 

intermittently, has on one side a family agricultural model of rural development, ran by 

campesinos and based on small land holdings –minifundio- and on the other, an extensive 

livestock and agriculture model supported on large plots of land called haciendas or 

latifundios and administered by hacendados. In contrast with most Latin American 

countries, where the disputes over land faced large-land owners and indigenous 

communities, in Colombia, agrarian conflicts emerged between hacendados and 

campesinos, when the former sought to extend their domains simultaneously over land, 
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labor and markets, whereas campesinos struggled to gain their position as independent 

producers (Le Grand, 1989).   

Given the monopolistic nature of the distribution of land by the turn of the 

twentieth century most of the features of rural life were defined by the extensive 

agricultural model, which spun around the Hacienda.  Haciendas did not just constitute 

the central unit of production, but given their exorbitant size and territorial scope, they 

also became a micro-form of social organization headed by large land owners. 

During most of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, 

haciendas became the defining institutional matrix in the rural country. Just as in any 

other monopsony, the hacienda system controlled regional wages and labor conditions; 

but it also determined housing and provided credit to the workers to buy from its own 

production. In some cases, it even decided on the type of cultural expressions allowed 

within (Ocampo, 1988). The extractive nature of this form of organization led to the 

inefficient use of land, mainly for extensive cattle ranching -especially in the northern 

regions of the country- which in turn diminished the possibilities for campesinos to 

access land and did away with the likelihood for them to live simultaneously as rural 

workers and land owners.  

Along with its economic inefficiencies, the hacienda system was also socially 

abusive. For example, in the region comprising what are the current departments of 

Cundinamarca and Boyacá, well into the twentieth century, during the nineteen-twenties 

and nineteen-thirties, it was frequent to have hacienda managers sexually abuse the wives 

of colono renters. This was not just a consequence of the vertical and authoritarian 
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essence of social relations in the haciendas, but also was done with the aim of breaking 

the patriarchal structure within the renting families. This was seen as favorable for 

maintaining workers under control (Machado, 2009: 246) 

Haciendas remained the salient form of rural production until the mid-twentieth 

century but lost its hegemony due to the nascent needs of production generated by the 

entrance of Colombia into the world capitalist system, which was possible mainly thanks 

to the expansion of the coffee sector in the country. The coffee boom generated an 

important flow of resources into the country, which allowed for an important public 

spending scheme and an industrial sector to flourish in the urban centers. This nascent 

urban industrial bourgeoisie demanded important quantities of labor as so did the 

Government which had made an important investment in public infrastructure to facilitate 

the coffee industry. Most of this scarce labor was hired in slave-like working conditions 

in the haciendas, so people had an incentive to migrate to the cities to fill the new job 

posts and forming a -also new to the country- capitalist urban working class. 

On the other hand, the campesino economy based on minifuindios was mainly 

defined by poverty as a consequence of the lack of possibilities to own land, harsh 

topographic conditions, the isolated nature of their parcels and, the poor quality of the 

soil. Paradoxically, a small segment of the small holding campesino economy which had 

developed in medium quality, very steep lands, generated a productive type of rural 

worker in a few coffee growing regions -and others close to the capital- mainly due to the 

fact that –not without putting up a fight against hacendados- they were able to secure 

property rights over their land (Kalmanovitz, 1991).  
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Based mainly on coffee production and given the inefficiencies with which 

production was carried out in the haciendas, it was the few clusters of campesino 

economy that turned out to become the backbone of the national economy during the first 

decades of the century and served as the main facilitator for the country to enter into 

capitalist industrial production during the second half of the twentieth century 

(Kalmanovitz, 1991).  

In general, land concentration continued to increase slowly but steadily 

throughout the 1900’s mainly due to the way legislation to allocate public land was 

enacted, which ended up favoring the concentration of land in a few hands, and the illegal 

seizure of public land by hacendados that peaked by the start of the twenty-first century, 

presumably as a consequence of internal armed conflict. The 1970 census showed that 

1,000 plots of over 2,000 hectares contained 25% of arable land and small estates of less 

than 10 hectares comprised 7.5% of the same area (Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi, 

2012). During the first years of the twenty-first century the concentration of land 

ownership showed an important increase and the land ownership Gini coefficient leaped 

from 0.862 to 0.875 between the years of 2000 and 2009 (Ibanez & Munoz, 2010). An 

increase of 0.01 may not seem much, given the way this coefficient is estimated. 

However, if the transfer of assets takes place from the poorest quintile to the richest, as 

seems to be the case, an increase of 0.01 corresponds to a transfer in land-ownership 

share of 0.25% of the total land in the country (Heaton, 2018). 

Given the central role that land plays in the production of economic output in 

rural settings, land concentration can well be one of the most important determinants of 
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the severe differences in development outcomes between urban and rural settings. Being 

the most important productive asset in rural contexts, concentrated land tenure structures 

eliminate the possibility for many to produce for their subsistence and that of their family 

members (Forero & Ezpeleta, 2007) which logically leads to the impoverishment of 

agrarian populations. Although successive legislative efforts were put in place since the 

colonial period and all throughout the republican era to try and distribute rights over land, 

the truth is that the bimodal, uneven and polarized agrarian structure that resulted from 

early concentration of land holdings remains, practically untouched, until recent days 

(Balcazar et al, 2001). 

 

The Failed Efforts to Distribute Land 

The history of the failed agrarian reform efforts in the country is tragic but simple 

to understand; they were all defeated through various means by the political influence of 

large landowners (Hirschman, 1973; Ibanez & Munoz, 2010; Gutierrez, 2010). More so, 

the way that agrarian reform attempts were halted throughout the twentieth century 

established a clear trend that fits right into the de facto versus de jure theory of political 

power (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2008). Various legislative acts -some of them very 

progressive- were enacted throughout the century with the aim of taking unused land 

from hacendados in order to distribute it to landless peasants. However, they were 

subverted in various ways: by blocking their implementation through budgetary 

constraints, legal chicanery, corruption, political lobbying or through violent means. Land 

reform was always prevented and reallocation of land among Colombians never 
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happened. Instead of redistributing unused arable land held by latifundistas, social 

demands for access to the resource were always addressed by extending the agrarian 

frontier and allocating isolated vacant public lands to landless populations.  

What follows is a brief recount of the three failed agrarian reforms that took place 

during the twentieth century. This history shows how, far from achieving land 

redistribution, these efforts resulted instead in an even more concentrated land tenure 

regime. As it will be seen, re-concentration was the result of the exercise of both, 

institutional decisions favoring large land-owning and, in some cases, the use of violence 

to grab land from campesinos. 

The First attempt - Law 200 of 1936 

The central issue being addressed by the reforms was the stark concentrated 

nature of the agrarian structure, caused initially by colonial institutions, and accentuated 

by the battle between the ax and the sealed paper (Reyes, 2016). This expression has 

been coined to describe the historical legal struggle that faced campesinos and title 

holders for the ownership of unused land. Campesinos would manually colonize this land 

through the use of axes and machetes and start exploitation to produce family income. 

After years of being there peacefully and publicly (oftentimes entire decades), a title 

holder would show up and claim property over the land. When the issue was taken to a 

judge by the alleged owner, the sealed paper (the title) was always prioritized over the 

work that the colonizer had invested on the land, thereby perpetuating the concentrated 

nature of the Colombian agrarian structure.  
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This issue, along with the evictions that followed the court rulings, the slavish 

working conditions established by the hacienda system, and the consciousness gained by 

the workers who had migrated to the cities and had come back after the crisis of 1929, 

made social tensions escalate to a point where collective violence was expected. As the 

social stiffnesses intensified, the Colombian Liberal Party, which had been out of power 

since 1886, sought ways to regain power.  It looked for appealing new ideas to gain back 

the Presidency and saw in this context of social upheaval the potential for a strong 

electoral platform to defeat the conservative agenda that had been leading the country for 

over 40 years. Liberals regained power in 1930 with the election of Enrique Olaya 

Herrera, but it was not until a few years later when they rolled out their progressive 

agenda.   

President Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo made the first attempt to broaden land access 

in the 20th century. Law 200 of 1936 was introduced under his presidency to provide a 

novel legal construction - the ‘social function of property’, which defined property not as 

an absolute right, but one with limits established by social needs. Understood in this way, 

a right to claim ownership to a vacant parcel emerged after the peaceful and permanent 

economic exploitation by farmers after five years. Put simply, campesinos could access 

land that was not being used by its owners, if they were willing to permanently labor on 

it. As it evident, the initiative directly addressed the battle between the ax and the sealed 

paper, in order to give priority to labor over titles, in the cases of unused land.   

The law was unprecedented not only in introducing this innovative legal concept 

but, this statute also introduced a series of new legal elements to incentivize the 
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productive use of land and facilitate its access to landless peasants. For example, in those 

cases of conflict between a working colono and a hacendado, in which the latter could 

not waive a title, the land would be awarded to the colono free of charge. This new rule 

addressed previous legislation that permitted the land to be allocated to the colono, only 

after the hiring of a land surveyor to measure and identify boundaries, a requirement that 

made it physically impossible for the peasant to meet given the price of such professional 

services. Additionally, in the cases in which the hacendado did waive a title, but a portion 

of the land had been in use by the campesino, the former would pay the latter what the 

law called ‘improvements’ to the land, what simply meant paying for all the work that the 

colono had invested on the land. After paying for the ‘improvements’ and evicting the 

colono, the hacendado was obliged to continue with the economic exploitation of the 

land. If the hacendado did not or could not continue with the productive use of the land, 

it would have to sell it. Finally, Law 200 established that all unused lands that were not 

being claimed by colonos and thereby were not subject of conflict must be put to 

productive use by its owners within the next 10 years under penalty of being confiscated. 

In essence, the norm prioritized productivity over formal titles as the criteria to allocate 

property. 

The new legislation, for obvious reasons, was not well received by owners of 

large estates, as much of their land was either unused or being used informally by 

campesinos. The response from the hacendados came initially in the form of several 

social organizations put together with the purpose of lobbying for their interests. For 

example, Colombia’s National Agricultural Producers Society (SAC), aligned forces with 
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large land-owning emergent regional expressions such as the Central Union of Farm 

Owners and Agricultural Entrepreneurs (SCPEA) in the department of Antioquia and the 

National Patriotic Economic Association (APEN) in the Department of Cundinamarca, to 

fight back what they portrayed as a communist threat to private property.  

This idea, of a communist inspired land redistribution effort, was ironically 

supported from the pulpits by the Catholic Church who invited their parishioners to 

become members of these organizations and help contain ‘the subversive trends that 

currently threatens the natural right to property’ (Machado, 2009). Given the widespread 

Catholicism in the country, the Catholic Church had always played an important role in 

politics. It was a crucial actor in maintaining the conservatives in power since 1886 and 

saw the coming of a liberal government with important levels of distrust. This 

predisposition soon resulted in open confrontation and the Church’s alignment with the 

conservative agenda of the country, which had in the landed elite one of its core 

supporters. This happened after a Constitutional Amendment lead by the liberal 

administration introduced the freedom of belief, freedom conscience, freedom of 

education, and the possibility for civil marriage, all of which reduced the influence of the 

Church over core social issues (Machado, 2009).     

Not all of the methods used by large land-owners to retain their lands threatened 

by the reform were as civilized as political lobbying and religious advocacy. Violent 

evictions also became commonplace all over the country. By forcefully displacing entire 

populations, large-landowners prevented ownership conflicts from being identified by 

national authorities and, thereby, avoided having to surrender the land due to lack of use, 
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or to pay for any ‘improvements’ made by the colonos, as the new law dictated. This use 

of violence went unpunished as local authorities were more responsive to the needs and 

wants of hacendados than to those of campesinos, who had nothing to offer within the 

prevailing network of influences and clientelism that was law enforcement at the time.   

The results of the reform were limited. In terms of land concentration, it left the 

agrarian structure practically untouched as those colonos who were not forcedly expelled, 

saw their ‘improvements’ bought, but either way land concentration remained. In 

productive terms, as the norm did not specify the ways nor the extent to which a land was 

deemed to be productive, Law 200 incentivized extensive cattle ranching, perhaps the 

least efficient form of rural production.  Finally, the new legislation was also used by 

large land-owners to expand and formalize their estates by sliding their fences into 

unclaimed public land under the compromise of making productive use of it within the 

ten years as required by the reform. 

In formal legal terms, the counter-reform efforts were embodied in Law 100, 

which came in 1944 and withdrew all of the progressive elements of Law 200 and 

introduced new stringent safeguards for private property. For example, it increased from 

5 to 15 the number of years a colono had to make public and peaceful use of land before 

claiming property, thereby giving unproductive land owners an extra ten years to come 

and claim the land. Along with that, the aparceria, a special type of labor contract that 

reflected the asymmetries in power between the hacendado and the laborer, was declared 

of public interest, thereby guaranteeing cheap labor for the haciendas. The reformist 
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momentum was, thereby, defeated. This end of the liberal reforms laid the seed of the 

conflicts that have plagued Colombia for the last 75 years.  

First Intermission - La Violencia 

A few years later the leftist leader Jorge Eliecer Gaitan was murdered in 1948. 

The country entered into a period known as La Violencia, an undeclared civil war that 

faced liberals against conservatives. Existing rural conflicts were amplified by 

introducing ideology to what had previously been merely social tensions. During this 

time, the ruling Conservative party, back in power since 1946, used police and army 

forces to harass liberal peasants and advance the large-landowner agenda (Zamosc, 

1986); through this period “the purposeful use of violence to seize lands and displace 

people became a common practice in certain regions.” (Ibanez & Munoz, 2010). Land 

concentration continued to increase as land (in both large estates and small parcels) was 

sold by those having to flee violence at derisory prices (Kalmanovitz, 1991).  

La Violencia ended in 1953 when leaders of both parties agreed on a transition 

military government lead by General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, who stepped down in 1957 

after demobilizing the liberal peasant guerrilla movements that had emerged to respond to 

conservative abuses. After this period, a political agreement known as the National Front 

(Frente Nacional) –which included agrarian reform- (Palacio & Safford, 2002), was 

signed by Liberal and Conservative leaders to provide for alternating the Executive 

branch of power between the two parties for sixteen years (two terms each).   

Although the violence between liberals and conservatives receded, inequalities in 

the distribution of resources in the country and persistent high poverty rates in the rural 
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areas continued to be the norm. Along with this, the National Front generated a situation 

of political segregation against all of the social sectors that were not represented by the 

two traditional parties. These two issues, deep social grievances and political 

disenfranchisement, are widely accepted as central for the understanding of the 

emergence of the internal conflict that the Colombian government fought against the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) since 1964.      

The Second Attempt – Law 135 of 1961 

Alberto Lleras Camargo, elected president on the Liberal party ticket in 1958, 

started the implementation of the agreement and presented an ambitious land reform 

program that was approved by Law 135 in 1961. The legislation was approved amid 

continuing social unrest that was now fueled by the victory of the Cuban Revolution and 

had reached such levels that both liberals and moderate conservatives agreed there was an 

urgent need to provide a solution to the ‘agrarian issue’ as it had come to be known in the 

country. However, far-right conservative members of congress, who represented the 

large-landowning agenda, opposed the initiative throughout the entire legislative process. 

Essentially, the reform proposed the same ways to promote access and 

productivity (confiscation of underutilized land and colonization of vacant lands) under 

Law 200. The greatest contribution of this land reform effort was to create a strong 

governmental institution, the Colombian Institute for the Agrarian Reform –INCORA-. 

This newly created agency was exclusively in charge of implementing the new legislation 

and therefore of guaranteeing enforcement capacity, an essential element lacking during 

the implementation of Law 200.  
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Regulatory decrees were presented to the public in early 1962. Progressive sectors 

in the country rejoiced with what seemed to be a real possibility to achieve a solution to 

the ‘agrarian issue’. Albert Hirschman (1973), who had lived in Colombia during the 

years prior to the passage of the reform, carefully analyzed these issues, and expressed 

the excitement of the time quite vividly:  

In the course of the first seven months of 1962, as the regulatory decrees were 

issued, a society dominated by traditional power groups noticed with a shocked 

surprise that it had introduced into its own midst a Trojan horse, an infernal 

machine called INCORA which seemed to take seriously its mission to reform the 

social agrarian structure by means of procedures designed to eliminate and 

prevent the inequitable concentration of landed property or its anti-economic 

dispersion (p. 158). 

The fact that regulatory decrees were being used to advance the objectives of such 

a sensitive reform was especially exciting for Hirschman. In the past, administrative 

decrees had usually frustrated legislations’ reform intentions “as various groups brought 

to bear their influence on the officials drafting the decrees with greater efficiency than on 

an enthusiastic or demagogic Parliament.” (Hirschman, 1973: 150).  

The excitement did not last long.  In 1962 when the turn came for the 

Conservative party to take over the Executive, President Guillermo Leon Valencia 

decided to cut all implementation budgets in order to appease the now more belligerent 

wing of his party. Very little was achieved during his term, which ended in 1966. 
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Peasant leagues and some leftist forces continued to exert political pressure for 

land reform. After coming into power in 1966, liberal President Carlos Lleras Restrepo 

attempted to give a new air to the failing reform approved in 1961.  He introduced an 

amendment to Law 135 to the Legislature which included compulsory land redistribution 

in areas of traditional haciendas. Nevertheless, confirming the by now clear pattern, his 

proposal was defeated in Congress by the influential landowning class.  

Realizing that change was not going to come from within the establishment, some 

members of the liberal government supported the creation of the National Association of 

Peasants Users of Agricultural Services –ANUC.  They hoped this grass roots 

organization would exert pressure for reform from below. Along with massive public 

demonstrations the ANUC promoted a coordinated strategy of collective take-overs of 

unused haciendas by landless peasants all over the country. They did this in order to 

attract the attention of INCORA and unlatch its presumed expropriatory powers. 

Although in a few cases invasions were successful and land was bought from its owners 

and later titled to the campesinos, in general, this triggered the fury of hacendados who 

responded with massive violence, evictions and organized persecutions of rural leaders. 

The ANUC soon lost strength due to internal divisions and the violence applied against 

its leaders, many of whom were murdered.   

Within this turbulent context a Conservative government came into power in 1970 

and declared the take-overs a subversion of public order and responded with official force 

against the squatters. In terms of rural development, following the advice of international 

development agencies, it also responded with a very regressive policy that saw small 
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tenure and family agricultural production as contrary to economic development. All this 

was agreed to with representatives of the Liberal Party, members of the Catholic Church 

and agribusiness organizations and signed into what history now knows as The Pact of 

Chicoral in 1972. This agreement consolidated large land-owning supremacy and the 

capitalist transformation of agriculture based on the extensive livestock and farming 

model. It eliminated any possibility to democratize access to land in the country through 

institutional means.  

Although Law 135 was amended in 1973 to raise the bar for expropriation 

decisions and increase the financial compensation entitled to those who gave up their 

land for distribution, the true block to the reform did not come through legal –formal- 

means. As soon as the conservative administration came, INCORA staff was all replaced 

with members of the Conservative party, who, far from executing their mandate, decided 

to revise and revert the very few confiscations that had taken place during the short years 

the law was in implementation (Pecaut, 1989).    

The final blow to the reform came also not by legal amendments but through 

unofficial means as INCORA was left to experience a slow institutional death by the 

conservative administration. This was a true dismantlement as defined at that time: 

Technical assistance programs came to a halt, loans were usually diverted 

towards large and medium producers, the staff has been shortened progressively, and 

budgetary constraints are continuously increasing. In sum, everything seems to give 

testimony of the will to appease large-landowners. (Pecaut, 1989: 199)      
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Just as the reform of 1936, Law 135 provided two ways to promote access and 

productivity, confiscation of unused land or colonization of vacant land, and just as with 

the previous attempt, implementation focus was quickly set on the latter, rather than on 

the former. After ten years of implementation out of 116,000 titles that had been 

awarded, less than 8,500 (7%) originated from confiscated land.  

The over-promising of the extent of the reform and under-achievement in its 

implementation was so stark that it has been claimed that the liberal administrations 

never had any real intentions of redistributing land. On the contrary, some suggest that 

the reform was deliberately designed so as not to upset rural elites (Le Grand, 1989 & 

Thompson, 2011). In the same line, and given the geopolitical context of the time in 

which the Cuban revolution had ousted the Batista regime just two years earlier, the cold 

war was well into its second decade, and the US government was implementing its 

Alliance for Progress to prevent the spread of communism in the region, others maintain 

that the reform was an expression of counterinsurgency efforts, and not of genuine 

transformative aims (Thompson, 2011).  

Second intermission - The cocaine boom 

During that time, the demand for illicit drugs from the United States developed, 

and with it came the establishment of an enormous industry for cocaine production and 

commercialization that had important consequences for the historical struggle over land. 

First, drug traffickers needing a sector where to lauder the proceeds of their illicit 

activities found in the land market and the agriculture sector (especially cattle ranching) a 

very useful option (Reyes, 2009; McSweeney et. al., 2017; Thoumi, 2003). During the 
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1970’s and the 1980’s large tracts of land were acquired by drug dealers in order to 

launder illicit capital and to build infrastructure in order to expand their illegal business. 

The degree of involvement of narco-fortunes along with the social status achieved 

through land ownership has in Colombia (see: Hirshman, 1973: 125), allowed those 

involved in drug trafficking to over time become new members of the rural large land-

owning elites. 

The boom of the cocaine market also allowed the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC) to expand their financial capacity (Otis, 2014), their territorial 

presence, and to systematically target the traditional rural elite as well as the newly 

emerged one (cattle ranchers, as the main rural economic activity, were especially 

affected during this time). Given the national government’s lack of capacity to effectively 

fight back against the FARC, rural areas saw the emergence of private paramilitary 

armies. These were initially founded by agricultural business owners to defend 

themselves. They soon became politically engaged as the armed wing of rural 

conservative views, now propelled by the financial power of their illicit new narco-

partners (Duncan, 2015).         

The acquisition of large tracts of land by cocaine traffickers heavily influenced 

the terms of the agrarian issue in the country. For one, it contributed to an important 

increase in the concentration of land. Second, it artificially increased the value of rural 

property, especially of fertile flat land close to water sources, imposing a new barrier to 

access to the historically concentrated best lands in the country in the hands of 

hacendados. Third, it contributed to the financing of private security strategies that ended 
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up adding a third warring party to the conflict (Gutierrez, 2014). Lastly, it clinched the 

traditional and inefficient use of land by expanding the extensive cattle ranching activities 

in the most productive areas of the country (Reyes, 1997).    

Third Attempt – Market Led Reform 

Within this context a new attempt at an agrarian reform was approved in Congress 

in 1994. This time, under the close advice of international development banking 

organizations, the country decided on a market-led agrarian reform. In contrast with 

traditional forms, market-driven reforms do not prioritize governmental intervention to 

expropriate or buy land, but leave that function to market forces. The government’s sole 

function under this model was to provide subsidies to peasants in order for them to buy 

land that they had previously negotiated with private owners.  

As of 1999, five years into the implementation of the market-driven approach, the 

results were extremely poor. Along with the very high transaction costs of accessing 

subsidies, and the lack of organization of the peasantry, the obvious asymmetry of power 

between the peasants and large landowners –intensified by the internal conflict- made it 

very difficult for landless populations to access land. Only 287,000 hectares were 

distributed in the years following the enactment of the legislation from 1994 to 1999 

(57,400 on average per year), in contrast with 576,000 in the period between 1988 and 

1994 (96,000 on average per year). The number of families benefiting from the policy 

had also dropped drastically from 33,700 between 1988 and 1994 (5,600 on average per 

year) to 19,400 between 1994 and 1999 (3,880 on average per year) (Balcazar, 2001). 

This market-led agrarian reform was the last effort to distribute land in the country. 
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As the twentieth century came to an end, the results were not positive. Between 

1962 and 1999 INCORA intervened in the distribution of a total of 47 million hectares, 

out of which a little over 30 million were formalized as communal property for 

indigenous communities, around 15 million were public lands titled to peasants in 

isolated regions of the country, and less than 1,5 million were redistributed, this is, taken 

from extensive concentrated estates and distributed as part of agrarian reform efforts 

(Balcazar et al, 2001). Out of those redistributed lands (the 1,5 million), “78% were 

bought from their owners, 19% were ceded to the Agrarian Reform Fund and only 3% 

correspond to the expropriation of unused land.” (Balcazar et al, 2001: 25)    

Epilogue 

Land relocation efforts languished as the 21st century began. Although its results 

are disappointing from the distributive perspective, market-led efforts continue to be the 

policy option for agrarian reform now operating in an extremely difficult institutional 

environment. In 2003, adhering to neo-liberal trends in public management which 

essentially seek to lower public spending and decreasing the size of government, the 

Administration of Alvaro Uribe decided to restructure the rural development institutional 

framework in the country.  

