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DISPLACEMENT  
IN THE WAKE OF
VIOLENCE IN  
LATIN AMERICA
Humanitarian  
implications and  
protection needs
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Op-Ed JAN EGELAND  is the  
Secretary General of the 

Norwegian Refugee Council

 I 
first came to Latin America as a 
19-year-old volunteer with in a local 
Colombian Catholic relief organisa-
tion. I was struck then, as I have been 
ever since, by the contrasts of the con-

tinent: The extreme violence and injustice 
on the one hand, and the rich tradition of 
civil society and solidarity on the other.

The forced displacement of vulnerable 
communities – by armies, guerrillas, para-
military groups, gangs and drug cartels – 
contrasted by the pioneering initiatives for 
protection and care of the displaced, are 
expressions precisely of this duality. 

The 1984 Cartagena Declaration paved 
the way for a common regional effort to 
protect displaced populations on the con-
tinent. The 2004 Mexico Plan of Action 
strengthened those efforts. 

New challenges require new answers. In 
December 2014, approximately 30 Latin 
American and Caribbean states will con-
vene in Brazil to adopt a new declaration 
and plan of action – that will be guiding the 
common efforts for the decade to come. 

In this report, the Norwegian Refugee 
Council (NRC) argues that the humanitarian 
and protection needs of those displaced by 
new drivers of displacement in the Ameri-
cas must be acknowledged and addressed 
– in particular those who have been displa-
ced by violence related to organized crime, 
natural disasters and climate change. 

We put forward concrete suggestions on 

how these needs can be addressed. These 
suggestions are not ours alone. They ori-
ginate from a broad range of civil society 
organisations that have taken part in the 
consultative process in the run-up to the 
Brazil proceedings – facilitated by the NRC 
within the framework of the UNHCR Carta-
gena +30 process. 

We encourage the state parties conve-
ning in Brazil to listen to these voices. To 
make sure that the framework they develop 
truly responds to the protection needs of 
the vulnerable communities of today.

The burden of new displacement dri-
vers and challenges is shared throughout 
the continent. The response must be co-
ordinated. States must develop common 
solutions to close the protection gaps cur-
rently affecting migrants, refugees, inter-
nally displaced people, stateless people 
and unaccompanied minors.

The opportunity is now. The solution is 
regional. n

A shared burden,  
a shared responsibility

n n The opportunity 
is now. The solution is 
regional.

Content Perspective is a publication series aimed at providing insight, initiating 
debate and stimulating new ideas on how to improve the lives of the 

millions of displaced people across the globe.
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In December 2014, Latin America and the Caribbean will stake out a new course 
for the protection of the region’s displaced populations during the next decade.
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Cartagena Declaration, 
and the ensuing 2004 
Mexico Plan of Action.

PROCESS
Civil society has played 
a crucial role in the pre-
parations for the Brazil 
Declaration and Plan 
of Action. Their role will 
be equally significant in 
the time to come.
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In recent years, several 
countries in Latin Ame-
rica have experienced 
increasing levels of vio-
lence perpetrated by 
organized criminals and 
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lombia, now experience 
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the wake of general vio-
lence.
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n n The threats went from words to 
action, and that frightened us a lot.
ESAUD CADENA,  17, Colombia

Look to Latin America  
In December 2014, Latin America and the Caribbean will stake out a new 
course for the protection of the region’s displaced populations during the 
next decade. 

30 years ago, the Cartagena Declara-
tion was developed by a group of go-
vernmental experts from Belize, Co-
lombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guat-
emala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama and Venezuela.

The 1984 Cartagena Declaration, 
originally adopted by 10 countries, has 
been hailed as a flexible, pragmatic 
and innovative approach to protection 
needs in the wake of forced displace-
ment and a model for other regions. 

SOLIDARITY
“The Declaration was an expression 
of solidarity with the displaced people 
in Latin America,” says Jan Egeland, 
Secretary General of the NRC.

At the time, many of the states were 
leaving behind decades of military rule, 
civil war and human rights violations. 

The majority of the states had al-
ready signed the Refugee Convention 
of 1951, and its optional protocol of 
1967, but many felt that the existing 
international instruments were not 
sufficient to respond to the dire ne-
eds of those displaced in Latin Ame-
rica during decades of war and un-
rest – internally, as well as across 
borders.