INCORA was replaced by the new Colombian Institute for Rural Development 

(INCODER) which, with no increase in budget, also took on the mandates of other three 

agencies: The National Land Adaptation Institute (INAT), the National Fishing and 

Aquaculture Institute and, the Integral Rural Development Fund (DRI) (Machado, 

Salgado & Vasquez, 2004).  
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Soon after its inception, INCODER was captured by systematic criminal 

corruption. In 2015 the Colombian Inspector General’s Office determined that given the 

institutional weakness of an agency that was supposed to do the work of four agencies 

with a fourth of its original budget, the task of promoting agrarian reform and rural 

development in the country could have hardly been executed. However, according to the 

Inspector General’s Office, INCODER was especially weak “due to the prevailing 

corruption in an agency co-opted by paramilitary forces in many regions of the country” 

(Procuraduria General de la Nacion, 2015). Juan Camilo Restrepo, who served as 

Minister of Agriculture from 2011 to 2015, maintained that what had surprised him the 

most when he was appointed and started to work was “the high levels of corruption and 

co-optation of personal murky interests, especially from paramilitary armies, that he 

found at INCODER” (Molano, 2015). In 2015, only twelve years after its creation, 

INCODER was replaced by a new set of institutions, of which the National Land Agency 

(ANT) has received a mandate to implement land access efforts. 

Looking in retrospect, it is not hard to maintain that aside from having failed 

drastically, land distribution efforts in Colombia have been prevented, not so much by 

formal channels, but through more informal means. Not only was practically no land 

redistributed to the landless population, but these efforts opened new avenues to increase 

land concentration through violence, corruption and institutional capture. The 

descriptions put forward in this section as well as a revision of historical figures, give 

way to suggest the capture of Colombia’s democratic system by certain private interests 

that hinder the completion of state formation in the country. The following chapter 
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expands on the theory of political economy of underdevelopment, to explain the 

protracted nature of the rural-urban divide in the country and the resulting coexistence of 

two opposing socio-economic realities within the same country. 

iii. Political Institutions, System Capture, and the Tale of the Two Colombias 

So, how could this be possible? What could explain the incapacity of the 

Colombian state to execute a policy of agrarian reform? But more importantly, how could 

so many be overpowered by so few, for so long? How could a small elite get away with 

failing to comply with national legislation? Or attending to the wants of a large 

population in the context of a stable democracy? By describing the main features of 

Colombian political institutions, this section applies the fundamentals of Institutional 

Theory to suggest answers to these questions. 

In explaining the seemingly contradictory dynamics often found in developing 

contexts, institutional approaches maintain that “development is caused by a society 

adopting institutions and policies that create incentives for its citizens to save, invest, and 

innovate.” (Baland, Moene & Robinson, 2010. See also: North, 1991; Hall and Jones; 

1999; Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2001). Simply put, development or social and 

economic wellbeing is a factor of the type of institutions that are set in place and that 

develop in a given context.  

Analyzing the processes through which institutions make an impact on societies, 

institutionalists distinguish between formal and informal institutions. They point out that 

formal, written laws, have a better chance of being enacted and modified, but do not have 

a direct immediate impact on society, whereas informal ones (customs, traditions), hold 
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the true transformative power (Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2001). Formal rules 

(laws and statutes) will have an impact only when and if they become embedded in the 

social fabric that they are supposed to affect. 

The processes through which institutions emerge and evolve do not take place in a 

vacuum, but occur in contexts where limited resources are the norm. This scarcity of 

available resources makes power relations a central element of resource allocation: those 

with more power will access more resources than those with less. The amount of power 

that certain sectors have to influence the criteria to allocate resources, is therefore 

essential to understand the emergence and evolution of certain institutions. In this 

context, political institutions, which have their essential source in political power, will 

determine the type of economic institutions that will prevail in a society and that, given 

the limited existing resources, will benefit some groups more than others. In simple 

words, those with political power will decide how resources are allocated (through 

economic institutions) and will a have a logical incentive to favor those of their kind.     

Institutionalism distinguishes between two types of political power: de jure and de 

facto power (which relate to the formal – informal distinction described above) and 

suggest that “it will be the composition of de facto and de jure power in society what 

determines the actual power of a group or set of interests and this will, in turn, determine 

which economic institutions and policies arise.” (Acemoglu, Jonhson & Robinson, 2001). 

Simply put, those with the capacity to write and enforce the rules, will determine the type 

of institutions that are set in place. 
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By introducing the social power-struggle element in the framing of the decision-

making process, this approach fruitfully contributes to the understanding of the protracted 

essence of the unfair distribution of resources that prevails in some parts of the world. In 

short, this argument states that “when the elite has more political power than the citizens, 

it can change both economic institutions and the political system” (Acemoglu & 

Robinson, 2008: 282) and therefore maintain the status quo in the favor of the elite.      

 

Colombian political institutions   

Although Colombia can be considered a relatively stable democracy in the sense 

that the electoral processes have allowed for peaceful transfers of power during most of 

the history of the country, political power remains highly concentrated. A central feature 

of Colombian political institutions is that a small group has the capacity to enjoy 

concentrated political power.  In turn, this narrow nature of Colombian democracy results 

in a weak state incapable of enforcing any transformative initiatives, which constitutes a 

second central feature of Colombian political institutions.   

These two characteristics, narrow democracy and a weak state, fuel each other 

continuously falling into a vicious cycle in which the limited nature of democracy creates 

a weak state, and simultaneously, this weakness limits any possibility for the state to gain 

strength and exercise authority, thereby perpetuating the state of things. The persistence 

of this state of things -which can also be understood as a state of elite capture- can be 

explained by the endurance of four interrelated phenomena: vote buying, corruption, 

clientelism and violence.  
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Along with the case of agrarian reform, these phenomena have also been 

instrumental for blocking other important reforms in the country such as the 

establishment of a merit-based Civil Service, or a progressive fiscal reform. These factors 

influence the distribution of political power in the country and hinder efforts for 

transformation. The following sections will provide a description of the mechanisms 

through which these factors allow for certain political sectors of the country, to capture 

the system in their interest.  

 

Vote buying 

Vote buying is traditionally defined as “the proffering to voters of cash or (more 

commonly) minor consumption goods by political parties, in office or in opposition, in 

exchange for the recipient's vote” (Brusco et al., 2004: 67). As it is obvious, vote buying 

distorts the spirit of democratic elections, in which people are supposed to elect their 

governments based on programmatic preferences and not on financial exchanges. More 

importantly, if the practice is widespread it is a very effective way to capture the system 

and prevent the execution of any sort of transformative initiatives. 

Vote buying in Colombia is a traditional practice in electoral politics and can help 

explain the historical unresponsiveness of Colombian political class in regards to land 

reform and other significant institutional changes. Although it does not extend to the 

entire country, as some regions are more affected than others, it affects electoral results 

throughout the country. In certain areas, especially in the northern part of the country, 
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vote buying is so widespread that it is considered a custom, and in places like the 

Department of Sucre, people even consider it their right to sell their vote (Escobar, 2002). 

The Latin American Public Opinion Project executes the annual Americas 

Barometer Survey, which among other issues, inquires about vote buying in the region. 

Data collected in Colombia from 2007 to 2014, shows the extent of vote buying in the 

country and confirms qualitative accounts of the phenomenon as well as its regional 

manifestations. Figure 1 shows the percentage of respondents who answered positively to 

the question about receiving any type of offer in exchange for their vote. The responses 

show that vote-buying is a reality all over the country and that it is more accentuated in 

certain geographic regions, in particular the northern Caribbean region. 

 

 
Figure 1 Vote buying in Colombia by region 

Source: LAPOP 
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In essence, vote buying results in an exchange in private –rather than public- 

goods that, as it is obvious, benefits the politicians in a much greater degree than it does 

the population. Research has shown that higher levels of vote buying are correlated with 

high levels of poverty, education and poor infrastructure as and   low state presence 

predominantly existing in the periphery (Finan and Schechter 2012; Fergusson, Molina, 

Robinson & Vargas 2017; Calvo and Murillo, 2004). Research also shows that vote 

buying is higher in the northern regions of Colombia, which coincide with flat fertile land 

devoted extensively to cattle ranching (Fergusson, Molina, Robinson & Vargas 2017). 

There is empirical evidence that shows that vote buying is negatively correlated 

with the presence of the state and, therefore, is more commonplace in peripheral, rural 

areas. Analyzing the results of the Encuesta Longitudinal Colombiana, which includes a 

question that inquires directly about the prevalence of vote buying in particular 

communities; Fergusson et al (2017) find that:   

“where the state is more present in terms of institutions like schools, police 

stations, or where it provides more public goods in the form of paved roads, or where 

there are formal local political institutions like the Communal Action Boards, people are 

more reluctant to sell their votes. Instead, if they have suffered more from conflict, they 

easily sell their votes and political exchange is more clientelistic (p.19).” 

 

Corruption 

In contrast to what happened during much of the twentieth century, today’s world 

is no longer defined by the ideological struggle between communism and democracy. 
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Currently, as most countries recognize the legitimacy of democratic rule, what marks the 

difference between political systems is the degree to which the “elites ruling them seek to 

use their power in the service of a broad public interest or simply to enrich themselves, 

their friends and their families” (Fukuyama, 2016). In essence, the difference is now 

marked by different levels of corruption.  

Corruption “comprises a wide range of behaviors whose economic and political 

effects vary greatly” (Fukuyama, 2016), so it is often the case that the phenomenon is 

defined in a wide variety of ways.  

As such, corruption has become one of the defining factors of the twentieth 

century, as it greatly affects social, political and economic realities wherever it is present. 

However, political corruption in particular, for example, the type that can affect the 

functioning of political institutions, denotes the type of transactions in which public 

goods are illegitimately converted into private payoffs (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 2002). 

From an economic standpoint such sort of transactions affects societies by hindering 

development as they divert financial resources into inefficient activities and serve as a 

regressive tax paid by the citizenry only to maintain the opulent lifestyle of corrupt public 

officials (Nwabuzor, 2005). Politically speaking, corruption mainly affects the legitimacy 

of governments by reducing citizen’s trust in public institutions and thereby limiting their 

capacity to execute successfully their role of managing the public interest. Political 

corruption is also often pointed as the main vehicle used by organized crime to guarantee 

its subsistence, profits and impunity, but it serves the same purposes for those that aim at 

capturing the system to prevent change.  
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Conceptually, political corruption affects the objective of achieving an impersonal 

state that guards and secures the collective public interest for all without favoritisms. As 

such, political corruption is related to the tensions that arise when transitioning from 

patrimonial forms of government to political associations organized around a social 

contract (Fukuyama, 2016). Patrimonial forms of political authority, as those present in 

medieval times, were based on the idea that the monarch owned political authority and 

could therefore hand it down to his descendants or hand it over in shares to other 

members of the nobility. In such cases a fraction of the territory was assigned to a noble 

person, who thereafter owned it, along with the lives and destinies of all those living 

there. In contrast, forms of government organized around the idea of a social contract, are 

essentially agreed to by the people, who is in this case the sovereign, and their rulers, 

now commit to protect the public interest and guarantee peace and security. These sorts 

of arrangements allow for and aim for the constitution of impersonal states, in which all 

citizens have equal access to public goods, without favoritism of any kind being 

involved. Simply put, levels of corruption have an inversely proportional relationship 

with democratic state formation. As corruption increases state capacity declines and, if 

left unaddressed, corruption can completely capture and subvert entire sets of institutions 

and even modify foundational elements of modern democratic states. 

Thus, traditional political corruption based on personal bribes to achieve such 

insignificant effects as avoiding a traffic ticket, can escalate in scope and reach levels of 

state capture, in which traditional channels of political influence are heavily undermined 

to serve private economic interests (World Bank, 2000). Corruption can reach critical 
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levels and completely reconfigure the nature of state institutions in favor of certain 

private interests (sometimes criminal) seeking not just to achieve economic gains, but for 

offenders to attain impunity for their crimes and acquire social legitimacy (Garay-

Salamanca & Salcedo Albaran, 2012). These critical stages of political corruption are 

more prevalent in weak institutional environments such as those present in regimes in 

transition (Shelley, 2003), in fragile institutional contexts as those present in countries 

transiting to peace from internal conflicts (Locke, 2012) or those facing the threat of 

powerful criminal organizations (Garay-Salamanca & Salcedo Albaran, 2015). 

Colombia is characterized by all of these features and consequently, high levels of 

corruption (with some slight fluctuations) have traditionally been a consistent problem in 

the country. For example, Langbein and Sanabria (2013) focus on local, small-scale 

corruption, examining the extent to which city officials solicit an extra payment when 

citizens seek to use public services in 55 urban centers, and find constant levels of corrupt 

behavior throughout the country. In the same sense, Colombia’s score in the 

Transparency International Corruption Perception Index, which ranks countries from 1 to 

100 on how corrupt their public sectors are seen to be, averages at 34 from 1995 to 2018 

out of 100 with a standard deviation of 4.9, which indicates that high, and very stable 

levels of corruption have historically existed in the country.  

Larger scale corruption is also critical. A study carried out by Newman and Angel 

(2017) based on institutional information coming from various control agencies, 

determined that bribes, extortion, appropriation of public goods and nepotism, are all 

widespread practices as well as the most salient forms of corruption in the country. It has 
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been estimated that corruption accounts for about 4% of the gross domestic product of the 

country (Villamil, 2017). One clear example of this large-scale corruption is the recent 

Brazil’s Odebrecht Scandal in Latin America where “illegal payments presumably 

sloshed through presidential campaigns, boosted the careers of political top brass in 

country after country, and oiled the wheels of worldwide construction projects including 

motorways, gas pipelines and hydroelectric dams” (BBC, 2019). Although just a few 

people have been sentenced so far in Colombia, investigations extend to the highest 

levels of government.  

In terms of institutional capture, the country has been struggling with corruption 

emanating from drug trafficking organizations since the 1980s. Memories of bribes paid 

to members of the Constitutional Assembly in 1991 to vote against the extradition of 

nationals in order to prevent the extradition of nationals to become a constitutional norm, 

are still alive in the minds of most Colombians (Lozano, 1991). But the political 

influence of drug-trafficking cartels peaked in 1994 when Ernesto Samper, elected 

president for the 1994-1998 administration, was accused by Andres Pastrana, his 

campaign opponent, of having accepted money from the Cali drug cartel to finance his 

presidential campaign. He based his accusation on a cassette tape that contained 

telephone conversations between cartel members that, although cryptic, seemed to 

indicate that Samper was aware of the deal (Dugas, 2001). Although Samper was 

acquitted by the Chamber of Representatives, his Campaign Finance Director later 

acknowledged that the money had in effect entered the budget. 
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Reaching the level of state capture, the recent “parapolitics” scandal is also 

indicative of the prevailing essence of corruption in the country. In this case, right-wing 

paramilitaries from the United Self-Defence of Colombia, strongly supported in drug 

trafficking activities, colluded with local politicians and captured the subnational state in 

some regions of the country. In this case, paramilitary armies infiltrated a significant 

number of state institutions at all levels of the administration to an extent that a 

permanent symbiotic relationship was established with the Colombian state in some 

regions. Their aim was to influence all branches of power and achieve, not just economic 

gains, but impunity for their crimes and social legitimacy. At the national level, one third 

of the members of Congress elected for the period between 2002 and 2006 were 

sentenced for colluding with paramilitary forces.  In this case, the capture of state 

institutions was not done by private agents seeking economic interest, as it had been the 

case of drug trafficking organizations, but by social agents and criminal organizations 

with the capacity to exercise violence. Collusion was sometimes rooted in the interest of 

state officials and not solely in external forces as it had been the case before. Garay-

Salamanca & Salcedo-Albaran (2008) defined this situation of systemic corruption and 

advanced institutional capture as Co-opted State Reconfigurations (CSR). 

What all of these cases indicate is the propensity of Colombian state officials to 

use their public office and the power it entails to favor private interests. The trend is so 

clear and identifiable that it is not difficult to understand corruption in Colombia as a 

contingent behavior (Schelling, 1978) that constantly and exponentially reproduces itself 

as more people engage in it, reaching actual levels of state capture.     
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Clientelism 

Clientelism can be understood as an informal institution of asymmetric loyalties 

through which goods and services are exchanged for political support. It is in essence a 

form of corruption, as public elements are captured to favor private interests. In 

Colombia, beyond an exchange of favors, clientelism is often seen as “a way of life, a 

culture and even as a conception of society” (Garcia & Revelo, 2010: 30).  

Just as other many social phenomena in the country, clientelism in Colombia has 

its roots in hierarchical institutions with strong vertical ties imported from Spain in 

colonial times. These institutions reproduced a pyramidal form of social organization in 

which patron-client relationships were easily embedded (García, & Revelo, 2010; 

Uprimny 1989; Duncan, 2011).  

Clientelism became an essential part of the Colombian institutional matrix, and of 

everyday life, mainly due to four factors (Garcia & Revelo, 2010). First, the incipient 

process of state consolidation in isolated regions was executed mainly through the 

delegation of public functions to local chieftains or patrons. As Martz (1997: 13) clearly 

puts it, “the patron everywhere occupies a preeminent place and plays the role of the 

principal intermediary between the center and the periphery.” Basically, patrons were 

given state-like functions and prerogatives to bargain with the local population. Second, 

in an unjust and unequal society, underserved populations tend to see clientelistic 

practices as socially acceptable and even as redistributive institutions, most likely, the 

only ones that they can identify. Third, in highly hierarchical societies where low social 
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mobility exists, clientelism serves as the only way for poor populations to obtain 

resources and access to power. Finally, clientelism serves as an effective neutralization 

mechanism to keep social unrest at its minimum, as it provides just the necessary access 

to resources to keep populations from revolting. 

The absence of a merit-based Civil Service in the country, which to a great extent 

can be explained by the predominance of clientelistic practices, allows for appointments 

in public office to be a result of personal exchanges instead of meritocratic processes, 

which effectively serves the system of state capture. As mentioned previously, this was 

evident when after coming to power in 1962, the conservative administration of 

Guillermo Leon Valencia was able to remove all the staff from INCORA and appoint 

individuals that would follow the administration’s decisions over the law.  

More recent literature on Colombian public organizations has described the 

absence of meritocratic mechanisms and empirical findings point to the need for 

connections in order to be appointed or promoted in public office (Diaz, 2009). The vivid 

testimony of a former director of the Colombian Tax and Customs Agency (DIAN) in 

this regard clearly explains the scope of clientelism: 

“To get congressional support, the government came up the diabolical figure of 

the temporary employees of the DIAN, which were fixed-term positions distributed 

among politicians. They started with 300 temps, and after my three years there, there 

were 2,000 of them spread across the country. They are freely appointed and removable 

officials that have become indispensable to the administration of the organization, but 

their appointment is polluted by the politicking. Many of them helped, learned, and 
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wanted to stay but after a year were rotated out for someone else with backing from 

another politician. Those were the positions that politicians had their eyes on, because the 

Ministry of Finance no longer had anything interesting to distribute” (Rodriguez-

Garavito, 2012).  

In short, the essence of clientelist practices is opposite to the development of an 

impersonal state that aims to secure the collective public interest for all without the 

interference of favoritisms. On the contrary, in clientelist forms of governments officials 

use the privileges of office to extend special favors only to their clientele, and not the 

citizenry in general. As it is obvious (and has been stated above) these type of exchanges 

favor politicians much more that the public, as they capture goods that are public and 

allocate them as if they were private.  They thereby transform the essence of the 

exchange from government-citizen to patron-client, and the logic of rights into that of 

favors. When a considerable number of transactions are affected by this patronage and 

clientelism, they become embedded in societies and reach institution-like status. This is 

the case in important sectors of Colombia, where basic structural social changes become 

impossible as the system has been captured. 

  

Violence 

Finally, if transformations have not been successfully hindered by corruption, 

vote buying or clientelist practices, violence becomes a last resort. Specialized literature 

on violence in Colombia often refers to Las Violencias (in plural) to depict the several 

waves of political collective fighting that the country has undergone during the last 100 
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years, and that have different features, explanations and consequences (Chamber, 2013; 

Arocha, Cubides & Jimeno, 1998; Restrepo & Aponte, 2009). Some of these violencias 

have also served the interests of those hindering social change in the country. This is the 

case of violence exercised directly by or with connivance with the state, and the violence 

emerging from leftwing guerrilla movements. 

State violence, either exercised directly by state officials or by third parties with 

the acquiescence of the state has been a constant in the history of the country (Restrepo, 

1988). Although the country’s armed forces have continuously improve in levels of 

professionalism and the situation never reached the levels of other Latin American 

countries that went through prolonged and bloody autocratic regimes, the claim for the 

incidence of systematic state violence in Colombia can easily be sustained. The Banana 

Massacre, which took place in 1928 in the Department of Magdalena, could serve as a 

starting point for the history of state repression in the country. There, the army was called 

to break a strike called by the United Fruit Company’s workers to demand better working 

conditions. As a result, an undetermined (and still highly contested) number of workers 

were killed by army forces in order to end the strike.    

Other cases taking place throughout the twentieth century in which violence was 

systematically used to suffocate social demands are indicative of this trend. For example, 

the demonizing and extinction of the peasant movement that sought a better distribution 

of land during the 1960s and 70s, has been well documented (Zamosc, 1986; Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2016). In the same sense, the magnitude of the 

harassment against the Labor Union Movement has attracted the attention of multilateral 
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organizations. In this sense, in 1997 the International Labor Organization’s (ILO) 

Committee on Freedom of Association expressed its concern for the “extent of violent 

death, disappearances and other acts of violence against trade union officials and 

members, as well as raids on trade union headquarters and trade union members' homes." 

In 2007, the U.S. Department of State indicated that Colombian trade unionists were the 

victims of persistent violence perpetrated primarily by illegal armed groups for political 

reasons and that such violence had achieved to “discourage workers from joining unions 

and engaging in trade union activities, and the number of unions and union members 

continued to decline” (U.S. Department of State, 2007). Along the same lines, the 

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions’ (ICFTU) Annual Survey of Violations 

of Trade Union Rights maintained that “systematic and selective violence against trade 

unionists continued” […] and that “the perpetrators of these crimes enjoy[ed] total 

impunity” (Refugee Review Tribunal, Australia, 2007). 

But perhaps the most salient example of violence against opposition political 

forces is that of the Union Patriotica (UP), a political party that emerged as a result of the 

peace process carried out between the Colombian Government and the Revolutionary 

Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) during the 1980s, with the aim of allowing its 

members to transition into peaceful political participation. Quite on the contrary, as soon 

as the UP was created in 1984, harassment and persecution against its leaders 

commenced and the first cases of murders and forced disappearances were recorded that 

same year (Cepeda, 2006). The process of physical annihilation against the UP members 
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included threats, murders, forced disappearances and torture, and after 20 years it has 

claimed the lives of more than 5,000 UP activists including two presidential candidates.  

Political use of violence to exclude certain groups form the political arena and 

therefore to prevent social transformations, has also been the subject of study by 

economists. In a recent study, Fergusson, Querubin, Ruiz & Vargas (2017) show that 

contrary to democratic theory, in contexts of weak institutions, more democracy (political 

openness) does not necessarily lead to less political violence. Based on subnational panel 

data from Colombia, they find that after local mayoral elections where introduced, places 

where left-leaning candidates seriously threatened the status quo and the use of violence 

was sufficiently cheap for elites (impunity), there is a sustained surge in the number of 

violent events perpetrated by right-wing paramilitaries. They do not find a similar effect 

when a right-wing, conservative candidates challenges the establishment’s incumbent. 

This finding would lead to understand that “when democratizing reforms strengthen 

political institutions (local elections), elites may simply switch their investments away 

from the formal (de jure) exercise of political power, and towards other more violent (de 

facto) means to preserve their influence and power.” (p.31)     

Finally, violence emerging from the internal armed conflict the Colombian 

Government has been fighting against rebel groups since the 1960s has also been key to 

the perpetuation of the status quo. Given the fear that violence and insecurity generate 

among the voting public, efforts for social transformation have been consistently set aside 

in order to prioritize budgetary efforts aimed at militarily defeat of these groups. In the 

same line, and given the very limited legitimacy that these groups have among the 
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general population, any social demand supported by these groups (which are basically the 

same of any left-wing political party around the world) will be easily demonized by those 

blocking the transformations. 

iv. Elite Capture and the Persistence of the Two Colombias 

The previous sections described how political institutions that define Colombian 

democracy remove the competitive nature of the democratic process, as they do not 

incentivize good governance in order to win elections, but instead encourage hoarding 

resources in order to maintain political power. This set of institutions limit the capacity of 

the state to exercise its functions throughout its territory resulting in two contrasting but 

coexisting social realities, or what we have been calling the Two Colombias.     

Now, does the limited capacity of the Colombian state, or what is the same, the 

unfinished business of state formation in Colombia, responds to exogenous forces, or to 

endogenous dynamics? Is it something intrinsic about the Colombian nature? Or is it 

something brought upon the country?  Is it the result of accidental factors or is it the 

product of deliberate measures? Following Robinson (2015), this section will argue for 

the existence of an internal equilibrium arising from endogenous forces that have 

intentionally decided to maintain state formation in the country as an unfinished business.  

A central feature of the Colombian political system is the latent but permanent 

tension between elites in the core and the periphery. This feature has its origins in the 

early nineteenth century when the potential initiation of a serious state formation project 

(most likely driven by central elites in Bogota) would have done away with the privileges 

that local elites enjoyed in each of their local domains. This mistrust was appeased by the 
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establishment of a political equilibrium in which state functions at subnational levels 

were delegated to local hierarchs. What emerged then was a formal (constitutional) 

centralist system with strong but informal features of federalism in which “national elites 

could exercise very little power over the constituent regional elites and thus had to 

negotiate to get anything done” (Robinson, 2015: 24). This resulting equilibrium replaced 

a still elusive national agreement to form a state capable of maintaining the monopoly 

over the legitimate use of violence, to provide public goods to its citizens and, to 

maintain the monopoly over the production of binding rules and to enforce compliance, 

this is, to behave like a state. 

It is then this functional equilibrium that has historically prevented a solid state-

formation process in Colombia and with it, the transformation of extractive institutions 

into inclusive ones. Robinson (2015) points to several mechanisms via which this 

equilibrium manifests itself, all of which are related to the “political negotiations between 

the core and the periphery,” which following the fractal core-periphery model, is a 

process “repeated in the core of the periphery which negotiates with the periphery of the 

periphery” and so on. Vote buying, through which the core can buy the periphery, or the 

use of political violence to advance (or to prevent) political interests, or institutionalized 

corruption, are all systematic displays of such equilibrium.  

Finally, and directly related to the purpose of this research, Robinson (2015) puts 

forward a fourth mechanism he defines as ‘looting the periphery’. To this, he maintains 

that the coexistence of extractive and inclusive institutions, what essentially explains the 

coincidence of two contrasting realities in the country, serves the interests of the elites as 
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they can “take advantage of the extractive institutions existing in the periphery to loot 

assets and use the inclusive institutions in the core to protect them” (p. 29). This is the 

obvious case of land property rights which have been poorly defined and protected in the 

periphery but reach first world standards in urban contexts. Land grabbing in its many 

facets can be also understood as a manifestation of this elite capture equilibrium, as it is 

the absence of a functioning state in large portions of the Colombian territory, what 

ultimately allowed land to be stolen in the periphery.    

This section described the historical and institutional context in which land-

grabbing took place. In the following chapter, moving on to the substance of the research, 

I provide an account of the literature that has helped shape public discourse and 

understanding of land-grabbing during the past thirty years in the country.  
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CHAPTER TWO – LAND GRABBINBG IN LITERATURE 

On January of 2007, the New York Times highlighted a story about how tens of 

thousands of workers filled Mexico City’s central square to protest high food prices 

(Malkin, 2007). The spike in the price of corn used to make tortillas came as a surprise to 

an administration that had only been in office for a week. Although the issue was initially 

dismissed as an ordinary market shock with links to the US corn industry (of the type 

market economies have to deal with), protests quickly emerged all around as food 

became harder to access for communities all over the globe. A year later, in 2008, at the 

same time the financial crisis had burst, the world also began to speak of a global food 

crisis (Martin, 2008). The central explanation for this alleged crisis was the short supply 

of food caused by the extensive cultivation of bio-fuels crops (Sauser, 2007), which in 

turn were meant to address the global energy crisis and the menace posed by climate 

change. Land, and the property rights to it, had suddenly entered the global spotlight as 

the intersecting element of three major global crises. 

In the midst of this, GRAIN, a small international non-profit organization that 

focuses its work on supporting community-controlled agriculture, published a report 

entitled “Seized: The 2008 land grab for food and financial security” (GRAIN, 2008). 

The report described a process through which large companies and Western governments 

were moving into land-abundant developing countries and accessing large tracks of land 
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in order to secure food supply for their peoples. This taking over of land, according to 

GRAIN, meant the displacement and dispossession of local communities. The initial 

report of massive land seizures following the alleged food crisis, was backed up by some 

empirical evidence (Cotula, 2009; Araghi, F. 2009) and the issue quickly escalated as 

academics, think tanks, and NGOs around the world have since produced a wide array of 

literature examining the characteristics, causes, effects and evolution of what we know 

now as the global land grab.  

This chapter describes the evolution of the academic debates on land grabbing as 

it has progressed during the past decade. Given the scope and purpose of this doctoral 

dissertation, it will first describe the trends and intellectual approaches that have shaped 

our current understanding of land grabbing from a global perspective, to subsequently 

describe the threads of literature that have focused on the issue of land grabbing in the 

context of the Colombian civil war. 

 

i. The Global Land Grab 

Specialists in many parts of the world have analyzed global land grabbing. They 

differ in the analysis of the geographical expansion of the phenomenon, the type of actors 

involved, the type of resources it encompasses, or the centrality that violence plays in its 

evolution. They generally agree on the pervasiveness and centrality of the phenomenon. 

There also tends to be a conceptual agreement on the phenomenon as “the capturing and 

control of relatively vast tracks of land and other natural resources through a variety of 

mechanisms and forms involving large scale capital that often shifts resource use to that 
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of extraction” (Borras Jr., Kay, Gomez & Wilkinson, 2012). In other words, most 

analyses of the land grab internationally agree on the fact that it is a deliberate, organized 

process through which land and other resources are accessed and previous owners are 

dispossessed for the purposes of capital growth. 

Most accounts on land grabbing internationally use Marx’s concept of primitive 

accumulation, and its updated version of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2003) 

as the theoretical background framing the analyses. These identify a central imperialist 

motive in the way capitalist forms of production evolve (how capitalism grows and 

expands territorially) and link this to the conditions that lead to resource grabbing around 

the world. The primitive accumulation position maintains that as capitalist production 

increases, it reaches a situation of under-consumption (which by definition correlates to 

one of over production) that emerges as “a general lack of sufficient effective demand to 

soak up the growth in output that capitalism generates” (p.138). This is caused by 

workers producing more output than they can consume (given their low wages).  

The same evolution of capitalist production also leads eventually to a situation of 

overaccumulation of capital (and/or labor) in which opportunities for productive 

investment within the capitalist boundaries ran out and a need for new ventures through 

cheap inputs (land, raw materials, labor) arises. These situations of under-consumption 

and over-accumulation are embedded in the need for the capitalist system to expand in 

order to continue growing, a process it accomplishes by opening up non-capitalist social 

formations as a way to access markets and increase demand, but also to “permit capital to 

invest in profitable ventures using cheap labor power, raw materials, low-cost land, and 
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the like.” (Harvey: 139). Given the existential nature of this need for capitalist expansion, 

it will be executed either through institutional (market) or violent means. 

Accumulation by dispossession is a recent concept proposed by David Harvey 

(2003) to update the primitive accumulation framework. This theoretical concept focuses 

on the issue of overaccumulation of capital and suggests that in the situation of excess of 

idle wealth with no profitable outlets in sight, assets are taken from non-capitalist 

contexts1 and released into the capitalist productive system at very low cost through 

processes of accumulation by dispossession (p.149). This process of releasing cheap 

inputs occurs through a range of methods, including privatization, financial crises, or war.  

Privatization is signaled out as the most evident way to open-up previously non-

capitalist contexts for the purpose of expanding demand and allowing convenient access 

to assets and investments. The privatization of the Russian economy and the opening up 

of China are used as examples of such processes. Although it could be argued that both 

have been wracked by corruption and resources have been accumulated by a limited 

number of people, the fact is that these two previously non-capitalist arenas became 

important players in the global capitalist markets as a result of the privatization process 

(Harvey: 149). Public housing privatization during the Thatcher administration in 

England (Yergin, & Stanislaw,1998), public owned utility services privatized in South 

Africa (McDonald & Pape, 2002), and the privatization of the ejido (public) land system 

in Mexico that led to the Zapatista uprising in the 1990s (Vasquez, 2004) are other 

examples of accumulation by dispossession proposed by specialized literature.    

                                                 
1 State owned or held in common. 
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Financial crises produce a similar situation in which a wide range of capital assets 

and labor power are devalued by external market forces and become easy prey for those 

left standing. Following the crisis and the ensuing devaluation of assets, these can be 

easily accessed by the overaccumulated capital looking for channels to expand. Important 

to point out is the fact that proponents of this framework understand that financial crises 

can be orchestrated and often are by the international financial system.  

Lastly, war is also pointed out as a means through which cheap assets, especially 

raw materials are made available for the global capital to access. Resource wars, such as 

the Boer War in South Africa, in which the British gained control over a large gold-

mining complex, or the more recent US invasion of Iraq in 2003 -through which it gained 

access to oil- are viewed as examples of how global capital accesses cheap inputs to solve 

its over-accumulation problem (See inter alia Shimshon & Nitzan, 2004; Burbach & 

Tarbell, 2004; Hinnebusch, 2007).           

As said, most analysts explain the global land grab as another expression of the 

accumulation by dispossession phenomenon. Three major lines of inquiry can be 

identified in the literature and provide a general idea of the way current academic debates 

see the global seizure of land. The first, which most closely relates to Marx’s construction 

on primitive accumulation, focuses on the processes through which public land (or other 

resources) is enclosed and transformed into private spaces by the creation and 

enforcement of individual property rights (Peluso & Lund, 2011). This approach 

conceives of society as divided into two separate classes of people: the proletariat and the 

capitalists; the latter controlling the means of production and the former participating in 
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the economic production process by selling their labor. As capitalism expands, its need 

for resources pushes it to access land that was previously held commonly and creating 

private rights to it, thereby separating people from the means of production and resulting 

in the “proletarianisation of the dispossessed” (Hall, 2013). 

A second approach in the use of primitive accumulation understands the land grab 

as a consequence of capitalism’s response to the convergence of multiple crises: food, 

energy/fuel, climate change, and financial crisis (Borras Jr, Kay, Gómez, Wilkinson, 

2012). As mentioned, upon a crisis of over accumulation, resources must be released at 

minimal cost so that capital investment can take place and the capitalist system can 

continue to expand. The food crisis as outlined above and its interlocking relationship 

with the energy and financial crises, is often used to recreate the ways in which 

capitalism expands to grab resources in order to respond to the emergencies it has 

created. The concatenation of events is generally described in the following terms –  

During the last decades of the twentieth century, demand for new forms of energy 

to mitigate the effects of climate change drove a significant amount of capital to 

be invested in the cultivation of crops that could be used to produce bio-fuels; this 

logically resulted in the replacement of food agriculture with monocultures, 

reducing the amount of food in the global markets and driving up its global price 

levels not experienced before. This situation triggered the demand for land for 

agricultural purposes on the part of some governments in order to guarantee food 

security for their peoples that resulted in the massive land grabs. Private capital 

logically joined in the land acquisitions in order to solve its overaccumulation 
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problem, which at the moment was exacerbated by the global financial crisis 

(McMichael, 2012).   

Finally, a third general use of the concept of accumulation by dispossession 

focuses on the extra-economic means of capital accumulation (Glassman, 2006 & Levien, 

2012). Put simply, capital can also expand through the abusive use of governmental 

power and/or the exercise of violence. Although Governments are usually the actors 

involved in this type of processes, imposing policies through the use of force, criminal 

organizations and capitalist firms have also been identified as active violent agents 

(Gutierrez & Vargas, 2016). The essential differentiating element is that in dispossessions 

through extra-economic means- the willingness to participate in the exchange -essential 

for market transactions- is absent and replaced by intimidation and/or the threat of 

reprisals. It is the understanding of those analyzing capitalist development that 

accumulation cannot all take place within the formal economy, and thus “political or 

violent expropriations will always play a role in capital accumulation” (Hall, 2013: 

1586).   

Although this body of literature has mostly focused on land grabbing around the 

world, some recent research has expanded the scope of the concept of accumulation by 

dispossession to include dispossession of other resources such as forests and water 

(Fairhead, Leach & Scoones, 2012; Edelman, Oya & Borras, 2013; Mehta, Veldwisch, 

Franco, 2012). ‘Green Grabbing’ –as the phenomenon has been labeled- entails the 

appropriation of land and other resources for environmental ends and just as in the case 

of land grabs, it implies the transfer of said resource from traditional tenure to 
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representatives of the global capital. It is a process that has essentially the same nature 

and dynamics as the land grabs outlined above, but with the central difference that in this 

case environmental -not agricultural- agendas are the main driver (Fairhead, Leach & 

Scoones, 2012). A similar process labeled water grabs (Woodhouse, 2012) focuses its 

attention on water as a target and a driver of land grabbing and the ensuing social and 

environmental effects. It is understood as the process through which “powerful actors are 

able to take control of, or reallocate to their own benefits, water resources already used 

by local communities or feeding aquatic ecosystems on which their livelihoods are 

based” (Mehta, Veldwisch & Franco, 2012: 197). In the case of Colombia, the concept of 

accumulation by dispossession through extra-economic means has been at the core of the 

academic debate analyzing contemporary forms of land grabbing that took place in the 

midst of the civil war. Although violent dispossession was initially uncontested as the 

main explanation of the phenomenon, recent accounts have arrived at complementary 

explanations. What follows is a reconstruction of the evolution of said debate.   

 

ii. Land Grabbing in the Context of the Colombian Civil War 

 

Historical versus contemporary forms of land grab 

Land grabbing has been consistently identified in the narratives about collective 

violence in the country as one of the core issues fueling the social dissatisfaction that lead 

to the guerrilla uprising and the subsequent protracted conflict. A review of the history of 

related public policy allows for the identification of two moments in the conceptual 
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progression of the phenomenon throughout the twentieth century and the turn of the 

twenty-first.  

On one hand, historical accounts on land seizures taking place during and after La 

Violencia point to the traditional weakness of property rights and the fact that these were 

enforced with significant discretion to favor large-landowning. This form of land 

management was a central cause of the violence (Hirschman, 1973; LeGrand 1986; 

Ibanez & Munoz, 2010). Dispossessions usually took place in settlement areas and the 

agricultural frontier and were executed by physical means such as the shifting of fences 

or simply by forceful evictions of settlers (Pena-Huertas, 2017). Although most of the 

literature produced to explain this period portrays land dispossessions as a machination of 

the elites in order to extend their Estates at the expense of the peasantry (Zamosc, 1986; 

LeGrand, 1986; Thompson, 2011), other academic efforts have challenged this view and 

maintained that while some processes of accumulation may have taken place in some 

regions, “rural property more often passed across the partisan divide between Colombians 

of similar social position, or ended up in the hands of a new provincial –frequently 

professional – elite” (Karl, 2017: 9). 

The history of public policy addressing land dispossession is indicative of the 

scope and significance that the issue had already reached at that point in time. Soon after 

an agreement ending to the confrontation of La Violencia was signed, the three branches 

of power started to adopt coordinated policy decisions to address land grabbing. 

Although the effectiveness of said efforts can be debated, this suggests the importance 

that land grabbing had at that moment and ever since. The administration of Alberto 
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Lleras Camargo (1958-1962) was the first to include land dispossession in the public 

agenda by recognizing its magnitude and signing a Presidential Decree in 1958 extending 

the terms during which civil action could be pursued in order to recover property affected 

by the violence. Although arguments could again be raised about the effectiveness of this 

measure, explained, in large part by the limited efficacy of civil courts in the country, this 

indicated that already in the 1950’s land grabbing had already entered as an issue in the 

policy agenda following significant increases in rates of violence. A year later, Congress 

approved Law 201 of 1959 by which violence was conceived as a vicio de consentimiento 

(vitiated consent) in those cases in which transactions over property caused unfavorable 

conditions for those letting go of their properties. Ospina (1994) explains the reasons for 

such legislations in the following terms: 

“As a consequence of violence, which had reached extensive territorial coverage 

during an extended period of time, an important number of individuals were 

forced to displace into the cities, and much of them abandoned their land, when 

they did not sell it at low prices. With the aim of addressing this situation, and to 

restore justice among those who saw themselves forced to sign contracts overtly 

harmful to their interests and in disproportionate benefit to those taking 

advantage of the dearth of the former, Congress approves law 201 of 1959.”  

Finally, the Supreme Court of Justice, in enforcing the above-mentioned 

legislation gave a new and more progressive interpretation to the Colombian Civil Code, 

which dated from the nineteenth century. In a 1962 ruling it distanced itself from the 

traditional concept of violence as a source of vitiated consent, in which force had to be 
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exercised directly by one of the parties for it to be applicable, and instead focused the 

analysis on the intimidation suffered by the affected party, without regards to whether it 

originated (the intimidation) in an individual direct threat by one of the parties involved 

in the transaction, in a third party’s action trying to intimidate one of the parties, or in 

events not intervening directly in the transaction (Latorre, 2007). Although the 

effectiveness of this ruling to address the issue of land dispossession can also be debated, 

the fact that in a few years, the executive, the legislative and the judicial branches of 

power acted to protect those who had seen their property rights affected by violence is 

indicative of the proportions and the effects that the issue reached at that moment. 

The second, more contemporary moment in the progression of the phenomenon is 

often conceptually characterized as the result of strategic planning exercised by powerful 

groups, in conjunction with organized crime. According to those subscribing to this line 

of thought, land theft from the late 1980’s and onward was frequently executed by 

powerful elites in conjunction with criminal organizations with the aim of amassing land 

in detriment of the interests of small landowners (Reyes, 2007; Gutierrez, 2010; 

Thompson, 2011; Karl, 2017).  

In contrast with what happened more than a half of century ago, when land thefts 

were presented as the enforcement of property rights from unlawful invasions, the 

affectations to property rights that took place during recent decades were an evident 

breach to formal property rights (clearly protected by law). Put simply, whereas by the 

mid of the twentieth century the grabs affected lands that had not yet reached formal 

ownership status, in recent cases the phenomenon affected formal property rights which 
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were uncontested. This shift in the type of rights that were affected came along with a 

change in the methods employed, and while historical grabs had been executed 

essentially through force, more recent dispossessions also took place through institutional 

channels, trying to give the impression of legality (Pena-Huertas, 2017). 

To address contemporary forms of land grabbing, and presumably with a potential 

peace process in mind, the administration of Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018) introduced 

a bill to the Colombian Congress in 2011, which was later approved as Law 1448 and 

came to be known as the Victims and Land Restitution Law. The main objective of the 

initiative was “to establish a set of judicial, administrative and economic measures in 

favor of victims of conflict, within a framework of transitional justice, in order to secure 

their rights to truth, justice, reparation and guarantees of non-recurrence, as a way to 

acknowledge their condition of victims of human rights violations and dignify their 

human essence through the materialization of their constitutional rights.”2  

For the first time, land grabbing was recognized as a breach to International 

Human Rights Law and to International Humanitarian Law and consequently, land 

restitution was included in the initiative as one of the means for reparation for victims of 

the conflict. According to the contents of the law, restitution in general terms is 

understood as the reestablishment of the situation prior to the human rights violation; and 

land restitution in particular meant deploying actions to guarantee legal and material 

restitution of grabbed-land, or compensation accordingly if restitution was deemed to be 

impossible. This law also defined land grabbing as a crime for the first time in Colombian 

                                                 
2 Free translation by the author of Ley 1448 de 2011. 
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legislation as “the act by which a person, taking advantage of the situation of conflict, 

arbitrarily deprives another of their right to property (or other rights recognized by law) 

over their land” and forced land abandonment as “the temporal or permanent situation 

suffered by a person who is forced to displace and consequently cannot exercise the 

rights she bears over the unattended land.”  Two new institutions, the Land Restitution 

Unit and the Land Restitution Tribunals were created with the sole mandate of executing 

the land restitution policy defined in the law.  

While some obvious and essential features persist both in historical and 

contemporary forms of land grabbing, as for example, land is always taken away within a 

context of mass violence, it is not possible to understand land grabbing as a unitary, 

continuous phenomenon. The following section describes the academic debates that have 

focused in the understanding of contemporary forms of land grabbing.   

 

Contemporary land grabbing in academic literature 

Land theft in the Colombian context has been growingly included as an issue in 

academic literature analyzing the dynamics of the conflict. Some studies have been 

undertaken to try and explain the central drivers behind illegal land dispossession in a 

general, country-level manner, while others have approached the issue from a micro-

perspective. The latter have put forward explanations for particular cases in terms of the 

type of actors involved, the scope of the grabbing, or the nature of the actions, this is, 

whether they were planned and systematic, or merely opportunistic.   
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One important thread of existing literature aligns well with the theory of capital 

accumulation through extra-economic means outlined above (Harvey, 2003). It describes 

the phenomenon as a preconceived strategy put forward by elites in conjunction with 

right-wing paramilitaries to accumulate power and wealth at the expense of the rural 

poor. Karl (2017), for example, affirms that the bulk of dispossessions in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries “occurred at the hands of confederated narco-

paramilitary forces that consciously sought to accumulate land and extend their political 

project across Colombia’s regions” (p.10). Along this same vein, Thompson (2011) 

argues that while “displacement is often an incidental consequence of conflict, […] in 

Colombia it is frequently the purpose of the violence” which was strategically 

instrumental for paramilitaries to act as ‘armed companies of territorial conquest and 

achieve control over entire regions devoted to extractive industries in favor of foreign 

investors (p. 344). Highlighting a supposed monopoly on dispossession capacity on the 

part of the paramilitaries, Grajales (2011) maintains that: “In Colombia, paramilitary 

groups are pivotal in the protection of their allies’ property rights against landless 

peasants’ demands and rebel movements’ threats. [They] are both the cause and the 

consequence of land contention” (p. 771) and goes as far as to assert that “forced 

displacement as a land grabbing strategy is sufficiently well-documented to be considered 

a proven fact” (p. 783).  

Also framed within the accumulation by dispossession account, a study by 

Gonzalez and Kalmanovitz (2010) hypothesized that the massive levels of forced 

displacement experienced as a consequence of armed conflict must have logically 



 

68 

 

affected agricultural production via a decrease in labor availability. However, what they 

found was that the agrarian gross domestic product had remained stable and that the 

decrease in the cultivated area had been marginal, so they concluded that forced 

displacement had not been a strategy of war to weaken social base of the guerrillas, but 

rather one of economic nature to control territory and hoard land for monocultures such 

as palm-oil (p.112). Only this switch in the type of economic production, maintained the 

authors, could explain the stable levels of agricultural output as well as in the area of 

cultivated land in a context of such massive forced dispossession. 

Complementing this picture, the National Center for Historical Memory in its 

General Report on Memory and Conflict maintains that far from being a collateral effect 

of the conflict, land grabbing was one of the central motives of the war (Centro Nacional 

de Memoria Historica, 2013: 247). According to this account, organized crime groups 

(guerrilla and paramilitary armies) emerged as the extra-economic means for capital to 

expand based on violence and steal land from peasants, as portrayed in the accumulation 

by dispossession theory outlined above.  