EXPANDED DEFINITION
The Declaration recommended an 
expansion of the refugee definition to 
include people threatened by genera-

lized violence, foreign aggression, in-
ternal conflicts, violations of human 
rights and other circumstances serio-
usly disturbing public order.

The willingness to adapt to new 
humanitarian realities continued 
through the adoption of the Mexico 
Plan of Action in 2004, by 20 govern-
ments in Latin America. Over the last 
10 years, it has served as a common 
strategic framework for governments, 
UNHCR, civil society and the interna-
tional community.

“Through a non-binding regional 
instrument, and varying degrees of ra-
tification and implementation, many 
of its objectives aimed at improving 
the lives of countless forcibly displa-
ced people have been achieved,” says 
Egeland, adding: 

“Moreover, it is considered by 
many to represent a best practice 
example of cooperation, solidarity 
and responsibility sharing when it co-
mes to the protection of refugees and 
internally displaced persons.” 

PROTECTION GAP
As the Cartagena Declaration cele-
brates its 30th anniversary, new pro-
tection challenges have engulfed the 
region, such as displacement in the 
context of organized crime and vio-
lence – sometimes referred to as Ot-
her Situations of Violence (OSV) – as 
well as natural disasters and climate 
change. 

In addition to forced displacement 
– internal and across borders – there 
is a strong and increasing trend of vo-
luntary movement. Mixed flows of mi-
grants and displaced people affect the 
entire region.

In February 2014, against this back-
drop, the Cartegena +30 process was 
formally launched in Geneva by UN-
HCR and the Group of Latin American 
and Caribbean Countries (GRULAC). 
The aim is to adopt a new declaration 

and plan of action during a ministerial 
level event in Brasilia, Brazil, on De-
cember 2 and 3, 2014.

A NEW OPPORTUNITY
The ensuing protection agenda is en-
visaged to include a common under-
standing, good practices and tools, as 
well as standards for protection and 
operational responses.

“Once again, Latin America and 
the Caribbean have an opportunity to 
build on their traditions for solidarity 
and cooperation, and come together 
to close the current protection gaps 
for displaced people in their region, ” 
says Egeland.  n

n n Latin America 
should raise its 
voice as a model 
for other parts of 
the world.
UN High Commissioner for refugees, 
ANTÓNIO GUTERRES  Formal Launch of 
Cartagena +30, Geneva, 13 February 2014 FLED THE VIOLENCE:  

 17 year-old Esaud Cadena lives 
in the Colombian city of Tumaco, a 
city marred by violence in the wake 
of illegal armed groups and drug 
trafficking.  
In August 2013, the group con-
trolling his neighbourhood issued 
an ultimatum to the young men in 
the area (aged nine to 18): Beco-
me one of us, leave Tumaco – or be 
killed. Helped by his relatives and 
teachers, Esaud fled to the capi-
tal Bogóta. Shortly after, the thugs 
ruling his neighbourhood killed two 
of his friends.  
In Bogóta, Esaud lived in a tempo-
rary shelter for internally displaced 
people (IDPs). He had difficulties 
making ends meet, and at the end 
of 2013, Esaud decided to return. 
By then, the illegal armed groups 
were less active, although a shoo-
ting near his school in January 
2014 put everybody back on high 
alert. These days, Esaud, who is 
attending an NRC education pro-
gramme in Tumaco, rarely goes out 
after school.  
(Photo: Sergio Mejía /NRC)
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Mexico
21.663
160.000

Guatemala
15.057
242.000

Honduras
8.594
17.000

Colombia
413.369
5.700.000

Peru
5.469
150.000

Orange = refugees (by country of origin) 
Blue = internally displaced

Source: IDMC and UNHCR, statistics per January 1, 2014 

Some countries in Latin America and the Caribbean do not 
acknowledge the occurrence of internal displacement, and the-
re are thus no official statistics.