In terms of the scope of the phenomenon this body of literature portrays land 

grabbing as ubiquitous, systematic and massive. Indicative of this idea is the account 

presented by Jon Elster (2010) while making a case for land reform in the country as a 

way to promote justice and peace in a post-conflict context, when he maintained that 

“property confiscated from the paramilitaries [in Colombia] could have been used to 

enact a general redistribution of land, and not only to compensate victims” (p. 19), giving 

the impression that the amount of land that was illegally seized by paramilitaries would 
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have been enough to execute the historically elusive agrarian reform described in the first 

chapter. Also based on the idea of a national phenomenon affecting underserved rural 

populations in the country, the term counter-agrarian reform was subsequently coined in 

academic circles (Uprimny & Saffon, 2010; Knut, 2010, Salinas, 2010) to refer to the 

critical concentration of land resulting from the illegal dispossession suffered by peasants 

at the hands of elites and criminal actors.   

These approaches are not unique to the Colombian context. As mentioned 

previously, the literature on accumulation by dispossession has covered a wide range of 

contexts and its version of land privation through extra-economic means has been used to 

explain cases in such different geographies as Bangladesh, where illegal violence played 

a key role in evicting peasants from their land in Noakhali which was then re-

concentrated into larger estates for agribusiness purposes (Adnan, 2013), or the state 

violence exercised in Rajasthan in India, where rural populations were forced out of their 

lands in order to establish Special Economic Zones, as one of the central elements of the 

Government’s foreign trade policy (Levien, 2012).  

Specialized literature has also covered cases in which violence has been exercised 

to appropriate land under the excuse of environmental protection. That was the case in 

Guatemala, where the counterinsurgency and conservation agendas coincided to target 

rural communities seen as opponents to the capitalist agenda of the government (Ybarra, 

2012), which was also an issue in South East Asia (Pelusso & Vandergeest, 2010) where 

environmental protection was instrumental for the execution of counterinsurgency policy 

targeting rural populations in places like Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand.  
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This understanding of land grabbing as a process of capital accumulation through 

extra-economic means contrasts with another of more recent evolution that, by the use of 

case study methodologies and based on newly available information, has identified 

contrasting and varied dynamics as explanations to the phenomenon. This less 

provocative and more cautious approach avoids claiming the existence of one explanation 

to a homogenous phenomenon. Alejandro Reyes, who successfully contributed to the 

inclusion of contemporary land-grabbing in the national political agenda with the 

publication of his Guerreros y Campesinos in 2009, maintains that: 

“Under the appearance of a massive and systematic phenomenon of population 

displacement and land-grabbing hides a great variety of regional and local 

dynamics, of very complex nature, which were influenced by factors such as 

former elites composition and behavior, the emergence of narco-traffickers as a 

new form of rural elite, state capture by war lords, the influence of guerrilla 

armies on the rural population, corruption, impunity, and that lead to different 

results in different regions of the country” (p. 155-56).           

Building on this perspective, and studying paramilitary land-grabbing3, defined 

as the “preconceived and conscious act of taking land away from someone with the aim 

of redistributing property rights among other agents” Gutierrez (2016: 8) finds that those 

structures in which local elites were organically articulated, this is, where they were an 

active part of the illegal structure, either by personal leadership (which happened in some 

                                                 
3 This study focuses solely on land grabs carried out by some paramilitary structures, thus leaving outside 
its scope other paramilitary formations, other illegal groups, such as guerrilla armies, legal armed forces 
and third-party actors of other kind. 
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cases, especially in the north and north-west of the country) or through explicit pacts, 

were more prone to be involved in paramilitary land-grabbing. This leads to suggest that 

the marriage between rural elites and paramilitary armies described in extent in the 

literature, is not a national phenomenon, but occurred only in some cases. Expanding on 

this issue he (Gutierrez, 2017) maintains that given the loose nature of paramilitary 

armies where “leaders at the local level were not directly under the control of their 

superiors, but rather had to defer and transfer rents to them” (p. 746), opportunistic use of 

violence proliferated instead of a formal strategic orientation promoting it.   

Other similar accounts have emerged identifying opportunistic behaviors behind 

situations of land grabbing in the country, and challenging the claim of the permanent 

links between organized crime groups and elites as the central agent responsible for the 

land grabs. For example, Vargas and Uribe (2017) maintain that there is no single path to 

land accumulation in the country and that “only some local elites dare to get involved and 

only some armed groups can deploy violence instrumentally”, and call for a more 

“nuanced and empirically rigorous view of processes of primitive accumulation 

facilitated by war” (p.757). Similarly, Pena-Huertas et.al. (2017) analyze the role that 

regulatory institutions played in land dispossession in the country and after highlighting a 

wide range of processes through which land grabbing was materialized, maintain that the 

incapacity of the state to maintain a strong regulatory framework over property, 

“provided the opportunity that allowed people to take advantage of the context of 

violence” (p.767) and hoard land. 
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Methodologically speaking, comprehensive accounts about land grabbing, which 

are mainly supported on the theory of accumulation by dispossession and try to explain 

the phenomenon through that lens, lack sufficient empirical evidence to sustain their 

claims. This is essentially the case because at the time these were proposed there was no 

data available to analyze, and investigations were executed using data on forced 

displacement, which is a precondition for land grabbing and is therefore an acceptable 

proxy (upon the inexistence of any other better data) but are essentially two absolute 

different phenomena (Ibáñez, 2008; Gonzalez & Kalmanovitz, 2010; Hurtado, Pereira-

Villa & Villa, 2017). On their part, although very well empirically supported, particular 

case studies can only make assertions about the cases that they focus their attention on 

and given their essence, cannot be fully generalized to suggest explanations of the 

phenomenon at the country-level. Based on case study methodologies Goebertus (2008) 

suggests land grabbing is tied to the cultivation of palm oil; Ojeda et. al. (2015) speak of 

a counter-agrarian reform materialized by paramilitary armies; Maher (2015) studies the 

region of Meta and maintains that violence is instrumental for the execution of large 

agribusinesses and; Thompson (2011) explains it as tied to infrastructure projects.  

These limitations open the way forward for important contributions, not just to 

test the hypotheses proposed so far, but to explore other possible explanations to the 

massive land theft that occurred in the country in the past decades. Significant to this aim, 

the implementation of the land restitution policy outlined above, has produced new and 

valuable information about the intricacies of what took place since the 1990’s in terms of 

land grabbing in the country. Given that the process for land restitution begins with a 



 

73 

 

claim presented by the victim, the country now has consistent national-level information 

about dates, places and reports about the ways in which land was illegally seized from the 

internally displaced population. Analyzing these data, Pardo (2017) found that around 

forty five percent of the illegal seizures took place in five percent of the municipalities of 

the country and that the phenomenon is mainly clustered in four geographical regions of 

the country: Uraba, Montes de Maria, Catatumbo and Meta, and other few small scattered 

localities. The analysis also shows that close to seventy percent of the municipalities in 

the country did not experience the phenomenon4.  

Although these analyses are preliminary, the emerging patterns invite the 

exploration of different paths of research.  These data are signaling that the phenomenon 

was not as ubiquitous, systematic and massive as it has often been portrayed. Given the 

traditional land tenure structure existing in the areas of land-grabbing and the periods of 

time in which it took place, they may also be suggesting that explanations limited to an 

alliance between rural elites and paramilitary armies against small owners fall short at 

explaining some of the cases. These data will also permit a much-detailed analysis in 

terms of the potential participation of other actors not covered so far in literature and will 

be enough to put to test the argument about primitive accumulation, altogether 

contributing to a better understanding of the logic behind land-grabbing in Colombia. A 

detailed description of these data, along with the methods to be employed and the 

different hypotheses to be tested is the purpose of the next chapter.  

                                                 
4 When defined as having less than fifty claims in the thirty-year period that the policy encompasses. 
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CHAPTER THREE – DEFINITIONS, DATA AND METHODS 

i. Definitions 

To address contemporary forms of land grabbing and presumably, with the idea of 

a potential peace process in mind, President Santos introduced a Bill to the Colombian 

Congress in 2011, which was later approved as Law 1448 and came to be known as the 

Victims and Land Restitution Law. The main objective of the initiative was “to establish 

a set of judicial, administrative and economic measures in favor of victims of conflict, 

within a framework of transitional justice, in order to secure their rights to truth, justice, 

reparation and guarantees of non-recurrence, as a way to acknowledge their condition of 

victims of human rights violations and dignify their human essence through the 

materialization of their constitutional rights.”  

For the first time in the history of the country, land grabbing was recognized as a 

breach to International Human Rights and to International Humanitarian Law and 

consequently, land restitution was included in the initiative as one of the means for 

reparation. According to the contents of the law, restitution in general terms is understood 

as the reestablishment of the situation prior to the human rights violation; and land 

restitution in particular meant deploying actions to guarantee legal and material 

restitution of grabbed-land, or compensation accordingly if restitution was deemed to be 

impossible. With the aim of achieving these goals, the Colombian Government decided 
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on the implementation of a land restitution policy, which simply put, aims to recover land 

stolen to internally displaced population in order to give it back to original owners. 

This dissertation uses the definition of land grabbing included in the Victims and 

Land Restitution Law which considers it as “the act by which a person, taking advantage 

of the situation of conflict, arbitrarily deprives another of their right to property (or other 

rights recognized by law) over their land” and forced land abandonment as “the temporal 

or permanent situation suffered by a person who is forced to displace and consequently 

cannot exercise the rights she bears over the unattended land.”   

At this point, an important conceptual clarification is in order. The analysis of the 

interlocking question of lands and people rests on a fundamental conceptual distinction 

between the ideas of displacement and dispossession, which although in some cases go 

hand in hand, are different violations requiring different responses. Displacement can be 

understood as a form of human mobility that entails the abandonment of land, but does 

not always involve changes in property relations (Karl, 2017:5), whereas dispossession 

(as explained above) encompasses a transgression to the rights held over the land at the 

moment of displacement and consequently some sort of legal action is required to reverse 

said transgression and restore property rights to the original holder. Therefore, while 

displacement always entails the abandonment of land, it does not always lead to 

dispossession, as in some cases the rights are not affected and return to the land is 

possible autonomously. The dispossessed can be understood as a subgroup of victims of 

the larger universe of displaced population. Put simply, while disposed population are 
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likely to have been victims of forced displacement, not all of the displaced are victims of 

land theft.  

ii. Data Collection and Limitation of the Data 

 

The execution of the policy on land restitution, which the Colombian Government 

began in 2012 with the aim at recovering the stolen land and returning it to its original 

owners, provides a novel and national level set of data in regards to the phenomenon. 

This information allows not only for the construction of a data driven definition, but also 

for a thorough empirical analysis. The process through which property is restored begins 

with a claim presented by the victim at one of the twenty-six offices located throughout 

the country where by the execution of an exhaustive interview, general information about 

when, where and how were property rights affected is collected. After an administrative 

investigation that gathers all the information necessary to deem if the claim is legitimate 

and corresponds to an actual case of land-grabbing as defined by law, the restitution 

process ends after a judicial procedure is undergone where all parties involved have the 

opportunity to present their and challenge each other’s evidence. The output of the 

process is a judicial decision containing a precise identification of the victims, the plot of 

land being restored, and the pronouncement about whether or not property is to be 

restored. 

Using data from the Land Restitution Unit a quantitative analysis is executed to 

identify the potential drivers of land-grabbing. A longitudinal, municipal dataset 

containing the variables described in the next subsection was constructed by the author. 

The dependent variable is determined by the number of land dispossession events, by 
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year, by municipality, as reported in land restitution claims at the Land Restitution 

Agency. The independent variables include the number of people forced to displace, the 

number of hectares planted with African palm, the number of hectares planted with coca, 

the number of plots distributed through past agrarian reforms, a dummy variable 

accounting for the municipal and temporal implementation of Territorial Consolidation 

Policy (TCP). Control variables include population, unsatisfied basic needs, level of 

rurality, altitude over sea level, distance to the department capital, distance to the nearest 

distribution market, land use, and state presence/capacity, all by municipality and year. A 

Poisson regression model is used to explore for correlations.  

A subsequent chapter uses Social Network Analysis to study the complexities that 

massive and illegal land acquisitions suppose at the local level. The section will focus on 

the case of El Carmen de Bolivar, a municipality located in the Northwestern region of 

Colombia, which shows the highest number of land restitution claims, and where a total 

of 186 judicial decisions have been made at the moment of the analysis. Through the 

analysis of the information contained in the judicial decisions in terms of individuals 

involved in the transactions, it reconstructs the structure and composition of the geometry 

of the social ties between those involved in the grabbing with a special focus on the social 

interactions that must have been at play and that facilitated business-like interests to gain 

access to the lands that had been abandoned by peasants forced to displace. This analysis 

is further complemented by 24 semi-structured interviews with current and past public 

officials, academics, and members of the civil society with direct experience or 

knowledge about the case under study. 
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Limitations of the data 

The data that accounts for the subject under study presents some limitations. 

Land-grabbing is measured by the number of land dispossession events as reported by 

land restitution claims in each municipality, which is not exactly a measure of the number 

of plots that was affected, but instead, of the number of people who came forward to tell 

the Government that their property rights had been affected. The measure used in this 

dissertation is justified on two accounts. First, because the case against the measurement 

can be refuted, and second, due to the fact that this is the best proxy measure currently 

available.  

The case against the use of this measure is mainly based on the fact that fear of 

reprisals will prevent victims to come forward, and therefore the information will not be 

accurate. However, if fear of violence were limiting the data, it should be possible to see 

its effects throughout the country. Thus, a low count of cases should be present in all 

regions, as violence was evenly distributed throughout the country. But, an analysis of the 

claims (Pardo, 2017) shows that most are clustered in a few regions, and that these 

clusters are located in areas that coincide with those that suffered the worst effects of the 

conflict, which, if the claim had base, should be those with the least number of cases. 

Second, although the data used to measure land-grabbing is in fact limited to 

those people who come forward to present a claim, it cannot be disregarded as useless. 

The fact that twenty-six offices distributed through the country have been open to the 

public with the sole purpose of receiving claims since the implementation of the policy 

started in 2012, at no monetary cost to the claimant, cannot be disregarded as unusable 
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data. Even if not a census type of measurement, the 134,000 claims that have been 

received, and which are used for the analysis, are considered to constitute a valuable 

source of information, not exceeded in terms of validity by any other. 

 

iii. Methods of Analysis  

The dissertation uses a mixed methods approach. It is organized in three main 

sections as follows: 

 

Geographic Information Systems 

The first section uses data from the Land Restitution Agency and a Geographic 

Information System mapping software to provide an updated characterization of the land-

grabbing phenomenon. This section is based on information provided by the Land 

Restitution Unit and is extracted from the initial interviews given by claimants. Time and 

location information is used to provided data-driven conceptualization of the 

phenomenon. 

 

Regression Analysis 

A second methods section uses regression analysis to explore correlations 

between a number of variables at the municipal level and the fluctuation in the number of 

dispossession events by year. Thereby exploring potential drivers of the phenomenon. 

The main source of information about the response variable (land-grabbing) will come 

from the institutional dataset of the Land Restitution Agency, the governmental agency in 

charge of the implementation of administrative portion of the policy. Such dataset 
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contains information about the location of the plots being claimed (at the municipal 

level), the date when the alleged illegal seizure occurred, and the account of the claimant 

in regards to the type of actor causing the displacement that lead to the seizure, all from 

1991 and onward. As said, the dependent variable will be determined by the number of 

land dispossession events as reported by land restitution claims at the Land Restitution 

Agency, by municipality and by year. 

Information about violence during the war comes from a dataset constructed by 

the Observatory of Human Rights of the Presidency of Colombia, an analytical unit 

attached directly to the office of the President with the mandate of gathering data about 

the internal conflict in order to inform policy decisions. This dataset contains annual 

information including that of murder rates, forced displacement, massacres and violent 

attacks at the municipal level, since 1990. The variable of interest here in order to 

measure violence is forced displacement as it is the final consequence of all other acts of 

violence, and measures a collective output from the hostilities. 

Information to measure the impact of certain public policies executed to promote 

economic growth in rural areas will be used to analyze the fluctuation in the number of 

hectares by municipality dedicated to the growth of African palm used to produce palm 

oil. Along with the direct link between African palm cultivation and land grabbing 

pointed out by literature, the decision to focus on the analysis of this crop responds to the 

fact that monetary incentives, in the form of direct subsidies, was the most salient rural 

development policy during the time of the analysis. Information on the number of 

hectares with African palm, by municipality, by year, will be gathered from the 
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Municipal Agriculture Evaluation Program led by the Ministry of Agriculture and 

included in Agriculture Sector Data Network and from the Municipal Panel Data 

constructed by the Center for Economic Development (CEDE) of the Universidad de lo 

Andes in Bogota, Colombia. 

Also, in order to measure the impact of other policy efforts, information about the 

time and location of the execution of the Policy for Territorial Consolidation will also be 

included in the analysis. The Policy for Territorial Consolidation was the central policy 

initiative of the Colombian Government from 2002 to 2018 in terms of counter-

insurgency, national defense and security. Its main objective was to recover control for 

the Colombian State of most of the territories in dispute with illegal armed groups. In 

2007, after major victories had been accomplished in the battle fields and the balance of 

power had been tilted in favor of the Colombian State, an ensuing policy for Territorial 

Consolidation, which was mainly a coordinating initiative to bring together military, 

social, economic and legal efforts to certain regions of the country, was launched as the 

final stage of military victory. By including information about the execution of this 

policy, the research aims at identifying potential relationships between its implementation 

and the illegal land seizures under study. The information on time and municipal location 

of the execution of the policy comes from the center for the study of economics at the 

Universidad del Rosario in Colombia. 

Information about coca cultivation comes from the United Nation Office on Drug 

and Crime (UNODC) and their Illicit Crops Monitoring Integrated System (SIMCI for its 
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initials in Spanish), which has been producing figures on the number of hectares dedicate 

to coca plantations at the municipal level since 1999.  

Data on land allocation through agrarian reform comes from the Colombian 

Institute for Rural Development (INCODER), which holds data on plots of land allocated 

by year, at the municipal level since 1964. 

Data on other control variables will extracted from the Municipal Panel Data 

constructed by the Center for Economic Development (CEDE) of the Universidad de lo 

Andes in Bogota, Colombia. The control variables will include population, unsatisfied 

basic needs, level of rurality, land tenure formality, altitude over sea level, distance to the 

department capital, distance to the nearest distribution market, land Gini Index, land use, 

and state presence/capacity at the municipal level, by year, since 1999.     

 

Social Network Analysis 

A subsequent social network analysis will complement the analysis of the drivers 

behind the massive land grabbing phenomenon by filling in the gaps that cannot be 

reached by a regression analysis. In this case, the main source of information will be the 

judicial decisions taken by Land Restitution Tribunals in regions of interest, which are a 

“fruitful source of data for Social Network Analysis (SNA) of criminal networks” 

(Bright, Hughes, & Chalmers, 2012). The ‘Facts’ section of these documents contain a 

valuable and verified narrative description about how the seizures took place in terms of 

actors involved, as well as the conditions of time and place in which the land-grabbing 

was materialized. Essentially, they contain enough information about the relationships of 
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the individuals involved in the transactions that ended up materializing the illegal land-

seizure.  

Information about links between people participating in the transactions was 

contrasted and complemented with the results of 24 semi-structured interviews performed 

in the country between May and August of 2019. Interviewees included former and 

current public officials involved in policies relating to land administration and post 

conflict reconstructions, researchers/academics, journalists, members of civil society and, 

investors in rural land.   

 

iv. Research questions and hypothesis 

The identified gap in the literature allows for the formulation of the hypotheses 

and key questions regarding Land-Grabbing in the context of the Colombian civil war. 

The central research question, guiding the research efforts, inquires about the drivers and 

enablers of the land-grabbing phenomenon that occurred in the country during the past 25 

years. Related sub-questions inquire, first, about the general characteristics of the 

phenomenon in terms of its magnitude, intensity fluctuation in time and geographical 

location.  Second, it addresses the local social, political and economic dynamics in which 

certain selected cases occurred. That said, the present dissertation addresses the following 

research questions. 

Q1 Drivers – What factors explain the occurrence of the land-grabbing 

phenomenon occurred in Colombia during the past 25 years? This is, what variables can 

explain the fact that some lands were illegally seized while others were not? 
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Q2 Characteristics – What are the main features that contribute to the definition 

of the land-grabbing phenomenon occurred in Colombia during the past 25 years? 

Q3 Social Networks – Were there identifiable social networks dedicated to the 

illegal seizure of land in the context of the Colombian armed conflict? If so, what are 

their main characteristics? And, what can this say about the dynamics driving and/or 

enabling the phenomenon? 

In order to address these questions, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H1 Violence – Armed violence was executed with the direct intention to displace 

and illegally seize land. As mentioned in previous sections, land-grabbing in Colombia is 

commonly understood as the result of the instrumental use of violence (specially by 

paramilitary armies) to steal land.  

H2 Public Policy – Certain policies to promote the development of the rural sector 

based on subsidies pushed the demand for land which, in a context of mass violence, 

resulted in illegal land seizures. 

H3 Drug Trafficking – Land seizures correspond to the logistical needs of illicit 

drug trade which requires to safely transport cocaine from production to shipment 

centers.  

H4 Agrarian Reform – The execution of past agrarian reforms through which the 

government either confiscated or bought land in order to distribute it, are the source of 

dormant grievances that re-emerged in the context of the war to ‘recover’ lost land, 

therefore resulting in illegal land seizures. 
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H5 Malicious Opportunism – The abandonment of land produced by mass 

population displacement was seen by some social actors as a business opportunity that 

resulted in the emergence of opportunistic crime networks dedicated to the seizure of 

land. War and the chaos it generates, gives noncombatants the opportunity to advance all 

kinds of private interests taking advantage of general violence.  
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CHAPTER FOUR - COLOMBIAN LAND GRABBING: A DATA-DRIVEN 

DEFINITION 

Introduction 

Although physically present throughout most of the twentieth century (as 

explained in the initial section of this manuscript) land grabbing had exited the political 

life of the country since the late 1970s and had been replaced in the national agenda by 

the cocaine boom and its links to the armed conflict. It was not until 2011 that land 

dispossession as a consequence of violence regained popular and political attention and 

was again the subject of public policy response.  

In 2010 Juan Manuel Santos was elected president of Colombia by a landslide. He 

campaigned over a platform for security, free markets and foreign direct investment 

which mainly resembled that of his antecessor and (then) political ally, Alvaro Uribe. He 

defeated independent candidate Antanas Mockus after almost tripling his turnout on the 

second and definitive round of the elections. Being the former Defense Minister for the 

exiting administration of conservative President Uribe, and given the very successful 

results it had obtained in the fight against FARC, Santos not only inherited the extremely 

high popular support that Uribe enjoyed during his administration, but being the sure 

winner, he also gathered the support of most of the political forces represented in 

Congress. This resulted in an extremely wide coalition that gave him an important 

leverage to have initiatives approved in the legislative without much pushback.  
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One of the first major policy initiatives that President Santos announced publicly, 

was the Victims’ Law, which aimed at redressing the massive human rights violations 

that had occurred during the internal conflict. Among its contents, the Bill included an 

entire section on the issue of land grabbing and proposed a policy for Land Restitution, 

which had as its central aim the recovering the land that had been stolen from internally 

displaced population during the civil war to give it back to its original owners.  

As the country went back to look at a forgotten consequence of violence in order 

to design a policy to address it, a vivid discussion about the central features of the 

phenomenon aroused. Most political actors in the country participated in the debate, 

which mainly revolved around the magnitude of the phenomenon. This is, how much 

land had been stolen, how many people had been affected, and how much resources were 

needed to redress all of the violations.  

Estimations ranged widely, but a consensus existed around the idea that land 

grabbing had been a massive issue in terms of the number of cases, and had affected a 

considerable extension of the country. This idea was essentially based on the number of 

forced displaced persons, which at the moment of the discussion of the Bill amounted to 

approximately 5.5 million, and on information gathered through surveys that maintained 

that 40 percent of the displaced population had some sort of legal relationship to land at 

the moment of displacement (Comisión de Seguimiento a la Política Pública sobre 

Desplazamiento Forzado -CSPPDF-, 2011). This same survey, carried out by the 

Monitoring Commission of the Policy for Forced Displacement (CSPPDF) found that 83 
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percent of the displaced manifested having abandoned their land, while 9.4 percent said 

they had been forced to surrender it (CSPPDF, 2011: 9).  

In terms of the extension of land that had been affected, estimations also followed 

the idea of a massive, national phenomenon. The Monitoring Commission of the Policy 

for Forced Displacement, a federation of non-governmental organizations, found that “the 

total of land that displaced families were forced to abandon, sell, or give away to third 

parties by force, between 1980 and 2010 was of 6.638.195 hectares. This figure amounts 

to 15.4% of all arable land in the country” (CSOPPDF, 2011: 8). The academy 

contributed to the debate and suggested that “the aggregate losses of abandoned land of 

all the displaced population amount to 1.7 million hectares”, a figure three times the 

amount of land distributed through agrarian reform efforts between 1993 and 2002 

(Ibanez, 2008: 147). The government also produced its own figures which did not fall so 

far from those of the civil society. Based on a wide sample of displaced population that 

included more that 3.5 million people, the Presidential Agency for Social Action 

(Agencia Presidencial para la Acción Social y la Cooperación Internacional), affirmed 

that “between the years of 1995 and 2010 a total of 256,480 heads of household left 

abandoned 270,680 immovable properties, whose total extension is estimated in 

6.556.978 hectares” (PPLDP, 2010: 120). A few years later the National Audit Agency 

executed a survey including more than 10,700 households distributed all throughout the 

country and concluded that “the hectares grabbed or abandoned in Colombia as a 

consequence of armed conflict amount to a total 7.668.423” (Contraloria General de la 

Republica, 2015: 175). 
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Presumably based on these figures, the government of Juan Manuel Santos 

established as its goal to restore the property rights in 360.000 expected cases, and put an 

end (at least temporarily) to the debate surrounding the scope of land grabbing in the 

country. 

 

i. Land Restitution and Data 

As a consequence of this debate, a national narrative about the phenomenon 

emerged and portrayed it as ubiquitous, systematic, and massive. However, the lack of 

consistent data prevented from verifying such claims. This absence of empirical data 

came to be addressed by the implementation of the policy for land restitution, which 

revolves around two newly created agencies solely in charge of its implementation:  The 

Land Restitution Unit (LRU), that serves as the legal representative to the claimant, and 

after gathering all necessary evidence takes the case to one of the Land Restitution 

Tribunals (RT), where after hearing all of the parties involved, a Land Restitution Judge 

decides whether or not to restore the property rights claimed in restitution.  

The LRU was inaugurated in 2012 and opened 26 regional offices to receive and 

process land restitution claims. The process for land restitution begins with a 

comprehensive structured interview in which LRU staff get as much details as possible 

about the forms in which land property rights were affected. This process then continues 

by LRU staff gathering information from all sorts of sources in order to verify the 

accounts presented by the claimant and bringing the case up to a judge. This process is 

free for the claimant and the absence of formal property documents is not an obstacle to 
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initiate the procedure. The information gathered and processed during the execution of 

this procedure, provide novel, comprehensive, and country-level data about the subject 

under study. In this chapter, the information produced up to October, 2018 is used to 

provide the first data-driven definition of the land-grabbing phenomenon in geographical 

and temporal terms.  

ii. General Parameters of the Analysis 

Up to October of 2018, the LRU had received a total of 134,800 claims in its 26 

regional offices covering the entire country. In terms of dates of the related events, claims 

range from 1980 to 2018, accounting for 38 years. During this time frame, on average, 

each municipality exhibits 117 claims. The study understands a claim as evidence of a 

land-related conflict and therefore claims are the base for the following descriptive 

analysis. Colombia’s political division (administrative divisions) contains a total of 1,122 

municipalities distributed in 32 provinces. Map 1 shows the geographical distribution of 

the regional land restitution offices throughout the country and map 2 shows the land 

restitution judicial districts. 
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     Figure 2. Land Restitution Offices and Judicial Districts 

      

 

a. Geographical Scope 

The first and perhaps one of the most salient features that becomes apparent is 

that land grabbing was not a national phenomenon. This is, it was not distributed all over 

the country, but concentrated in a few locations. According to LRU data, out of the total 

of 1122 municipalities in the country, 996 had at least one claim for restitution, which is 

the same to say that 89% of the municipalities had at least one land-related conflict 

during the period under study. However, a look at the distribution of the number of 

claims by municipality shows that 857 municipalities (over three fourths) or 76%, had 

100 or less claims in the period from 1980 to 2018. This suggests that, on average, three 

quarters of the country had less than 3.5 claims per year on average, or what is the same, 

less than 4 land related conflicts per year.  

On the other side of the distribution, 14 municipalities (less than 1.5%) 

concentrate 1,000 or more claims during the same period of time. When put together, 
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these 14 municipalities account for 20 percent of all the claims in the country. Figures 1 

and 2 present a graphical representation of the distribution.   

 

 
Figure 3. Percent distribution of municipalities by number of claims 

                    

 
   Figure 4. Distribution of Municipalities by Number of Claims 

 

Moving one level up in Colombia’s administrative division and using Provinces 

as a unit of analysis confirms the concentrated pattern. Although all 32 provinces in the 

country house some number of claims, the top 25%, this is, the top eight provinces in 

number of claims, concentrate over sixty percent of these. Conversely, the bottom 25% of 

the Provinces, this is, the last eight in number of claims, concentrate less than 2.5% (Fig. 
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3). The province of Antioquia, on its own, concentrates 16.7% of all the claims in the 

country. 

 
           Figure 5. Percent of Claims by Province 

 

Geographically speaking, land grabbing is scattered through the country but, as 

said, is concentrated in a few locales, constituting dispossession clusters in a number of 

regions in the country. Turbo, in the province of Antioquia, and El Carmen de Bolivar in 

the province of Bolivar, each one concentrates more than 2,000 claims. Tibú, in Norte de 

Santander, San Carlos, in Antioquia, Valle Del Guamuez, in Putumayo, Mapiripán, in 

Meta, Ataco, in Tolima, Tumaco, in Cauca, Montería, in Cordoba, Valledupar, in Cesar, 

Granada in Antioquia, San Jacinto, in Bolivar, El Tablón De Gómez, in Narino, and 

Puerto Guzmán in Putumayo are the only municipalities exhibiting more than 1,000 

claims.  

These 14 municipalities, which contain more than 1,000 claims each, and 

represent 1.5% of the total municipalities in the country, concentrate approximately the 

same percentage of claims as the 952 municipalities (85%) that contain less than 200 
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claims for the thirty-eight-year period under study. While the former group represents 

twenty percent, the latter concentrates twenty-five percent of the claims. Most of these 

municipalities also present the highest levels of displacement in the country. The top 

three municipalities in number of claims, are also included in the top ten municipalities in 

terms of displacement. Map 1 shows the distribution of claims by municipality. 

Although the different identifiable clusters are scattered throughout the different 

regions of the country, the visualization shows that the claim of a phenomenon affecting 

the entire country cannot be sustained. On the contrary, and given that less than 2 percent 

of the municipalities concentrate more than 20 percent of the claims, and that 90 percent 

of all municipalities exhibit on average 10 land-related conflicts (claims) or less per year, 

allows to affirm that the phenomenon was evidently concentrated in a few regions.  

 
Figure 6. Number of Claims by Municipality 
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b. Intensity  

A second central feature that becomes apparent after a detailed analysis of the 

data provided by the LRU is that the land grabs did not have the expected level of 

intensity at the national level. As mentioned in the first section, the estimations about the 

force with which the phenomenon had hit the country ranged widely, but all agreed on 

the massive intensity that land grabbing had had at the national level.  

However, as of October 2018, the LRU had received 134,800 claims after six 

years of having inaugurated its first local office; about one third of what it had expected. 

These figures suggest a much lower level of intensity than anticipated by civil society, 

the academia, and the Colombian Government together. Figure 4 shows the fluctuation of 

displacement and grabbing events from 1990 to 2014. The difference is so impressive and 

the grabs so much lower than expected, that a brief analysis is in order. 

 
        Figure 7. Time Trends of Forced Displacement Vs Grabbing Events 

 

Given the lack of consistent data, past estimations were reached using information 

on forced displacement, which, as explained in the preceding chapters, are similar, but 
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different phenomena. So, technically speaking, comparing figures of these two variables 

to arrive at any sort of conclusions, is questionable on various accounts. First, whereas 

forced displacement is a direct infringement to the right to movement, land-grabbing, as 

defined in the Colombian context, represents and infringement to the property rights over 

the land. Although sometimes the same event can encompass both, this is not a rule. So, 

in some cases, people can return to their land without the need for government 

intervention. Second, and consequently, these variables account for different things, as 

displacement data speaks about the number of persons being forced to leave through 

violent means, while claims are made in relation to parcels of land, so the discrepancy is 

natural. In this same line, the issue of not having property rights to the land, as is the case 

of tenants, laborers, or migrant workers -all of which count as displaced population- 

necessarily lowers the number of the disposed in relation to the displaced. Third, and 

finally, the issue of the definition of each universe is also a factor to consider when 

analyzing these data. When the Colombian Congress was debating the Bill that later 

became the Victim’s and Land Restitution Law, it decided on 1991 as the cutoff date 

towards the past, so cases of infringements to property rights occurred before that date, 

are not considered for the implementation of the policy. In the case of forced 

displacement, the universe has been increasing as the time frame for its definition has 

been progressively expanded to include victims from as early as 1980. 

Other, non-technical issue that can explain the difference between the figures of 

forced displacement and land grabbing is policy response. A public policy to recover and 

give back affected property during the war, only came in 2011 about 30 years after forced 
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displacement started being recorded. During this time, the focus was set on relocating 

displaced peoples by prioritizing this population in the execution of agrarian reform, so 

some of the displaced families were given land in other parts of the country and therefore 

did not demand the restitution of their rights to land. In the same line, a policy to recover 

land abandoned after forced displacement came many years later, when most of the 

displaced populations had already re-established in other places. This could have broken 

their ties to the land definitively and were thus not interested in recovering it. Adults had 

grown old and had no incentive to go back to rural life, while children grew to be urban 

individuals with close to no recollection of the countryside.  

Another explanation to the discrepancy in figures could be found when close 

attention is payed to the way initial figures were presented by civil society, the academy 

and the government outlined above. All of the sources aggregate abandonment and 

dispossession when presenting their estimates, although it is known that they are two 

distinct phenomena. Only the survey executed by the CSPPDF inquiries specifically 

about land effectively grabbed as a consequence of violence distinguishing it from land 

left abandoned. The results could well explain the difference in the general figures, as 

83% of the respondents said they had abandoned their land while only 9.4% said they had 

been forced to surrender it. If as said, some people can return to their land without the 

intervention of government, the broad difference between dispossession and displacement 

could be that a great percentage of people simply decided to do so without presenting a 

claim and therefore are unaccounted for. 
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However, and as a final point, the fact that there are about 135.000 cases full of 

information about the circumstances through which property rights were affected in the 

midst of the armed conflict, can by no means be disregarded as invaluable or inconsistent 

data. Nor read as evidence of the existence of a feeble, mild, or trivial phenomenon. 

Quite the contrary, the fact that 26 regional offices have been open to the public since 

2011, their existence widely publicized both locally and nationally by the Colombian 

Government, that transaction costs of presenting claims were lowered to the minimum, 

and that a peace process was signed in the middle of the implementation of these efforts, 

suggest the validity of this information, and consequently allow to suggest that although 

the intensity of the phenomenon at the national level is lower than initially estimated, the 

country experienced a massive and clustered phenomena of forced dispossession as a 

consequence of the war. 

c. Intensity at the local level 

Focusing the analysis at the subnational level, other measures of intensity can be 

defined and all together confirm this trend. For example, the average number of claims 

per year at the municipal level, estimated by dividing the total number of claims in a 

given municipality by 28 years under study, would provide an idea of how intense the 

phenomenon was. A larger yearly average would signal a stronger impact. Seen through 

this lens, one hundred and twelve municipalities present an average of ten or more claims 

per year, and ninety-eight municipalities exhibit an average between 5.1 and 9.9. The 

rest, this is, 912 out of the 1122, had an average of less than five events per year since 

1980 (see Map 2). The percent of total claims concentrated in a given municipality is 
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suggested as another way to measure intensity. In this case, the top twenty municipalities 

concentrate over twenty-five percent of the claims, while the remaining 1102 gather the 

other 75% (see Map 3). Finally, the percent of parcels affected in a given municipality 

would also speak to the intensity of the phenomenon at the subnational level. In this case, 

seventeen municipalities had more than ten percent of their cadastral plots claimed in 

restitution, a total of fifty-five, had five percent or more involved in some sort of conflict 

over property. On the other side of the distribution, a total of 539 municipalities, 61% of 

those analyzed had less than one percent of its parcels under dispute (see Map 4). 

Ultimately, what these figures confirm is that, at least on average, the phenomenon was 

very intense at the identified clusters. 

 
Figure 8. Average Events per Year 
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Figure 9. Percent of total events 

      

 

 
Figure 10. Percent of plots affected 
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d. Land Grabs in Time 

At the national level, events of land grabbing as reported to the LRU are mostly 

concentrated within the period between 1998 and 2004. Close to fifty percent of all 

events are concentrated within this time frame. Figure 5 shows the time trends of the 

phenomenon from 1990 to 2018.  

 
  Figure 11. Time trends of land grabbing events 1990-2018 

 

This time distribution coincides with the expansion of the paramilitary armies 

throughout the country as reported widely in specialized literature (Centro Nacional de 

Memoria Histórica, 2018; Aponte, 2014; Ronderos, 2014), and to the expansion of the 

use of forced displacement as a war strategy also identified in the academic literature 

(Ibañez, 2009; Reyes, 2009). Based on this temporal correlation, literature on land 

grabbing in Colombia has given paramilitary armies, and their war dynamics, a stellar 

place in the understanding of the land-grabbing phenomenon in the country (Thompson, 

2011; Grajales, 2011; Salinas, 2010; Gonzalez & Kalmanovitz, 2010). 
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However, when looking in detail at the time trends at the subnational level, and 

given the severe geographical concentration of the phenomenon outlined above, it is 

possible to attribute this time trend, not to a national dynamic, but to land-grabbing 

activities proceeding in a few of the municipalities in the country. The time distribution 

in those municipalities where the grabbing was clustered, gives a clear idea of this (see 

figs 7 – 15). 
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 Figure 12. Time distribution of events in Turbo, Antioquia 

 
Figure 13. Time distribution of events in El Carmen de Bolivar, Bolivar 

 
     Figure 14. Time distribution of events in Tibu, Norte de Santander 
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 Figure 15. Time distribution of events in San Carlos, Antioquia 

 

Figure 16. Time distribution of events in El Valle del Guamuez, Putumayo

 
Figure 17. Time distribution of events in Mapiripan, Meta 
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 Figure 18. Time distribution of events in Ataco, Tolima 

 
     Figure 19. Time distribution of events in San Jacinto, Bolivar 

 
  Figure 20. Time distribution of events in El Tablon de Gomez, Narino 

   



 

106 

 

As can be seen, those municipalities concentrating twenty percent of the claims 

show a concentration of events between 1997 and 2004. So, it could be though that a time 

distribution of land-grabbing claims without including these municipalities in the 

analysis, which could be considered to be outliers, would result in a different distribution 

trend. However, the concentration of events between 1997 and 2004 remains after 

removing municipal clusters of land-grabbing as shown in Figure 6. In consequence, it 

can be maintained that the land grabbing phenomenon under study was especially critical 

between the end of the 1990s and the first years of the 2000s, a time that coincides with 

the expansion of the paramilitary project in the country. 

 
 Figure 21. Total events by year without clusters 

 

  

iii. Towards a data-driven definition of the land grabs in Colombia 

When analyzed together, all these findings speak well about certain features that 

are essential to the understanding of the land dispossession phenomenon that occurred in 

the country during the past decades. For one, geographically speaking, it is not national in 

scope. This is, it not ubiquitous as it has been portrayed in literature so far. As shown, the 
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intensity in the number of events that led to land restitution claims is very low in most of 

the regions of the country. However, the issue was undoubtedly powerful when seen at 

the sub-national level, and in particular in some regions of the country. The provincial-

level analysis, as well as the different measures of intensity proposed for the municipal-

level analysis, allow to suggest the existence of at least three land-grabbing clusters, 

where a different, and more intense, type of infringement to property rights ocurred: (i) 

The Northern Cluster, gathering the neighboring provinces of Cesar, Magdalena, Bolivar, 

Sucre, Cordoba, and Antioquia; (ii) The Southern Cluster, gathering the neighboring 

provinces of Narino, Putumayo and Caqueta; and (iii) an Eastern Cluster comprised by 

the provinces of Vichada, Meta, and Guaviare.     

Although it is difficult to risk a serious hypothesis at this point, an educated guess 

would point to the fact that one common factor to these municipalities is the extreme 

cruelty with which violence affected most of them. Highlighting just one element, most 

of these places served as stage for some of the bloodiest massacres in the history of the 

conflict. To name just a few of them, the massacres of Honduras, La Negra and Currulao 

in Turbo, or those of El Salado and San Isidro in El Carmen de Bolivar, or those of La 

Gabarra and Tibu’s city center in Tibu, or the 33 massacres that took place in San Carlos, 

in Antioquia all throughout the conflict are reminiscent of the worst periods of the war. 

High levels of violence are usually correlated with low levels of institutional capacity and 

state presence, which could also be common to the clusters of dispossessions.  

A temporal analysis permits to define the land grabbing phenomenon as arising 

during the second half of the 1990s and continuing into the first years of the 2000s. 
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About fifty percent of the claims are concentrated in these 8 years, while the other half is 

distributed among the other 21 years under observation.  

In sum, land grabbing in the country can be understood as a massive breach of 

rural property rights at the local level with a particular geographical focus in a few 

municipalities, and an evident concentration of intensity between the years of 1997 and 

2004. 

Based on these findings, the next section uses regression analyses to explore 

correlations between the fluctuations in the number of land grabbing claims in time and 

space (at the municipal level), and other variables that can potentially contribute to the 

understanding of the drivers and enablers of land-grabbing in the country as well as shed 

light into the reasons of its clear geographical and temporal concentration.   
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CHAPTER FIVE – DETERMINANTS & ENABLERS OF LAND-GRABBING  

Introduction 

Land theft in the Colombian context has been increasingly included as an issue in 

specialized literature analyzing the dynamics of the armed conflict. Some comprehensive 

analyses have been undertaken to try and explain the central drivers behind illegal land 

dispossession at the national level (See inter alia: Ibáñez, 2008; Gonzalez & 

Kalmanovitz, 2010; Hurtado, Pereira-Villa & Villa, 2017), and others have approached 

the issue from a more micro-perspective, proposing hypotheses not trying to explain the 

entire phenomenon as a whole, but some particular dynamics, related to specific 

geographies that can be identified (Goebertus, 2008; Ojeda et. al. 2015; Maher, 2015; 

Gutierrez, 2016). 

As detailed in the data and methods chapter, there are essentially two identified 

gaps in literature that this dissertation is addressing. First, the previous lack of empirical 

national-level data on land grabbing prevented comprehensive hypotheses about the 

drivers of the phenomenon to be tested at the national level. This led to most studies of 

this sort to be founded on data about forced displacement and not the actual grabs, which 

as has been repeated, are similar, but completely different phenomena. Second, given 

their essence, findings reached through case study methodologies could not be 
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generalized to the national level, so the drivers identified could only be claimed at the 

specific places where they had been recognized.  

With that in mind, and using the novel data produced by the Colombian Land 

Restitution Unit and other institutional sources, this chapter uses regression analysis 

techniques to address the central question of this research: What factors explain the 

occurrence of the land-grabbing phenomenon occurred in Colombia during the past 25 

years? To do so, it puts together a set of models that include variables tied to each of the 

hypotheses outlined in Chapter 3, and that have been in the past included in specialized 

literature as explanatory of the land theft. In that sense, it tests the effects of violence 

(measured by the levels of forced displacement), of certain public policies (for rural 

development and for post-conflict reconstruction), of illicit economies (coca cultivation), 

and for agrarian reform (distributed land). A first section details the empirical analysis. A 

second presents the results and the chapter finalizes by presenting the main conclusions.     

 

Empirical Analysis 

With the aim of understanding the variations of land theft in the context of the 

Colombian civil war, this empirical analysis focuses on municipality-year as the unit of 

analysis. It considers all the municipalities in the country from 1990 to 2018. With the 

information described in respective section above, the analysis is focused on two 

dependent variables. The first one corresponds to Land Abandonment (LA), which 

according to existing legislation and for the purposes of this research is understood as the 

temporal or permanent situation suffered by a person who is forced to displace and 
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consequently cannot exercise the rights she bears over the unattended land. The second 

dependent variable, Land Dispossession (LD) is defined as the arbitrary deprivation of 

land property rights, exercised by a person against another, while taking advantage of the 

situation of conflict. In essence, and according to a former Land Restitution Unit staff 

member, cases of land abandonment do not indicate the resignation of property rights to 

the land, while in cases of land dispossession, victims are pushed one step further as they 

are not only forced to abandon their land but also to resign their legal rights as legitimate 

owners.  

Figure 22 shows the time trends of land abandonment and land dispossession at 

the national level between 1980 and 2018. As highlighted in the previous chapter, both 

land abandonment and dispossession show an increasing concentration between the years 

of 1998 and 2004. This trend peaks around the early 2000s and then gradually declines. 

Land abandonment reached a maximum of 9,224 cases in 2002 and land dispossession 

reached a peak in 2000 with 2,539 cases. These trends coincide with the dynamics of the 

conflict, which peaked in intensity around the turn of the century and caused the worst 

humanitarian crisis the country has ever experienced. They also corroborate the notional 

link between the two concepts and show dispossession being a subsample of the larger 

abandonment. 
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Figure 22. Time Distribution Dispossession Vs Abandonment 

 

 

The empirical analysis considers a panel data of all Colombian municipalities 

(N=1,122) between 1990 and 2018 (T=28) to assess the influence of a set of variables 

previously highlighted by literature as being the drivers land dispossession in the context 

of the Colombian conflict, and selected as hypotheses for this research. The functional 

form of the statistical assessment consists of the following formula:  

𝑦𝑖,𝑡 =  𝛼𝑖  + 𝛽𝐷𝑖,𝑡  +  𝛽𝐶𝑖,𝑡  +  𝛽𝑅𝑖.𝑡  + 𝛽𝑃𝑖,𝑡 + 𝛽𝐶𝑜𝑖,𝑡 + 𝛽𝑋 + 𝑒𝑖,𝑡  

Where yi,t represents the dependent variable of interest, either abandonment or 

dispossession, for a municipality i at a year t; D represents an indicator of violence 

measured by the number of people forced to displaced as a consequence of the conflict in 

a given municipality-year; C  accounts for the presence an intensity of illegal economies 

and measures the extension of coca plantations in a given municipality-year; R represents 

the effects of historical agrarian reforms and is measured by the number of plots 
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distributed in a given municipality-year; P accounts for the presence large agribusiness 

and is measured by a dummy variable measuring the existence or not of such plantations 

in a given municipality-year; Co measures the effects of the implementation of the policy 

for territorial consolidation in a given municipality-year; X is a set of control variables; 

and e represents the residuals of unobserved panel disturbances.  

 

Results 

Table 1 presents the results of a series of models measuring the effects of the 

selected variables on the dynamics of land abandonment. The results of these models are 

consistent in terms of significance and direction of the correlations. 

 

Table 1. Effects on Abandonment 
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As expected, forced displacement and land abandonment are positively corelated. 

Interestingly, the extension of coca cultivation is also positively associated to land 

abandonment, so in the places where coca cultivation increases in a given year, cases of 

land abandonment also rise. Important to note that current research design does not 

overcome the challenges of causal identification, so only correlation claims can be made 

at this point. However, the coincidence is interesting and not identified previously in 

literature.  

The implementation of past agrarian reform efforts is negatively correlated with 

land abandonment, so as the former increases, the latter drops. This result challenges 

existing ideas about dormant grievances on the part of hacendados as the explaining 

factor for land grabbing. In contrast, these results could be interpreted as positive effects 

of land distribution efforts on the emergence of future land-related conflicts and as such, 

should be considered for future policy decisions.  