El Salvador
20.919

Cuba
8.555

Haiti
43.832

Venezuela
9.548

Panama
Costa rica
Nicaragua

Ecuador

Brazil

Bolivia

Belize

The Cartagena 
Declaration 
Geography

The Cartagena Declaration 
and the Mexico Plan of 
Action has allowed…

Great strides have been made since 
the 1984 adoption of the Cartagena 
Declaration, and the ensuing 2004 Mexico 
Plan of Action. The upcoming Brazil 
Declaration and Plan of Action will build 
on these past successes.

14 SIGNATORY COUNTRIES HAVE INCLUDED THE 
1984 CARTAGENA DECLARATION AND DEFINITION 
IN THEIR NATIONAL LEGISLATION:  
 Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, 
Paraguay, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay and Argentina.

20 COUNTRIES ADOPTED THE MEXICO  
PLAN OF ACTION:  Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, Colombia, Mexico, 
Peru, Bolivia, Paraguay, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay 
Argentina, Costa Rica, Panama, Venezuela, 
Ecuador, Haiti, Dominican Republic

3 SIGNATORY COUNTRIES HAVE YET TO 
INCORPORATE THE CARTAGENA DECLARATION  
AND DEFINITION IN THEIR NATIONAL 
LEGISLATION, 30 YEARS ON:   
Costa Rica, Panama and Venezuela.

14

20

3
Recently, the Constitutional Court of Ecuador signalled that it plans to incorporate the declaration and regional definition in the national law.

… the strengthening 
of the legal and 
operational 
frameworks for 
the protection of 
displaced people in 
the region 

Several countries have introduced mi-
gration programmes, such as: 

n Argentina: The National Program for Mi-
grant Documentation allowing migrants from 
member states in the Common Market of the 
South (MERCOSUR) or associated coun-
tries – residing in Argentina prior to April 
17th 2006 – to obtain regular residence.

n Brazil: Migration regulations targeting 
Bolivians and Argentinians 

n Venezuela: Misión Identidad (2004), aimed 
at regularization of foreigners in the country.

n Ecuador: Extended Registration (2009), 
a programme granting refugee status to al-
most 28.000 Colombian refugees. 

n Panamá: Various programmes targeting 
Colombian refugees.

n Colombia: The Victims Law (2011), the 
most ambitious reparations law for dis-
placed people in Colombia’s history.

n Guatemala: Victims of human trafficking 
have, by law, the right to apply for refugee 
status.

n Several countries have acknowledged 
that there are migrants who do not qualify 
as refugees, but who are vulnerable and in 
need of protection. Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
Costa Rica, Honduras, Mexico and Panama 
have introduced humanitarian visas for this 
group, based on criteria such as kinship, ill-
ness and humanitarian needs.

… the strength-
ening of National  
Commissions for 
Refugees  
(CONAREs)

Almost all the countries of the 
region have introduced na-
tional mechanisms for refugee 
status determination. 

… the strengthening of regional and national protection networks 

In the wake of the implementation and follow up of the Action Plan, protection networks for asylum seekers, refugees and 
IDPs, as well as national institutions, international organizations and the civil society have come together.

… the adoption of a common regional, 
durable solution component

Almost all countries have developed strategies to improve the protection of 
people displaced to urban areas (through the Cities of Solidarity provision 
in the Plan of Action), and in the main border areas (Borders of Solidarity) – 
strengthening the assistance to and local integration of displaced people. 
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The solution is regional 
Regional instruments are key to the 
protection of people displaced by new 
challenges, according to professor Walter 
Kälin.

The Swiss professor of interna-
tional law, who has held several 
UN posts, is currently the Envoy 
of the Chairmanship of the Nan-
sen Initiative – a joint Norwegi-
an-Swiss governmental effort to 
achieve progress on a protection 
agenda for people displaced 
by natural hazards and climate 
change, through regional con-
sultations. 

“Often, it is easier to achieve 
consensus at a regional level, 
when discussing complicated 
global issues, such as new drivers 
of displacement,” Kälin says, ad-
ding that:

“When it comes to people dis-
placed in the context of natural 
disasters and climate change, La-
tin America has a unique oppor-
tunity to set a model.”

If the states agree on a prote-
ction framework for this group, 
Latin America could be the first 
region to formally acknowledge 
displacement in the context of 
climate change.