The presence of palm oil is also negatively correlated with abandonment cases, so 

in places with palm plantations, abandonment cases decrease. As a tentative explanation 

for this relationship, it could be argued that given the high costs of palm oil, these tend to 

be executed only in areas where the likelihood of the project succeeding is high. In these 

places, the enforcement of property rights is functioning, access to infrastructure is better, 

and therefore the probability of land abandonment decreases. 

Finally, the implementation of the policy for Territorial Consolidation is also 

negatively correlated, so in municipalities where such efforts are being executed, land 

abandonment decreases. These results are in line with what should be expected as 
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outcomes of such type of policies, which aim at consolidating state presence and 

capacity. Consequently, the monopoly over the use of force should have been recovered 

by the state and therefore violence should no longer be directed against civilians. 

  Table 2 shows the results of series of models measuring the effects of the same 

selected variables on the dynamics of land dispossession. As can be seen, these results are 

consistent to those presented in table 1, suggesting that the dynamics of land 

abandonment and land grabbing are essentially and directly related to one another.   

In this case, as expected, forced displacement is also correlated to land 

dispossession. This result corroborates past findings in terms of forced displacement of 

populations as a systematic strategy used in the context of the Colombian armed conflict 

(Ibañez, 2009; Reyes, 2009). It also confirms the conceptual link between violence, 

measured as forced displacement, land abandonment and finally, land dispossession. This 

result however, as said above, cannot be taken for a causal identification, so although a 

correlation between forced displacement and land grabs is identified, it would be hasty, at 

this point, to make a claim about the existence of a land dispossession project put 

together by any of the parties involved in the confrontation.    

On its part, coca cultivation maintains its positive correlation, in this case, with 

land grabs, as well as its statistical significance. This result confirms the coexistence of 

both phenomena in time and space, opening a window for potential new research, as well 

as a novel element for the understanding of the land theft experienced in the country. 

Coca cultivation has been linked previously to low state presence (Prem, Saavedra 

&Vargas, 2019; Mejia and Restrepo, 2015) and this could explain the correlation between 
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coca and land grabs. As institutional capacity decreases, opportunity for unpunished 

crime increases. This situation could explain both coca cultivation and land grabbing.     

 

Table 2. Effect of Selected Variables on Land Dispossession 

 

The implementation of past agrarian reform efforts is negatively correlated with 

land grabbing but with no statistical significance. Given the consistency in the direction 

of the correlation as identified in Table 1, this result could also be interpreted as a 

positive effects of land distribution on the potential emergence of future land-related 

conflicts.  

The presence of palm oil plantations is again, as with cases of abandonment, 

negatively correlated with land grabbing. Again, as with the results shown in Table 1, this 

could be the result of well-established property rights along with the sufficient state 

presence, needed to have large investments made in a context of armed conflict.   
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The implementation of the policy for Territorial Consolidation is also negatively 

correlated with land grabbing cases. Again, as in the case of land abandonment, the 

execution of a policy whose aim is to re-build state capacity in post-conflict areas should 

have a negative effect of cases of land theft. This seems to be the case in the Colombian 

experience. 

Conclusions 

The main aim pursued by this dissertation is to propose novel accounts in order to 

contribute to the understanding of the land theft phenomenon that occurred in the midst 

of the Colombian armed conflict. With this, the general purpose is not only to contribute 

to academic literature, but also to the improvement of policy efforts aimed at preventing 

the occurrence or alleviating the effects of similar events in similar contexts.  

In order to improve policy response, a central element is to have solid accounts 

about the drivers and enablers of the phenomenon under study. By taking advantage of 

the newly available data, this chapter contributes by assessing the validity of past 

exercises that reached particular findings, but that, given the methods employed, could 

not be generalizable to the entire country. It also tests past general ideas about the issue 

of land grabbing, by improving the quality of the data and introducing specific 

information about land grabs, which provides a much precise account than data on forced 

displacement, which had been used until now. 

That said, the present exercise makes several interesting contributions to the 

understanding of the land-grabbing phenomenon in the midst of the Colombian armed 

conflict. First, it challenges the link that is usually thought to exist between palm oil 
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cultivation and land grabbing. As mentioned, academic literature has claimed the 

existence of a link between this type of agribusiness and land theft. This link, in turn, has 

been taken as explanatory for what happened in the country in terms of illegal land 

seizure. However, according to the data utilized and the methods employed, this 

correlation is found to be negative, and where palm oil cultivation is present, land 

grabbing events decrease. Yet, these findings should not be taken as an acquittal of palm 

oil cultivation and its links to forced displacement and land grabbing, which have been 

well identified and recorded in particular cases, at particular locations by several studies. 

What these findings are pointing at, is that the monoculture of palm oil cannot be taken as 

‘the’ explanation of the land grabbing phenomenon that took place in the country since 

the early 1990s, but just as one of the factors contributing to the general infringements on 

property rights that the country experienced during the past few decades.  

A second interesting finding is that the fluctuation of land theft cases appears to 

also be negatively correlated with land redistribution. A negative statistically significant 

relationship is found between land abandonment and the implementation of past agrarian 

reforms; and although the correlation loses statistical significance when analyzing the 

effect on land seizures, the consistency in the direction leads to suggest that agrarian 

reform efforts are linked to fewer numbers of land-related conflicts in the future. 

Although in some particular cases, land grabs did indeed target land that had been 

redistributed through agrarian reform (see Chapter Six of this dissertation), the results 

challenge popular beliefs of a counter-agrarian reform project aimed at re-concentrating 

rural property through the instrumental use of violence. Again, this result should not be 
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confused with a claim about no agrarian-reform-land being targeted in the massive illegal 

land seizure that took place in the country, but the data employed and the methods used, 

find no evidence of the alleged counter-agrarian reform portrayed in literature. In fact, as 

it will be shown in the next chapter, in some regions, agrarian reform land was, in fact, 

strategically targeted.    

Third, coca cultivation is positively correlated with events of land abandonment 

and of land dispossessions. This is a correlation that to the best of the author’s knowledge 

had not been identified previously in academic literature and is therefore a valuable 

contribution. However, the results cannot say much about the causal mechanisms in 

place. It is not clear if land is taken from IDPs in order to cultivate coca, or if land 

abandoned as a consequence of conflict is then utilized for the growth of the illegal crop. 

What is clear is that there is a temporal and geographical coincidence in the fluctuation of 

both coca cultivation and land abandonment and land grabbing events. This can be 

explained by the illicit nature of both behaviors, land-grabs and coca cultivation, which 

benefit from low state presence and capacity, as the risks of being apprehended 

decreases.  

All together these results point to the absence of an effective state as the main 

enabler of land-grabbing cases in the country. When looked in detail, elements indicative 

of the absence of such state are all positively linked to higher number of land theft events, 

this is, violence, coca cultivation and levels of rurality. Simply put, being in the periphery 

increases the chances of losing land to illegal interests. 
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In contrast, contexts in which processes of state formation seem to have reached 

more evolved stages, and institutions such as property rights are safely protected, are 

related to lower numbers of land-grabbing events. This is the case of palm oil cultivation 

which should take place in regions of high state presence that should ultimately act as 

guarantor of revenues to the investment. Or regions where land redistribution efforts were 

exercised and as a consequence, formal property rights were given to the population 

receiving the land. Or urban contexts, which as explained in the first chapters of this 

work, enjoy close to first world standards in terms of effective state presence. 

In sum, these results seem to confirm the broader theoretical background within 

which this research is framed. This is, that the lack of a functioning state throughout the 

Colombian territory is favorable to some interests in the country, and that the alleged 

‘incapacity’ of the Colombian State to expand into all of its territory, could be better 

explained as the unwillingness of powerful interests to do so. As extending state capacity 

to peripheral areas, would distress the benefits that this historical lack of rule of law 

entails for them.  

The next chapter studies the intricacies of a regional land-grabbing case in order 

to explore particular elements that cannot be reached through regression analysis. It 

focuses on the methods employed and the type of actors involved, in order to shed light 

on how the lack of order favors some interests, and explain the historical unfinished 

business of state formation in the country. 
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CHAPTER SIX – VIOLENCE AND REAL ESTATE NETWORKS: LAND 

GRABBING IN EL CARMEN DE BOLIVAR 

Introduction 

El Carmen de Bolivar is a municipality located in the North-Western part of 

Colombia. It is part of a sub-region known as the Montes de Maria, which comprises 15 

municipalities from the provinces of Bolivar and Sucre. El Carmen, as it is usually 

known, is essentially a peripheral municipality in the terms outlined in the first chapter of 

this dissertation. This is, it has been historically poor, violent and underdeveloped in 

much higher rates than its respective core, Cartagena, the capital of the province of 

Bolivar, where both are located. 

The peripheral condition of El Carmen becomes evident after a brief revision of 

some of the local figures. According to the National Statistics Department (DANE), a 

total of 96% of its population had its basic needs unsatisfied in 2005. This percentage 

remained stable until the next and most recent measurement, which took place in 2011. A 

total of fifty-three percent of its population was deprived of education services in 2005 

(the last available statistic) and almost 15% of the total population was illiterate in the 

same year. Unemployment reached 78% according to the same 2005 data and a total of 

24% of its inhabitants were deprived of access to health services. 

Poverty and underdevelopment were not the only main characteristics of El 

Carmen. The municipality is also known as one of the most severely-affected towns 

during and as a consequence of the war. Its geographical location made it a strategic 

locale for the illicit drug flows going out of the country through the mountains of San 
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Onofre and San Jacinto and those coming in with weapons through the Gulf of 

Morrosquillo (Garcia & Vargas, 2014). In the same sense, its mainly mountainous terrain 

served as a historical hideout for guerrilla groups. 

Given its strategic location all of the warring parties have made their presence felt 

in the municipality. The first illegal armed group to make its presence evident in El 

Carmen was the Popular Liberation Army (EPL) in the late 1970s, which later moved 

East into Arenal, where it demobilized in the early 1990s. FARC, on its part, made its 

first appearance in El Carmen around 1985 and located its forces in the Serrania de San 

Jacinto, a small mountainous chain to the West of the municipality. For a couple of 

decades, this group exercised important levels of governance in the region after imposing 

their own type of institutions over the local population. 

Violence reached critical levels after 1997, when the paramilitary United Self-

Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) launched a heavy strategy to gain control over the 

region of Los Montes de Maria. Along with removing FARCs influence from the area, 

the strategy also sought to take over the illicit traffic routes that went across El Carmen 

de Bolivar. The AUC used massacres as the initial method for the implementation of their 

strategy in order to intimidate the local population and remove any existing popular 

support for FARC (Ibañez, 2009; Reyes, 2009). In the first five years of implementation 

(1997-2001), this logic resulted in a total of 12 massacres just in El Carmen de Bolivar, 

claiming a total of 96 lives. Murder rates skyrocketed and reached a total of 155 per 

every 100,000 inhabitants in 2000, the highest in the country at that moment, and one of 

the highest in the world by any standard applicable. Altogether this violence caused a 
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mass displacement phenomenon of unseen proportions. In the years from 1997 to 2006, 

over 100,000 people, almost 100% of its population, left the town at one point or another 

in order to seek security. 

Security conditions started to improve after 2006 when the AUC signed a peace 

agreement with the Government and later demobilized. The region reached important 

levels of stability after 2007 when FARC’s leader, Martin Caballero, was killed by the 

Colombian Armed Forces. That same year, the Government launched a National 

Territorial Consolidation Plan, a combined military and civilian state-building strategy 

that sought to articulate state actions and coordinate the delivery of its mandate in terms 

of justice, social services, economic development and governance. In short, the strategy 

sought to bring the state back into Los Montes de Maria, a region from where it had been 

absent for decades.   

One of the central pillars for the consolidation of post-conflict regions was the 

enhancement of investor confidence, which in turn was also one of the three pillars of the 

broader Democratic Security Policy, the priority for government at that moment. The 

Policy of Democratic Security prioritized investor’s confidence, physical security and 

social investment, under the assumption that security would incentivize private 

investment, which would subsequently produce the resources for social spending and, all 

together, promote development and prosperity in the region. 

In the midst of all this, the region of Montes de Maria, and El Carmen de Bolivar 

in particular, saw the arrival of a group of individuals who sought to invest in land as 

early as 2006 (El Tiempo, 2010). In 2009, the nascent Regional Commission for Assets 
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Restitution sounded the alarms of what it called a mass land purchase phenomenon in the 

aftermath of conflict. It was not clear to the Commission why such a reduced group of 

people could have gone into a region, in such short period of time, and acquire such 

extensive tracts of land. More specifically, it was not clear why had this phenomenon 

only taken place in this region and not in other parts of the country where similar post-

conflict contexts were taking place. The Commission called on the government to start 

investigations to determine the circumstances under which an alleged 75,000 hectares of 

land had been acquired by a handful of investors (El Universal, 2009). The media quickly 

picked up on the issue (La Silla Vacia, 2009; El Tiempo, 2009)5 but after a few months, 

the political agenda as well as the news cycles had evolved elsewhere and the country 

had no subsequent information on the situation in the region. 

This chapter uses Social Network Analysis techniques to analyze the context 

following intense armed conflict in El Carmen de Bolivar that permitted for large plots of 

land to be purchased by a few individuals foreign to the region. This is done with the aim 

of analyzing the structure of the social network involved in the mass purchases and 

through this, test the hypothesis on Malicious Opportunism (H5) laid out in the Data and 

Methods chapter. The results show how violence, corruption, and clientelist practices 

served as the context for counter-insurgency policies, dressed up in environmental 

agendas, to result in a massive case of Green Grabbing. The chapter is structured as 

                                                 
5 https://www.eluniversal.com.co/cartagena/alerta-por-compra-masiva-de-tierras-en-montes-de-maria-
HMEU13911 - https://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-4913389 - 
https://lasillavacia.com/historia/5346 

https://www.eluniversal.com.co/cartagena/alerta-por-compra-masiva-de-tierras-en-montes-de-maria-HMEU13911
https://www.eluniversal.com.co/cartagena/alerta-por-compra-masiva-de-tierras-en-montes-de-maria-HMEU13911
https://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-4913389
https://lasillavacia.com/historia/5346
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follows, a first section provides a brief description of the data, a second presents the 

results of the analysis and it finalizes with some concluding remarks. 

 

Data 

El Carmen de Bolivar was chosen as it has the most concentrated and the highest 

number of events reported in land restitution claims. On its own, it concentrates about 2% 

of all of the events recorded in the country and together with Turbo, are the only two 

municipalities concentrating more than 2,000 events. In short, an important percentage of 

the land-grabbing that took place in the country, took place in El Carmen de Bolivar.  

The sample used for this exercise is comprised of 189 restitution judicial 

decisions that had been produced by Land Restitution Tribunals as of May 2018. Broadly 

speaking, these decisions contain the precise identification of the victims, the plot of land 

being restored and the pronouncement about whether or not property is to be restored. 

They also contain a verified narrative description about how the seizures took place in 

terms of actors involved, as well as the conditions of time and place in which the land-

grabbing occurred. Essentially, these documents contain enough information to establish 

the relationships of the individuals involved in the transactions that resulted in the illegal 

land-seizure.  

Based on the information contained in the judicial decisions, a directed network is 

constructed in which nodes represent the individuals that participate in the transactions, 

and edges represent the relationships among them. For example, a transaction in which 

only one broker was involved and there was no subsequent sale, will produce a network 
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comprised of four nodes (seller, broker, notary and buyer) and a path length of 3. An 

adjacency table reconstructs the links among the nodes, and a dataset containing 

attributes of the individuals, such as gender, origin, role in the transaction, extension of 

the land involved and whether the land had been initially given as part of the execution of 

the agrarian reform policy, was also put together. This analysis is further complemented 

by 24 semi-structured interviews with current and past public officials, academics, and 

members of the civil society with direct experience or knowledge about the cases studied. 

Gephi is used for both, analysis and visualization. 

 

Results 

A first point to highlight is that with the information available it is possible to 

identify the structure and composition of the social network that emerged around mass 

purchases of land in El Carmen de Bolivar. This is an important point to make as the use 

of judicial sentencing data to perform Social Network Analysis is still a subject of debate 

within the specialized literature (see: Bright et al., 2011; Konijn et al., 2014 & Hughes et 

al., 2017). 

Secondly, three different type of purchases were identified. Out of the 189 cases 

analyzed, 83 (43%) were involved in the phenomenon of mass purchases, understood as 

cases in which individual buyers concentrated the property of various sellers. Also, 46 

cases (24%) had no opposition to the restitution, so there was nobody challenging the 

claim in the judicial process. Finally, 59 of the cases (31%) were direct sales between 
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members of the same community, in which no major land concentration was produced 

nor asymmetry of power between the parties to the sale was present. 

In the resulting structure, while everyone was connected to at least one other 

node, the density of the network was equal to 0.024.  This infers a low level of linkage 

among members, most likely due to the fact that two ‘different worlds’, one of urban 

investors and another of small agricultural workers, were establishing a connection for 

the first time through these transactions. 

The degree distribution was skewed to the right and the median degree was lower 

than the average degree. The median is equal to 2.000 and the average decree was 2.864. 

Three out of every four nodes (75%) had a degree between 1 and 2 and the remaining 

25% showed a degree ranging from 3 to 34. This distribution of degree centrality 

suggests the existence of a few very well-connected nodes who were most likely 

performing a brokerage function in the network.  
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Figure 23 Roles and Degree Centrality 

 

Five roles played by the individuals involved in the transactions were identified 

(see Figure 23). These correspond to what is commonly expected in any real estate 

transaction and account for sellers, brokers, public officials (notaries), lawyers, and 

buyers. However, and as it will be described in the following paragraphs, the social 

network approach allowed the identification of key players and interesting patterns of 

connectivity. 

i. Land Concentration 

What first comes to attention is the swift and extreme land concentration that took 

place in El Carmen de Bolivar between the years of 2007 and 2009, when most of the 

transactions took place. This claim is supported by the ratio of buyers to sellers which is 

approximately 1:4. There were in total 83 sellers and 20 buyers, several of whom came in 
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groups (sometimes families, other times in partnerships) so the real number is even 

lower. There were also three subsequent buyers, who bought some of the land from a 

subgroup of those participating in the initial transactions. In terms of their presence 

within the network, those sellers account for sixty two percent of the agents, while buyers 

account for less than fifteen percent.  

But perhaps, what is more relevant is the fact that most of the parcels that were 

transferred within the framework of this mass purchases, had been assigned by the state 

to their owners as part of agrarian reform efforts. Due to this nature of the land, and 

according to agrarian reform legislation, re-concentration of said land, this is, its 

consolidation back into large estates, is not permitted. Borrowing the concept outlined in 

Chapters 2 and 3, what essentially took place in El Carmen de Bolivar during these years, 

was a counter-agrarian reform through a massive breach of existing Colombian law.   

 

ii. Ineffectiveness of Institutions 

An evident element when analyzing the network structure is that all of the 

purchases followed the legal process for any real estate transaction. This is, they went 

through the Notary, who was supposed to verify the legality of the businesses and, were 

ultimately registered in the Property Registry, where any sort of limitations to the rights 

being transferred should have also been officially identified.  However, none of this 

happened and thanks to the participation of notaries and registrars, the large number of 

transactions acquired the appearance of legality. Corruption, and clientelist practices can 

help explain the large ineffectiveness of the set of institutions that were set in place but 
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failed to protect the property rights of those forced to displace and who later sold their 

lands.  

Although usually defined as the use of public power for private gain, conceptually 

speaking, corruption can also be understood as favoritism in the exercise of public power. 

While the data shows no evidence of private gain on the part of the notaries or other 

persons involved, as there are no signs of bribes, the evident bias with which laws were 

enforced (or not), put private interests before public ones and severely affected the 

democratic principle of equality before the law. Notaries and registrars alike, captured by 

the force of clientelism, instead of impartially and impersonally enforcing the law, 

directly favored the interests of the investors. Looked at in retrospective, at least during 

those particular years and in respect to the mass purchases of land, El Carmen resembled 

more a patrimonial form of political authority, such as that which existed in medieval 

times (in this case, with investors on top), than one based on the rule of law.    

Clientelism played an important role. In 2009, as the mass purchases were taking 

place, the country learned from the former Notary Superintendent that a process to 

institutionalize a merit system to allocate Notaries had been replaced by clientelist 

practices. According to his testimony given to the Supreme Court of Justice, he had been 

pressured to use political appointments in regional notaries as currency to buy the votes 

of local politicians.  This was done in order to approve a constitutional amendment that 

would allow the re-election of the President of the country. According to this, notaries did 

not owe their posts to their capacities or merits, but to the clientelist practices through 

which they had become “public” officials. Simply put, notaries and registrars responded 
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not to the universal, impersonal and impartial enforcement of the law, as stated in their 

constitutional mandates, but to the private interests to which they owed their posts to. 

 

iii. Broker’s Market 

A third identified pattern shows that this was mainly a broker’s market. Given the 

type of projects that they were planning to execute, which were mainly related to 

extensive forestry agribusinesses, investors could not buy scattered plots of land. Thus, 

the need for large tracks of land meant that they had to buy from several contiguous small 

land owners in order to ensemble the large estates they needed. This posed an important 

challenge, as most of the original owners had been displaced due to extreme violence and 

were nowhere to be found. Given their capacity to address this challenge efficiently, and 

to link buyers and potential sellers, brokers were central to the execution of the entire 

enterprise.  

The distribution of betweenness centrality (Figure 25) highlights the importance 

of real estate brokers in the network structure. Those linking investors with an interest in 

buying with those pressured to sell their land, performed a central role in allowing the 

mass purchases to take place. The analysis coincides with literature in terms of brokers 

exhibiting high levels of betweenness centrality (Morselli, 2009 & Calderoni, 2015) as 

shown in Figure 25. The two most well-connected nodes, and thus the ones exhibiting the 

highest betweenness centrality are public officers, the local Notaries of El Carmen and 

the neighboring San Jacinto. Their high degree and betweenness centrality, are simply the 
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expression of the legal process through which a real estate transaction is legalized in 

Colombia.    

 

 
Figure 24 Betweenness Centrality 
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Figure 25 Distribution of Betweenness Centrality 

 

This idea, of the essential role played by brokers, is further supported by the 

identification of several structural holes, this is, situations in which two nodes are 

connected to one another only by the existence of a third one, without which they would 

have no relation. Nodes 9, 48, 114 and 90 in Figure 24, clearly exhibit this type of 

situations. Burt (1993) defines structural holes as a relationship of non-redundancy 

between two contacts, such as buffers and insulators in electric circuits. Given their 

privileged position, nodes with high betweenness centrality, identified as brokers, had the 

ability to fill in structural holes and connect structures or sub-networks which would 

otherwise be disconnected. In short, by connecting two previously alien worlds -urban 

buyers to rural sellers- brokers are a defining element in understanding how mass 

purchases took place.  



 

134 

 

The information included in the judicial decisions allows for the identification of 

two waves of transactions and, therefore, for two types of brokers. The first wave of 

transactions took place between rural populations and the investors who came right after 

critical levels of violence ceased. The narratives included in the decisions as well as the 

interviews performed point to the fact that these initial brokers were members of the 

community and had slightly better skills than their peers, like knowing how to read and 

write.   

Being members of the affected communities provided these brokers with a 

privileged position that allowed them to perform their task very efficiently. On the one 

hand, given their strong ties to the community they could find potential sellers wherever 

they were. On the other hand, given the trust these people had on them, to convince them 

to sell at the prices offered. Also, given their slightly better literacy skills, brokers were 

able to face bureaucratic red tape relatively well.  

The role played by brokers was condemned by some of the judges in their 

decisions, who portrayed their conduct as an expression of disloyalty. One of them, 

referring to one of the most visible brokers had the following comments about his 

behavior:  

“Knowing about the bloodshed that had taken place in the area, the buyer had no 

issue in considering it as an opportunity to gain access to cheap land. He then established 

contact with a disloyal townie, who regardless of his own condition of member of the same 

community and victim of the same horrors, saw no wrong in putting himself at his service. 

Nor to get US$6.00 for every time he supported a procedure towards the transaction. Nor 
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to charge a commission of 3% which he knew was not being paid by the seller, but 

discounted from the price and therefore, paid by his former neighbor.”6  

 

However, an alternative account can be proposed to explain the behavior of 

brokers in the context of mass purchases in El Carmen de Bolivar. Literature on mass 

violence has extensively written about the effects of it on social cohesion (Posen 1993; 

Walter and Snyder 1999) and one of the threads of this literature is supported on the idea 

that war severely erodes trust, which happens because “after each instance of 

victimization people update their beliefs that others are not trustworthy in general,” 

(Gilligan, Pasquale & Samii, 2014) and consequently cohesion within the community 

declines. After the community was completely dismembered as a consequence of 

violence and consequently no levels of cohesion remained, it would be difficult to speak 

about a duty of loyalty towards community members, more so when the devastation 

caused by war generates extreme necessities for everyone involved. Mass violence, in its 

path, generates such difficult contexts that it would seem problematic to apply regular 

standards of civic social behavior to those affected by it. 

 

iv. Counter-Agrarian Reform 

A fourth identifiable pattern is the evident targeting of agrarian reform land. As 

described in the literature review chapter, there is a line of work that identifies historical 

dormant conflicts and the interest of certain elites to capture rents through the 

                                                 
6 Tribunal Superior del Distrito de Cali, Sala Civil Especializada de Restitución de Tierras. (2015) Sentencia No. 13-244-

31-21-001-2013-00059-00. Free translation by the author.   
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expropriation of lands that had been distributed in the past as part of the execution of 

agrarian reform (Mercado, 2017). However, this literature does not lay out the reasons 

explaining the special interest in these types of lands. A general view seems to suggest 

that the intention to hoard land is central to explain this particular interest on agrarian 

reform land. But hoarding for the sole purpose of hoarding does not seem a satisfactory 

explanation.  

The results here presented contribute to the understanding of this phenomenon in 

at least one central way. As mentioned above, brokers were an essential link in the 

execution of the mass purchases; this is true to the extent that it would be easy to argue 

that without such link, the massive purchases could not have taken place. This was only 

viable given the community links that the brokers had with the sellers, which although 

severely affected by war, were still stronger than whatever ties the investors could 

establish with their many business counterparts.  

The existence of these social ties is explained by the way agrarian reforms are 

implemented. Due to their essence, agrarian reforms entail the access of large tracks of 

land by the government to be divided into several smaller parcels and distributed among 

the landless population. The resulting rural aggregation is known as a parcelacion7. 

Every time this basic exercise is performed, the conditions of physical proximity and 

group consciousness are established, and a cohesive community emerges. Through time, 

the execution of the policy of agrarian reform creates a network of rural neighborhoods 

wherever it is executed.  

                                                 
7 The expression comes from the word parcel. 
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Figure 26 Sellers and Parcelaciones 

 

The structure of the network allows one to infer that transactions happened in 

segments determined by parcelaciones. This is, that groups of sellers were all members 

of the same parcelacion, which was bought in mass by the investors (see Figure 26). This 

leads to the hypothesis that greed and hoarding impulses were not the sole drivers of the 

special focus on agrarian reform lands. Community links created by the execution of 

policies aimed at distributing land, were fundamental enablers and maybe even a sine qua 

non condition for the mass purchases of land under study. This also explains why brokers 

were able to find contiguous parcels of land needed for the large forestry projects that 

they planned. This is related to the second wave of purchases mentioned above. In this 

case, the focus on agrarian reform land is not explained by historical dormant conflicts or 
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by greedy impulses, but by the fact that agrarian reform had taken place in the area where 

decades later, the government decided to incentivize large agribusiness projects as part of 

its post-conflict reconstruction efforts. Put simply, agrarian reform land was not targeted 

because of its nature, but simply due to its location.   

 

v. El Carmen’s Buyer’s Club 

Finally, the common features shared by the buyers and the particular context 

within which the purchases took place is another identifiable pattern worth highlighting. 

As mentioned, a 4:1 seller-buyers ratio was identified, clearly signaling a phenomenon of 

land concentration. This ratio is even higher when the fact that some of the buyers 

participated as groups, is taken into account8. Also, according to a former staff member 

of the Land Restitution Unit (interview 3), a phenomenon of mass purchases of the 

proportions described in this analysis, had not been identified elsewhere in the country. 

So why such a low number of buyers? And more interestingly, why did this reduced 

group not go to other regions where forced displacement had also left large extensions of 

land ‘available for purchase’? In addition, how can the common geographical origin of 

the buyers, all of whom came from the Province of Antioquia, be explained? Also, what 

drove most of the purchases to take place within a relatively short period of time between 

                                                 
8 From the descriptions made in the decisions, which were complemented by the information coming 
from the semi-structured interviews, it is possible to identify several family groups which came in 
together to access land. Although each member of the family is accounted for as one individual buyer, 
accounting these groups as individual buyers, would increase the seller-buyer ratio.      
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2007 and 2009? These and other questions will be addressed through the rest of this 

chapter to explore the drivers and enablers of land grabbing in El Carmen de Bolivar.  

As mentioned, two different waves of purchases can be identified. The first 

involved a handful of buyers who came as investors, and about 80 sellers who had been 

victims of forced displacement as a consequence of the widespread violence experienced 

in the region. Following the accounts presented by most of the interviewees and the 

descriptions included in the judicial decisions, the initiative to enter the area and access 

land came from the part of the government. This push was in alignment with the 

implementation of state policies for territorial consolidation mentioned above, which in 

turn was part of the broader standard counter-insurgency policy of Clear, Hold, Build 

(CHB). This CHB policy, implemented in standard form around the world and considered 

NATO’s preferred operational approach to counter-insurgency (Ucko, 2013) entails 

clearing contested territory through military operations and then holding on to that 

territory in order to prevent the resurgence of support for the insurgency in the cleared 

area. The final build phase, involves increasing state presence to improve governance and 

lay out a favorable context to incentivize economic activity and investment. Altogether, 

this state building process is expected to increase the legitimacy of the national army and 

the government it represents and, therefore, eradicate the possibility of future popular 

support for insurgents.         

The implementation of this policy was coordinated from the capital of the country 

by the Coordination Center of Integrated Action (CCAI). Although led essentially by the 

Defense and Security sector, basically all state agencies with some type of social program 
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to offer were also part of the CCAI (Presidencia de la Republica, 2009). At the sub-

national level, Local CCAI Committees, which were responsible for the local design and 

implementation of the strategies, were led by a representative of the Presidential Agency 

for Social Action. Vice-Ministers and Deputy Directors of the many agencies involved in 

the strategy were also seating members of these local committees (interview 8). This 

high-ranking composition of the local groups shows the level of importance that the 

policy had for the government at the time.      

However, on the ground, the implementation of the consolidation strategy in El 

Carmen de Bolivar (‘Build’ phase of the CHB), which technically sought to prepare the 

region for private investment, looked more as if the state had been put to the service of 

rural real estate investors. According to several of the interviewees, the first buyers, who 

arrived in the region even before the demobilization of the AUC and the death of Martin 

Caballero, when security had not yet been restored, were often seen on official military 

armored vehicles traveling around the region performing their investing activities 

(interviews 2, 4, 12).  

Sometime later, after security conditions had been stabilized in the region, the 

government continued with the execution of the Build phase by inviting more investors. 

By most of the accounts presented by the buyers during the judicial procedures, and 

corroborated through the interviews, it was ‘the Government’ who approached them 

personally to invite them to buy. Also, in cases in which investors were finding resistance 

from the local population, it was state representatives themselves, and not private 

investors, who actively sought to convince potential sellers to engage in the transactions. 
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Perhaps the most telling of these cases is that of the Minister of Agriculture who met with 

locals in the region and was recorded saying: 

“At my request I wanted to be accompanied by the people from the foundation 

Amigos de los Montes de María (a foundation put together by and comprised of buyers), 

all honorable people from Medellin. I can say this because I was born and grew up with 

them. They are my friends. I went to high school with some of them, I went to college with 

some of them. And I can say today, as the Minister of Agriculture, that am not afraid of 

these people coming here to invest (...)9    

 

Access to safe means of transportation to travel around war zones, private 

investment invitations, and public endorsements by high state officials, were not the only 

privileges these investors were granted by the government. Access to information about 

debts that the sellers had with public banks, was also provided specifically to the buyers 

(Interview 5; Mercado, 2017; Garcia & Vargas, 2014). As said, most of the land involved 

in the mass acquisitions had been awarded as part of past land distribution efforts. 

Consequently, the awardees of the land usually took loans with public rural banks using 

the land as collateral, but due to mass violence they had stopped making payments and 

therefore the banks had sold the past due receivables to private collection agencies. This 

information found its way on to the hands of the investors who used it to pressure those 

individuals who were not so prone to sell their land. Knowing how much each person 

owned, tied to the fact that they could not pay, and that they would consequently lose the 

                                                 
9 https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/tecnicas-de-despojo-articulo-296058 

https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/tecnicas-de-despojo-articulo-296058
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land, buyers included the value of the debts in the offers they made. Most of which were 

ultimately accepted by the local population. 

But, who were these investors who enjoyed such privileged treatment on the part 

of the government? How was this select group of people chosen? More importantly, why 

were they willing make such a risky investment even when it represented extremely high 

transaction costs? Information extracted from the interviews was used to identify links 

among the buyers and explore answers to these questions. Figure 27 shows the network 

of buyers. Out of the 20 initial buyers, two family groups were identified and for this part 

of the analysis, were considered as individual buyers, as it is expected that all those 

members of the family will share the same links to others in the network. As a 

consequence, this section of the analysis considers 15 buyers.  

 

 
Figure 27 Network of Buyers 
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The network of buyers can be divided into two groups. A first group comprised of 

8 people for whom it was not possible to identify links to other buyers or to the 

government, but who, according to interviewees (2 & 9), correspond to people from the 

region who took part in the mass purchases. This is, acquired important amounts of land 

within the period of time under study and were therefore identified in the sample. A 

second group of buyers, comprised of people foreign to the region and coming from the 

Province of Antioquia and mainly its capital city, Medellin, had either a personal or 

professional relationship linking them to a high-rank representative of the national 

administration. These links were most of the times direct, as portrayed by the Minister’s 

public announcement, and in no case were they further than three degrees away.  

The composition of this network of people gives an initial idea of what was 

behind the mass concentration of land:  

• As it would be expected, a couple of the buyers were invited by the 

Minister of Agriculture as it was clear from his publicly recorded meeting;  

• Two others were buying in conjunction with another of the Minister’s 

good friends;  

• Another one was allegedly buying land for a dairy company with direct 

links to the national administration;  

• Another one was the right-hand to a Senator who in turn had first degree 

family ties to the top leadership of the country and;  

• Another one was the business partner of someone who years before had 

been the campaign manager for a high-ranked official, now in the national 
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administration. Of note, this person is the great-nephew of a former 

President from the 1940s. 

From the interviews it was established that the invitations to invest in the area 

came from the Local CCAI Committee. Tied to description of the links outlined above, it 

could be maintained that government officials were directly inviting their close friend to 

take up on the opportunity. This information was not denied by people who were either 

part of the broader implementation of the Consolidation Policy at the national level 

(interview 7), or by those who had personally taken part in its local execution (interview 

8). These people also maintained that given the difficulties to convince foreign investors 

to come into post-conflict regions and start economic activities therein, there were no 

formal criteria to select potential investors, what ultimately opened the door for abuses in 

the use of information. “It was not like we had a line of people outside of our offices 

asking for the government’s support to invest” said Interviewee 7. “We invited those who 

we thought would take the risk, but most of the times we failed to convince them to bring 

their business to the regions where we worked” she concluded. However, this does not 

seem to have been the case in El Carmen, where, as mentioned, the arrival of the 

investment rush in rural land preceded the end of the conflict. 

Ultimately, what both the network analysis and the interviews show is the 

consolidation of a sort of private buyers’ club put together by government officials, 

whose membership was determined by social ties. Through this scheme, taking advantage 

of the context that mass violence had produced in the region, and under the excuse of 

bringing development to the municipality, they were able to give away private property to 
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their close friends. In essence, the entire operation shows an evident favoritism in the 

exercise of public power, the kernel of corruption.  

 

vi. Counter-Insurgency for Emission Reduction and Climate Change 

Mitigation  

But there is more. As mentioned, a second identifiable wave of transactions 

occurred after some of the initial investors resold some of the land they had acquired to a 

set of firms. Only members of the second group of buyers, those foreign to the region, are 

involved in this second batch of transactions. These firms were part of a business 

conglomerate, Argos S.A., also known as Grupo Argos, one of the biggest companies in 

Colombia and also an expanding transnational corporation with presence in fifteen 

countries and territories around the world. Its main business is the production of cement, 

but its economic activities extend to sectors such as infrastructure, energy, mining and 

agribusiness. Both the firms buying and those selling land had their headquarters in 

Medellin.   

Initially, this second wave of transactions looks like any other operation of land 

speculation, where risky investors buy cheap land in conflictive areas, to then resell at 

much higher prices. However, the analysis suggests that both the first and second waves 

of purchases respond to a planned strategy to give way to the concentration of land at the 

expense of the displaced population.  

The second wave, which logically resulted in higher land concentration, as the 

number of buyers was fewer than that of sellers, was intended to give way to several 
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forestry projects with which ARGOS planned to participate in the Carbon Exchange 

Market (Tenthoff, 2014). As said above, this type of agribusiness requires the availability 

of extensive tracks of land in order to secure revenue. This explains the need for 

contiguous plots of land to be later consolidated into larger estates, and would also 

explain the reasons why the initial investors accepted the extremely high transaction costs 

associated with an operation of this sort. 

In a regular functioning real estate market, investors look for opportunities that 

yield the highest and safest return. A central element when reviewing investment options 

is the associated transaction costs, which heavily weigh on the decision whether to invest 

or not. This is so the case, that the Doing Business Report, published annually by the 

World Bank, focuses mainly on trying to reduce transaction cost linked to real estate 

transactions10.  

However, in the case under analysis, buyers acted in the exact opposite way to 

what investment logic dictates. Regardless of the risks involved in investing in conflict 

regions, investors willingly took up on the costs of looking for and finding dozens of 

potential sellers, most of whom were scattered in different capital cities around the 

country, miles away from their lands. Buyers also made sure that the plots of land were 

contiguous and discarded those potential sellers whose lands were not. They then 

proceeded to engage in negotiations to convinced them to sell, obtained permits, 

registered the purchases, consolidated the plots into larger estates, registered those new 

                                                 
10 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (2018) Doing Business 2018. Reforming to 
Create Jobs. https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/media/Annual-
Reports/English/DB2018-Full-Report.pdf  

https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/media/Annual-Reports/English/DB2018-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/media/Annual-Reports/English/DB2018-Full-Report.pdf
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larger plots, and then, finally resold the property to the conglomerate. This unusual 

decision could only be explained by the fact that they knew, from the start, that they had 

a buyer that was going to acquire the land after it had been legalized and rendered ready 

to use.  According to this hypothesis, initial investors were not simply land speculators: 

they were central agents, instrumental to a broader strategy that sought to replace family 

agriculture with forestry plantations to obtain REDD credits. 

Complementing this picture, evidence of a revolving door between the 

government and the conglomerate surfaced during the research. Information acquired 

through interviews (interviews 1, 4 & 13) and corroborated by public records, shows that 

the person leading the Local CCAI Committee for the Montes de Maria Region, which 

among other things, managed the information about dates and places for the execution of 

the Consolidation Policy, and was responsible for directly inviting investors, went on to 

work for ARGOS S.A. as soon as the administration ended and right as the mass 

purchases were taking place. Interview 4 highlighted the fact that this person went from 

“offering the land as a government official to buying it from his new place at ARGOS 

S.A.” in a matter of months.  

Ultimately, the elements of a broad strategy are all described in the paragraphs 

above. In essence, taking advantage of the devastation caused by mass violence, this 

strategy used environmental agendas to dress-up counter-insurgency aims, and access 

land that had been owned by rural populations. It then consolidated it into larger states, 

and put it to use in what was thought to be more profitable enterprises. All together these 
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elements make up for the very core definition of Accumulation by Dispossession, as 

described in chapter 2. 

 

Conclusions 

The results presented in this chapter expand the understanding of the drivers and 

enablers of the phenomenon in several of ways. First, social ties are identified as essential 

enablers for the mass purchases under study to have taken place. Without the existence of 

these ties, it would be difficult to think of an operation of these proportions to have taken 

place. The links between the sellers, generated through the implementation of the 

agrarian reform, allowed the flow of information about the existence of people interested 

in buying the land, to reach members of the community in such remote places as 

Venezuela (Interview 9). In the same sense, it was the social ties between investors and 

policy makers that allowed the flow of information about the investment opportunity, to 

produce the subsequent network of buyers.  

Second, as explained, agrarian reform land was effectively and severely targeted 

by the mass purchases analyzed in this chapter. In that sense, it would be conceptually 

accurate to state that a process of counter-agrarian reform took place in El Carmen de 

Bolivar during the years between 2007 and 2010. However, the analysis contributes to 

the understanding of such process and finds no evidence of historical grievances 

produced by the execution of agrarian reform efforts acting as drivers for the targeting of 

land that had been distributed in the past. This challenges existing claims about the 

instrumental use of violence by large-land owners to recover land that they had lost to the 
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government decades ago. In contrast, what appears to have driven the interest of 

investors, are the same factors that historically drove the interest of illegal economies 

over the region. This is, proximity to shipment ports, good surrounding infrastructure and 

equidistance to major urban centers of the country such as, Medellin, Cartagena, 

Sincelejo and Monteria. 

Third, corruption, clientelism and violence are clearly identified as enablers of the 

mass land grabbing under study. As stated, violence generated a context of disorder and 

uncertainty which was opportunistically used to align private investment drive with 

public policy need. Corruption and clientelist practices were identified as enabling 

institutions, not only at the local level, but also at some of the highest levels in 

government. Local notaries and property registries failed at identifying and preventing 

the mass breach to agrarian reform legislation that took place during those years. 

Although no material gain was identified during the analysis, the way they massively 

dodged their duty to enforce legislation that would have protected the rights of rural 

populations victims of war, all in the favor of the interests of a handful of private 

investors, can only be conceptualized as corruption. Also, as detailed, the clientelist 

essence of the appointment procedures institutionalized at the Super Intendency for 

Notary and Registry, suggests that these officials were more responsive to the needs and 

wants of their political chieftains, than to the social contract embodied in the Constitution 

that they had sworn to protect.  

Corrupt practices at higher levels of government can also be identified as enabling 

the constitution of the network of buyers. The absence of formal criteria to select 
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potential investors, along with the personalistic conditions with which buyers were 

subsequently invited, produced an opaque process of information distribution that cannot 

be labeled as legitimate. The revolving door identified between policy makers and those 

profiting from the implementation of the policy, which benefited those involved in 

detriment of the local population, contributes to the conceptualization of this scheme as 

corrupt. 

Fourth, the analysis contributes to the literature on Accumulation by 

Dispossession, and in particular to that on Green Grabs, which highlights the presence of 

environmental agendas as drivers for land grabbing. In this case, it has been shown that 

one of drivers of the strategy put together by members of government and a handful of 

land investors, and which resulted in the mass land grabs describes, was the execution of 

forestry plantations as part of the global policy to reduce carbon emissions. Furthermore, 

in this case, along with the environmental agenda, and perhaps preceding it, there was 

also a counter-insurgency element involved. Put together, this case shows how 

accumulation by dispossession through extra-economic means (this is, based on violence) 

is the result of counter-insurgency drives, dressed up in environmental efforts. 

The results also challenge the privileged place that the theory of accumulation by 

dispossession has enjoyed in explaining land-grabbing around the world. This is due to 

the fact that more than half of the purchases analyzed do not fit into the conceptual 

understanding of accumulation by dispossession. Out of the three types of purchases 

identified, two of them, that represent about 60% of the cases, respond either to situations 

where there was no opposition to the restitution claim, or the purchases took place 
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between members of the same community and therefore no asymmetry of power was 

involved in the transactions.   

Fifth, no strategic use of violence was identified. This is, there were no elements 

that led to believe that the purchasers had any sort of relationship with the illegal armies 

that had caused the displacement. Nor was there evidence of members of the illegal 

groups participating in the operation and acquiring land. These findings contribute to the 

extensive literature on violence against civilians in civil wars and also challenge common 

beliefs of an alliance between paramilitary armies and local elites as the explanation for 

land grabbing in the Colombian contexts. On the contrary, the evidence presented points 

to a case of opportunistic of violence tied to a strategic use of public resources for private 

gain. Thus, the hypothesis about the existence of malicious opportunistic networks (h5), 

will be amended and presented as Strategic Opportunism. 

The findings presented here also point to the highly complex nature of the land 

grabbing phenomenon that Colombia experienced during its civil war. It brings attention 

to the fact that a serios understanding of such a complex event cannot be grasped by 

simplistic explanations, some of which were presented in the literature review of this 

dissertation. The myriad of enablers and potential drivers is so wide that aiming to 

explain Colombian land grabbing as a monocausal event not only lacks academic rigor, 

but borders naivety. The case analyzed serves well to explain this complexity, as it 

encompasses such distinct factors as the social links that existed among the members of 

the community affected, to the global policy response to climate change and the ensuing 

establishment of a Carbon Trade Exchange, both of which were essential for the 
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occurrence of the events as they did. This case also shows that directing the attention only 

at illegal actors as responsible for the grabs, severely limits the understanding of the 

phenomenon, and acts in favor of all of those who, from a shady stance, were also 

responsible for the seizures. To this respect, for example, the role played by those 

representing the Colombian Government in explaining the land theft, has not been widely 

explored.  

Ultimately, the case of the mass purchases that took place in El Carmen de 

Bolivar can be understood as the convergence of a set enablers that facilitated the 

occurrence of the events, such as social links (both among the buyers and the sellers), 

corruption, clientelist practices, violence, with a set of drivers, like the global policies to 

address climate change and those to counter insurgencies. In essence, however complex, 

altogether, drivers and enablers aligned and very clearly once again the core looted the 

periphery.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

As I reach the conclusion of this manuscript, I read in the news a report about an alleged 

corrupt judge that has been giving away public lands to members of congress and 

representatives of large agribusiness companies in Vichada, a province in the Eastern 

Planes that captures well the essence of the periphery I describe throughout the research 

(La Liga Contra el Silencio, 2019). In the same sense, the beneficiaries of these landed 

gifts, very clearly personify the core that I have been speaking about, and that benefits 

from the persistent lack of an efficient state in remote and isolated regions of the country. 

According to the news article, thanks to the generous ‘donations’ that they got 

from the judge, along with other contiguous purchases they made, investors were able to 

consolidate an estate about the size of Manhattan. The same report speaks about other 

groups of investors who, also in Vichada, and using similar means, have managed to 

merge plots into extensions larger than the District of Columbia. In accordance with 

current legislation, being public lands, these belong to the Colombian State, and should 

have been used for distributive purposes directed at landless populations, a characteristic 

that the investors clearly lacked. 

The accumulation of land in and of itself does not necessarily have negative 

impacts on development. As mentioned throughout the body of the research, there are 

some specific agrarian enterprises that cannot be executed on small plots of land. What is 



 

154 

 

more, some of these agrarian enterprises, like forestry projects, address existing urgent 

crises, which, like climate change, threaten the very existence of our human species. 

However, access to land as detailed in this research is far from that. In essence, 

processes of land accumulation by dispossessions, as the ones described in this 

dissertation, are the expression of a context defined by a set of extractive institutions that 

allow -and even promote- processes of land hoarding in benefit of a few and to the 

detriment of the many. It is this type of extractive institutions that concentrate power, 

wealth and opportunity in a few hands, that have a severely negative impact on social and 

economic development. I suggest here these institutions as an explanation of the 

historical coexistence of the Two Colombias or what can also be understood as the 

unfinished business of state-formation in the country. 

The prevailing nature of these extractive institutions is, in turn, the expression of a 

state of institutional capture. A narrow democracy and a weak state -the two political 

institutions I suggest can comprehensively describe Colombia’s political system- 

reinforce one another creating a vicious cycle. In this concatenation, the limited nature of 

democracy (concentration of power) creates a weak, unresponsive state, and 

concurrently, this weakness limits any possibility for the state to gain strength and 

exercise authority, ultimately preventing any state formation processes to consolidate.  