“This could serve as a step-
ping-stone for a global prote-
ction framework,” according to 
Kälin: “We have seen this hap-
pen many times in the past. One 
example is the 1951 UN Refugee 
Convention, which originated 
from Europe’s need to address 
the refugee situation after the Se-
cond World War.” 

“I believe in bottom-up 
processes,” Kälin says, adding 
that civil society are the first to  
put forward information about 
new challenges and threats, at 
a time when states are still relu-
ctant to acknowledge them. 

People fleeing generalized vio-
lence and crime is another such 
contested topic. 

“This is a regional pheno-

menon, thus the answers must 
also be regional,” he comments 
on the Cartagena +30 process, 
adding that a willingness to ad-
dress a regional issue might also 
resonate on an international 
level – where the protection of 
displaced populations is under 
pressure. n

A consultative 
process
Civil society has played a crucial role in the 
preparations for the Brazil Declaration and Plan 
of Action. Their role will be equally significant in 
the time to come.   

“States are not involved in the daily li-
ves of displaced people, they do not 
see their faces. Civil society knows 
their reality,” says Gabriela Cortina of 
the Servicio Ecuménico para la Dig-
nidad Humana (SEDHU) in Uruguay, 
who participated in the sub-regional 
MERCOSUR meeting in Argentina. 

“States must recognize the new 
drivers of displacement in Latin Ame-
rica. Only after such understanding 
and consensus is built can we start 
working on a protection framework. 
Civil society has been crucial in pro-
moting such recognition,” adds Enri-
que Torrella Raymond, NRC’s country 
coordinator in Panama.

He has spearheaded NRC’s facili-
tation of four sub-regional meetings, 
within the framework of the UNHCR 
led Cartagena +30 process, where civil 
society was among the invited parties. 
150 organisations have participated.

Each sub-regional meeting has re-
sulted in a set of recommendations – 
addressed to the participating govern-
ments – to be taken into consideration 
when the final Declaration and Plan of 
Action is debated in Brazil in December.

“The input from civil society has 
been invaluable to the understanding 
of the current situation,” Torrella 
says, adding that their role will be 
equally important in the time to come. 

“I believe civil society has a crucial 
role to play, not only to make sure the 
Plan is implemented, but also in mo-
nitoring how the states translate the 
compromises committed to paper 
into practical policies,” agrees Gabri-
ela Cortina.

She advocates the implementation 
of a formal monitoring mechanism in 
the plan, in which civil society should 

Four sub-regional meetings 
have paved the way for the Bra-
zil Declaration and Plan of Acti-
on – facilitated by NRC, within 
the framework of the UNHCR 
led Cartagena +30 process.

 n Argentina, March 2014: 
MERCOSUR (Common Market 
of the South)

 n Ecuador, May 2014:  
The Andes

 n Nicaragua, July 2014:  
Mesoamerica

 n Cayman Islands, Septem-
ber 2014: The Caribbean

Participants have included sta-
tes, observer states, regional 
and international organisations, 
as well as 150 civil society or-
ganisations. 

Their input has been compiled 
and supplied to the state parties 
convening in Brazil in Decem-
ber 2014. 

CONSULTATIVE PROCESS:  

Representatives from 
civil society, international 
organisations and 
governments discussing 
current protection needs for 
displaced people during the 
sub-regional MERCOSUR 
meeting in Buenos Aires in 
March 2014. 

n n  
A key issue is the 
adoption, by all, 
of the expanded 
definition of the 

Cartagena Declaration and all 
international instruments on 
Human Rights, International 
Humanitarian Law and Interna-
tional Refugee Law, including the 
Conventions on Statelessness.

VERA SAMUDIO   
Jesuit Refugee Services (SJR), Colombia

n n  
Civil society has 
been important in 
the Cartagena +30 
process, because 

most of the time, these organisa-
tions are the ones first identify-
ing gaps in law or public policies 
that hinder access to protection 
and integration.

DIANA MARTINEZ   
Sin Fronteras (IAP), Mexico

n n  
I believe civil so-
ciety has a crucial 
role to play, not 
only to make 

sure the Plan is implemented, 
but also in monitoring how the 
states translate the compro-
mises committed to paper into 
practical policies.

GABRIELA CORTINA,   
Servicio Ecuménico para la Dignidad 
Humana (SEDHU), Uruguay

be involved. This view is supported by 
the UNHCR.