The deliberate decision to prevent the consolidation of formal democratic 

institutions in vast regions of the country is explained by the fact that this context creates 

favorable conditions for those who have access to political power, which is ultimately 

what dictates the allocation of resources. This is, dispossessing extensive tracks of land 
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would not be possible, at least not as easily, under conditions of a functioning democratic 

state. Simply put, Colombian elites have not extended statehood into all of the country’s 

territory, because some of its members benefit from that absence of the rule of law in the 

periphery.  

Interviews with current and formal public officials usually extended into much 

deeper discussions about the processes of state formation in Colombia and together 

confirmed this claim (Interviews 2, 4, 7, 14). Notwithstanding their ample knowledge and 

understanding about the functioning of the Colombian state, none of the interviewees 

could provide a direct answer as to why certain state formation initiatives, directly aimed 

at reducing the gap between the core and the periphery, and whose benefit is widely 

agreed on, have not been enacted. This is the case, for example, of the establishment of a 

Rural Legal Jurisdiction, which would do away with the battle between the ax and the 

sealed paper (detailed in chapter one), and protect the rights of rural landholders. 

Notwithstanding the clear consensus about the importance of such an initiative among the 

technical elite of the country, the idea has never even reached a bill stage in Congress.  

The early opposition to an initiative that aimed to update the rural cadaster, and 

significantly improve the land administration system, and the tax collecting capacity of 

the country, is another example of the reticence of some sectors in the country to improve 

state performance in the periphery. According to a former high-ranked Government 

Official interviewed, some sectors of the Colombian elite lobbied in 2017 to prevent the 

cadaster project from being presented to Congress. In the same sense, the National 

Federation of Cattle Ranchers, an influential economic association, publicly maintained 
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its opposition to the cadastral initiative given the “urgent need to lower property tax in 

order to improve their productive capacity” (Lafourie, 2015) an argument that reads as 

ironic, to say the least, as it is widely known that the Colombian state does not have the 

capacity to collect property tax in most of its rural areas.  

The opposition of some sectors of the country to the implementation of the peace 

agreement signed with the FARC in 2016, is another expression of these same interests at 

play. As it is known, the first chapter of the accord contains the description of a policy for 

an Integral Rural Development policy, which essentially aims at promoting economic 

development in historically isolated regions of the country. This is, to basically bring the 

state into the periphery, in most cases, for the first time in history. Still, some leading 

political actors have publicly declared their opposition to the implementation of its 

contents. They have portrayed the initiative as a case of “demagogic agrarianism” along 

the lines of a “Castro-Chavist” strategy that will set the basis for a future communist 

government in the hands of FARC11. Particular elements of the proposed policy have 

been portrayed as a threat to rural agribusiness, with the capacity to expropriate legally 

acquired land (CNN, 2016; Lewin, 2016; Duarte, 2016). 

Interviewees (2, 4) also pointed at anecdotes that clearly denote the same interests 

in action. In 2011, the Government of Colombia decided to engage in a National Agrarian 

Census, a comprehensive statistical operation that would ultimately provide the baseline 

for any public policy aiming at addressing the situation of the rural country. Very telling 

                                                 
11 Álvaro Uribe, (2016) “297 páginas en una pregunta y de afán”. Speech delivered by former president Uribe 

in Santa Marta on Friday, August 26th, 2016, two days before the formal signature of the peace agreement.   
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about the historical disdain for the periphery, is the fact that during Colombia’s 

republican history, there had only been two prior operations of this sort, the first one in 

1960 and the second one in 1970 (Acosta & Perez, 2011). Regardless of the importance 

of this initiative, according to the versions of the interviewees, who were members of the 

land administration sector of the country at that moment, some agribusiness associations 

instructed its members to refuse to give any sort of information to the pollsters, with the 

aim of sabotaging the quality of the statistics produced by the massive operation.     

There are many other examples of postures or decisions that indicate a deliberate 

aim for maintaining regions of the country under the rule of weak institutions, or no 

formal rule at all. Still, in direct relation to the subject of this manuscript, the opposition 

that the policy for land restitution endured, and that came from the same sectors 

described above, clearly depicts the type of interests that are affected by state formation 

efforts in peripheral areas of Colombia.  

As described, this policy aims at restoring property rights affected as a 

consequence of war, and essentially replaces violence as the prevailing right-allocating 

mechanism with a judicial process to assign property. The introduction of this norm, a 

basic democratic institution, triggered the ire of certain sectors that declared publicly its 

opposition to the efforts. In 2016, some of these groups organized a public event that 

included national public figures as speakers, to express their dissatisfaction with the 

government for implementing such efforts. They chose as a location, a region in the 

North of the country, known as Sabanas de San Angel, in the province of Magdalena, one 

of the clusters of land-grabbing, and the same place where years before, aka. Jorge 40, 
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the paramilitary leader of the Northern Coast, had established his headquarters by 

displacing entire populations through massacres and selective killings. In that public 

event, institutional efforts to restore property rights were presented to the community as 

the advance party of a strategy of territorial control on the part communist armies. 

Although the opposition has remained, implementation efforts have also continued to 

move forward.  

However, all these examples that surfaced coincidentally in conversations that 

followed the interviews, serve as evidence to support the claim of the slow and most 

times unsuccessful state-formation process, being the result of the existence of specific 

interests benefiting from the lack of functioning institutions. As extensively described in 

this dissertation, this situation is what impeded agrarian reform from ever taking place in 

the country. Similarly, it would also explain, for example, the lack of a Civil Service that 

would replace clientelist practices with a meritocratic job-allocating mechanism, or the 

fact that Colombia has never enacted a progressive tax reform. This would also explain 

the stark opposition that some sectors posed against the possibility to end the war against 

FARC, and with it, the use of violence as a political tool.   

The historical persistence of this state of things, this is, institutional capture, I 

argue, is explained by the endurance of four interrelated phenomena: vote buying, 

corruption, clientelism and violence. These practices are so entrenched in Colombian 

political life, that they can easily be understood as informal components of the system, 

and all together help explain how a few powerful interests have historically refrained 
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from promoting state formation processes and, in parallel, have thwarted any significant 

efforts in that direction.  

Violence has been a key factor in the persistence of the status quo and the 

obstruction of state formation initiatives. This has happened through three main 

processes, the first and obvious one, is the physical annihilation or intimidation of those 

that seek and promote social change, which as detailed in the body of the manuscript, has 

been a clear historical trend in most of the country’s republican period.  A second, not so 

evident, but effective use of violence, emerges from the fact that elites are not the only 

ones who benefit from the lack of a functioning state. Organized crime has also 

traditionally enjoyed the weak nature of Colombian institutions, particularly in the 

periphery, where the contested monopoly over the legitimate use of force has created 

favorable conditions for illegal activities to flourish, which are associated with high 

levels of violence. This situation has served as a historical excuse for the Colombian 

establishment to refrain from extending its full presence in the periphery, and to do so 

only through the oppressive force of violence, that equally affects criminal organizations 

and civilian populations. Violence here is both, the cause and consequence of the lack of 

state.  

Finally, violence emerging from the political conflict the Colombian Government 

has been fighting against rebel groups since the 1960s has also been key to the 

perpetuation of the status quo. Given the fear that this violence and insecurity generate 

among the voting public, efforts for social transformation have been consistently set aside 

in order to prioritize budgetary efforts aimed at militarily defeat of these groups. In the 
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same line, and given the very limited legitimacy that these groups have among the 

general population, sectors aiming to block any transformative efforts have been able to 

easily demonize social demands supported by these groups (which are essentially the 

same demands of any left-wing political party around the world). 

Corruption and its derivate forms, clientelism and vote buying, have also been 

central to the persistence of an ill-functioning state. Like Heidenheimer & Johnston 

(2002), I begin my analysis understanding corruption as the type of transactions in which 

public goods are illegitimately converted into private payoffs. Personal bribes, the 

simplest form of corruption, have the capacity to alter the rule of law in such distinct 

ways as avoiding a speeding ticket, or paying a politician in exchange for a vote to 

achieve a constitutional amendment. In this sense, corruption not only enriches those who 

engage in it at the expense of taxpayers but also, and more importantly, has the ability to 

entirely capture state functions.  

In Colombia, corruption has traditionally resulted in the election of 

administrations that avoid transformative agendas. It has also generally contributed to the 

election of members of Congress who have no interest in altering the general state of 

things, and who as a consequence, not only refrain from presenting progressive 

legislation, but are quick to block any such initiatives. Most of the times, the essence of 

these administrations and legislative representatives reduces itself to reimbursing those 

who paid for their campaigns with contracts every four years.  

Clientelism and vote buying complement the picture. Just as is the case of 

corruption, the essence of clientelist practices is opposite to the development of an 
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impersonal state that aims to secure the collective public interest for all without the 

interference of favoritism. Clientelist relationships define the nature of the dealings 

between the state and its citizens in large parts of Colombia. Clientelism alters the 

essence of this exchange by replacing democratic-like interactions between government 

and its citizens with autocratic-like ones between patrons and clients. In the same sense, 

clientelist bonds also denaturalize the essence of rights, by turning them into favors. As a 

result of clientelism, for example, public officials who derive their post from ´favors´ and 

not from the implementation of a legal regulation allocating governmental positions, will 

be responsive to whomever gave them their job, and not to the laws and regulations that 

they are supposed to enforce. Finally, vote buying also severely distorts the spirit of 

democratic institutions, in which people are supposed to elect their governments based on 

programmatic preferences and not on financial exchanges. Elected governments, in turn, 

are supposed to be responsive to the wants and needs of their electorate. These two 

institutions, democratic elections and responsiveness, lose all scope where vote buying 

prevails. The people, who are supposed to be the sovereign, are now completely excluded 

from the political process, and conceptually the system can no longer be considered a 

democracy, as it has been captured by particular interests.  

Altogether, violence, corruption, clientelism and vote buying have surrendered the 

Colombian political system into a state of institutional capture, which has historically 

worked in favor of the elites and in detriment of those in the peripheries. Paradoxically, 

the most transformative initiative of the last 50 years, the peace process with FARC, was 

approved through all of these corrupt means. The agreements reached contain, in essence, 
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the minimum requirements for the state to come into regions where in the past only 

soldiers have been its representatives. They also contain the very basic measures to widen 

the political system, in order for other historically alienated voices to take part in the 

decision-making process.  

What was different about this case was that ironically, those paying to elect the 

administration that would end up signing a peace agreement to build state in the 

periphery and widen democracy did not know that this was part of the deal. Perhaps 

foreseeing the failure of his campaign, had he told the establishment what his true 

intentions were, President Santos kept his idea of a peace process secret until after he was 

elected. The stark opposition that his administration endured during the process, 

specifically aimed at blocking the possibilities of a final signature, could be seen as a 

confirmation of his political calculation. 

Ultimately, land grabbing, just as many other illicit activities that take place in the 

periphery, is the expression of a deliberate decision to delay state formation in isolated 

areas of the country, which is in turn, result institutional capture. This is the general 

context that enables it and in which it takes place. 

Now, how does this phenomenon of mass land dispossession look like? What are 

its main features? For one, in terms of scope, this research, as structured and presented 

above, identifies a misalignment between popular beliefs and the evidence as supported 

by the data. In simple words, popular culture assumes land grabbing to have had a much 

broader effect than what the data show. This idea, as explained above, is shared by some 

of the early literature produced on the subject (when no systematic data was available), 
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which for example portrayed the amount of land affected, as being enough to provide 

access to land to the entirety of the historical landless populations in the country (Elster, 

2009). 

However, as of October 2018, the LRU had received 134,800 claims after seven 

years of having inaugurated its first local office; about one third of what it had expected. 

These figures represent a much lower level of intensity than anticipated by civil society, 

the academia, and the Colombian Government together. As detailed in Chapter Four, data 

gathering and other issues could explain this difference between what was expected and 

what effectively was received by the GOC. Explaining this difference is, however, 

outside of the scope of this research. Suffice it to say that a detailed look at the 

estimations produced by, government entities, academic centers and civil society 

organizations, shows that all of these sources aggregated events of abandonment and 

dispossessions when presenting their figures, knowing that these are two distinct 

phenomena. In the few cases where the distinction was made, the proportion of 

abandonments to dispossessions was more than triple. This could lead to suggest that, 

while forced displacement led to consequent land abandonments, not all not all of these 

cases resulted in land dispossessions; thus, the difference. 

This research also shows that, far from being a national phenomenon extending 

throughout the entire country, land grabs were clustered in a few regions. The distribution 

of the number of dispossession events by municipality shows that 76% of the total 

municipalities, reported 100 or fewer events from 1980 to 2018. This means that, on 

average, over three fourths of the subnational entities had less than 3.5 events per year, or 
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what is the same, less than 4 land related conflicts per year. Confirming the identified 

clustered pattern, on the other side of the distribution, we find that less than 1.5% of the 

municipalities had 1,000 or more events during the same period of time. This means that 

20% of the total events reported by victims are concentrated in only 14 municipalities. 

A provincial analysis of the data produces the same clustered pattern. When 

ranked by the total number of events, out of a total of 32 provinces in the country, the top 

25% concentrate over 60%, while the bottom 25% concentrate less than 2.5%. The 

province of Antioquia is a clear representative of this pattern by, alone, housing close to 

20% of the events. 

The identified clusters are scattered throughout the different regions of the 

country, but this fact cannot be taken as evidence of a “national phenomenon” affecting 

the entire country. Quite the contrary, the fact that less than 2 percent of the 

municipalities concentrate more than 20 percent of the claims, and that 90 percent of all 

municipalities exhibit, on average, 10 land-related conflicts (events) or less per year, 

allows to affirm that the phenomenon was evidently highly concentrated in a few regions. 

Although not as intense as anticipated nationally, land-grabbing severely affected 

property rights at the sub-national level in the identified clusters. Along the total number 

of events, I propose a series of measurements in order to weigh the intensity of the 

phenomenon at the municipal level. Thus, the average number of claims per year, the 

percentage of parcels affected by the phenomenon, and the percent of total claims 

concentrated in a given municipality, all confirm the significant effects on property rights 
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that this massive land dispossession had at the local level. All of these measurements also 

confirm the existence a few regions where dispossessions were clustered. 

Finally, an analysis of the temporal distribution of effects shows that the broad 

portion of the land grabs took place between the years of 1998 and 2004. This time 

distribution coincides with the expansion of the paramilitary armies throughout the 

country as reported widely in the specialized literature (Centro Nacional de Memoria 

Histórica, 2018; Aponte, 2014; Ronderos, 2014), and to the expansion of the use of 

forced displacement as a war strategy also identified in the academic literature (Ibañez, 

2009; Reyes, 2009). Noteworthy is the fact that in some places, like El Carmen de 

Bolivar, Ataco, El Tablon de Gomez, or San Jacinto, close to one hundred percent of the 

events took place during one or two years. 

Based on these findings, and addressing the research question that inquires about 

the main features that contribute to the definition of the land-grabbing phenomenon that 

occurred in Colombia, it could be maintained that land grabbing can be understood as a 

massive breach of rural property rights at the local level, particularly focused in a few 

scattered locales, and with a concentrated intensity between the years of 1997 and 2004. 

The causes of this massive breach of property rights will vary depending on the context 

and the specific circumstances present in each of the identified land-grabbing clusters. 

This takes us to another of the research questions that guided this research. 

In terms of the factors that can help understand and explain the occurrence of the 

massive land grabs in the country, this study aimed at identifying particular causes and 

enabling factors that could help explain why some lands had been targeted instead of 
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others. To this respect, it should be pointed out that criminal enterprises as the massive 

land theft studied here, which are essentially social phenomena, have to be studied 

differently than physical events, like for example, Newton’s Laws of Motion, in which 

“x” causes “y”. 

Social and criminal activities are pluricausal, and therefore, are the result of a 

complex entanglement of social, political and economic factors. In the particular case 

under study, violence, the presence of illegal economies, the execution of agrarian 

reform, palm oil cultivation, and the effect of specific policies were included in a 

quantitative analysis to explore for correlations between them and the fluctuation in the 

number of land dispossession events. However, none of these factors can be taken for 

causes, as they are also present in many other areas where land grabs did not occur or 

were not as intense. Take for example, the provinces of Huila, Casanare, or Arauca where 

dispossessions were very low.  

However, the pluricausal nature of criminal activities such as the massive land 

grabs, should not be taken as an obstacle to explore for the existence of some necessary 

and enabling factors. In this sense, this research, in particular the exercise carried out in 

chapter five, identifies the absence of an effective state as the main enabler of land-

grabbing cases in the country. This is, elements indicative of the absence of such state 

were found to be positively linked to higher number of land theft events. In contrast, 

contexts in which processes of state formation seem to have reached more evolved stages, 

and institutions such as property rights are safely protected, are related to lower numbers 

of land-grabbing events. Put in the terms of the conceptual framework outlining the 
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research, being in the periphery increases the chances of losing land in the context of land 

grabbing. 

The case study performed in the form of Social Network Analysis identifies the 

intricacies of the massive land grabs. The results show the extreme complexity of the 

processes through which extensive amounts of land were illegally seized. This analysis 

challenges the results of some previous studies that approached it from a monocausal 

perspective, some of which were addressed in the in the literature review section of this 

dissertation. The case of the mass purchases in El Carmen embodies well this complexity 

by encompassing such distinct factors as the social links that existed among the members 

of the affected community, and the global response to climate change, both of which 

were essential for the occurrence of the events as they did.  

This case can be understood as the convergence of a set of enabling factors, all 

linked to the peripheral nature of the place where it occurred, such as social links (both 

among the buyers and the sellers), corruption, clientelist practices, violence, with a set of 

drivers (not causes), like the global policies to address climate change and those to 

counter insurgencies. Ultimately, this case suggests how hard it is to speak of a land 

grabbing phenomenon, in singular, and leads to the hypothesis that there are many land-

grabbing phenomena, explained, each one, according to their own particular contexts and 

circumstances.   

The case of El Carmen de Bolivar also allows for a discussion about the nature of 

illegal activities, in particular whether they are planned or the result of opportunistic 

behavior. In parallel, this case also allows for a digression about the strategic or 
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opportunistic use of violence. Most accounts suggesting explanations for the land 

grabbing maintain the idea that it is the result of a strategic use of violence exercised by 

paramilitaries in conjunction with local elites. Thus, these accounts, in essence, maintain 

that both the exercise of violence and the act of grabbing land were planned, and that they 

together constitute a comprehensive strategy. In short, violence was exercised with the 

sole intention to steal land. This is how most people in Colombia seem to understand the 

issue.  

Maintaining this idea of a strategic use of violence as the sole explanation for the 

land seizures, essentially allocates all of the responsibility of the grabs to the warring 

parties, and consequently exculpates other agents who were also involved. Upholding this 

simplistic idea is evidently favorable for the interests of those who have traditionally 

looted the periphery by taking advantage of the lack of a functioning state.  

The case of the mass purchases shows that the phenomenon of the land grabs is 

far more complex that a simple case of land theft carried out by illegal agents. For one, 

there is no evidence about those grabbing the land being generators or perpetrators of the 

violence. Conversely, there is no evidence of any of the warring parties being involved in 

the land grabs. This is, there is no evidence of a strategic use of violence, but instead, of 

an opportunistic one. There is however, enough evidence of a strategy put together to 

access the land.  This well thought out plan included members from the top leadership of 

the country and some their closest friends with the aim of accessing land that had been 

abandoned as a consequence of violence. I call this convergence of planning and 

opportunistic behavior, strategic opportunism. 
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Strategic opportunism is a concept that had been proposed in the business sector 

by Daniel Isenberg (1987), to refer to “the ability to remain focused on long-term 

objectives while staying flexible enough to solve day-to-day problems and recognize new 

opportunities”. In essence, what this term embodies is the capacity to structure and follow 

an encompassing strategy that does not get compromised by engaging in opportunistic 

behaviors. Useful as it is to understand the behavior of firms in the legal economy, the 

concept is also useful to understand specific type of behaviors in the context of mass 

violence and thus, contribute to the literature on the political economy of civil wars.  

Academic production analyzing the possibilities to capitalize on the opportunities 

that armed conflict presents, tends to focus either on actors that engage in war for 

economic reasons either to finance their struggle or for personal gain (greed), and actors 

who participate in war economies out of necessity (Ballentine & Nitzschke, 2005). 

Opportunistic behaviors are left out of the analysis and would therefore be explained by 

the concept of strategic opportunism.  

Applied to the understanding of the land grabs in Colombia, land investors (the 

core), opportunistically took advantage of the context produced by mass violence, which 

did not divert them from their historical strategic objective to acquire and consolidate 

land plots in the periphery. This conceptual construction could serve to frame the analysis 

of other similar cases where the main actors grabbing the land did not take part in the 

planning or execution of violence, or did it of necessity, but simply by taking advantage 

of the opportunities created by the conflict.      
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In terms of theory, the mass purchases in El Carmen produce clear evidence to 

support the concept of primitive accumulation through extra-economic means. As stated, 

this concept relates to cases in which capital expands through violence and coercion 

either on the part of governments, criminal organizations or capitalist firms. All of these 

features are evidently present in the case described. In particular, these elements explain a 

case of Green Grabbing, which according to literature entails the appropriation of land, 

and the transfer of said land to representatives of the global capital, in fulfillment of 

environmental agendas (Fairhead, Leach & Scoones, 2012). Ultimately, most of the El 

Carmen’s territory and family-agriculture model was unmade and replaced for a 

plantation model based on forestry projects.  

While providing support for the theory of accumulation by dispossession, the 

findings of this case also challenge some of the theoretical underpinnings on which it is 

based. By doing this, they challenge the preponderance that this concept has enjoyed in 

specialized circles to theoretically frame cases of land grabbing around the world. This is 

due mainly to the fact that more than half of the purchases analyzed do not fit into the 

conceptual understanding of accumulation by dispossession. As stated, about 60% of the 

cases respond either to situations where there was no opposition to the restitution claim, 

or the purchases took place between members of the same community and therefore no 

asymmetry of power, or capital accumulation was involved in the transactions.   

Finally, when looked at from a broader perspective all of the analyses included in 

the dissertation, not only speak about the nature of the type of state that has historically 

existed and deliberately maintained in the periphery of Colombia. All of these elements 
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also speak to the type of state that different sectors of the Colombian elite would like to 

build in the periphery. Models of state formation as the one identified in the case of El 

Carmen, based on favoritism exercised from the top, which entails a corresponding 

concentration of resources, would ultimately result in the perpetuation of predatory-like 

exercises of power that are widely identified in the periphery. This model of predatory 

state (Evans, 1989) is tied to poor development outcomes (Robinson, 2001). In contrast, 

models of state formation that promote equal participation in the political process, would 

widen democracy and through that, enhance the capacity of the state to transform itself 

and produce well-being for the larger population. These analyses constitute enough 

material to be proposed here as potential subjects of study of further future research. 

Also, in terms of potential further research, the subject of study could be extended 

to include other municipalities from the region of Los Montes de Maria, as well as other 

regions of the country. The Social Network Analysis methodology developed during the 

research is fine-tuned and ready to be applied to other contexts. From mentions provided 

during some of the interviews, it seems that the strategy identified through the case study 

of El Carmen de Bolivar, could have had a much broader territorial scope. Also, 

including other data on the real estate markets in those regions during those years, would 

provide further evidence in order to support (or discard) the hypothesis on Strategic 

Opportunism as a contribution for the literature on Economies of War. Along with this, a 

wider study will allow to explore different hypotheses about models of state formation in 

post-conflict contexts as suggested above.  
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By proposing new and solid accounts of the land grabbing that affected Colombia 

during the past 30 years, this dissertation contributes to a better understanding of the 

phenomenon. Through that, it also contributes to the literature about the political 

economy of development, and sheds light into the ways forward to improve policies to 

prevent similar events and to enhance the developmental potential of the country. Some 

of the elements presented here should also raise concerns about, and further analyses on 

the incentives promoted by policies that provide subsidies for the implementation of 

environmental agendas. However, more importantly, this thesis contributes to the 

historical reconstruction of the dynamics that took place in the context of the Colombian 

civil war, with the personal hope that these will never happen again. 
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