“I think the Brazil proceedings will 
provide us with an elastic document, 
representing a common minimum to 
build on in the time to come, which 
gives legitimacy to national proces-
ses and presents ideas for future lines 
of work. It will gain substance only 
through national implementation,” 
says Enrique Torrella, adding that: 

“When the parties leave Brazil, the 
real work starts – and civil society must 
be included in the process to come”. n

 

The road to 
Brasilia
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“They waited for me outside school. It was Friday 
in the week before Easter, and I was heading 
home. The gang told me that if I returned to 
school, I wouldn’t make it home alive”.

Alfonso (17) from El Salvador is one 
of scores of unaccompanied minors 
from Latin America who have fled 
their home country and entered the 
US in recent years. 

Alfonso’s story has become all too 
common in several Latin American 
countries: The MS-18 gang controlled 
his school, his neighbourhood. They 
accused Alfonso of being a member 
of the rival MS-13 gang.

“The gang had killed two kids I 
went to school with, and I thought I 
might be the next one. (…) If I hadn’t 
had these problems, I wouldn’t have 
come here,” he explains to the UN-
HCR, in their recent report: Children 
on the Run.

TIP OF THE ICEBERG
The massive spike in unaccompanied 
minors entering the U.S. provoked a 
frenzied response. During the first 
half of 2014, media reported regu-
larly on their plight. In June 2014, 
President Obama called the situation 
a “humanitarian crisis”. 

“But what is not yet recognized is 
that these children represent only the 
tip of the iceberg of a deeper new hu-
manitarian crisis in the region,” says 
David Cantor, Director of the Refugee 
law Initiative at the School of Advan-
ced study, University of London, who 
participated actively in the Mesoame-
rican sub-regional meeting.

“Over the last ten years, there has 
been a shift from civil war causing 
displacement, towards a new situa-
tion of violence in Latin America,” 
Cantor continues.

He is referring to violence perpe-
trated by gangs and drug-cartels – so-
metimes covered under the rubric of 
“other situations of violence” (OSV), 
a term coined by the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
– covering civil unrest, riots, state 
repression, post-election violence, 
gang violence, demonstrations etc. 
The consequences of which can be 
as devastating and deadly as those 
of any armed conflict.

INCREASED LEVELS OF VIOLENCE
In recent years, several countries in 
Latin America have seen an increase 
in the levels of violence perpetrated 
by illegal armed groups, gangs, orga-
nized criminals, drug traffickers and 
some members of state – particularly 
in the Northern Triangle states of 
Central America.

Honduras ranks as the most vio-
lent country in the world, closely 
followed by El Salvador, with Guat-
emala not far behind.

According to a 2014 report by 
the Assessment Capacities Project 
(ACAPS), changes in drug smug gling 
routes are a key reason for the in-
crease in violence in the Northern 
Triangle. Mexico’s ‘war on drugs’ 
has made the cartels expand their 
business to the neighbouring co-
untries, where local gangs are increa-
singly weaved into their clandestine 
network.  

In turn, the gangs have adopted 
more violent strategies towards lo-
cal populations – controlling entire 
neighbourhoods through extortion, 

threats, killings and forced recruit-
ment. 

The U.S. deportation of Northern 
Triangle citizens who have criminal 
records, and the repressive “mano 
dura” – or “firm hand” – policy adop-
ted by some countries in response to 
the escalating violence, also play a 
part. Weak institutions, corruption 
and inadequate justice systems furt-
her aggravate the situation.

A WAVE OF DISPLACEMENT
”What is not yet properly appreciated 
is that these violent criminal dynamics 
are generating startling and increasing 
levels of displacement,” says Cantor. 

Only a fraction of those displaced 
actually cross the border to the U.S. 
Most of them are internally displaced 
within their own country, or they flee 
across the borders to their closest 
neighbour countries.

The ACAPS report concludes that: 
“the states are not responding effecti-
vely or appropriately” to the needs of 
these displaced populations – who are 
extremely vulnerable and practically 
defenceless on their journey. They 
are intimidated, robbed, sexually 
abused, exploited – even killed and 
disappeared – at the hands of drug 
cartels and gangs, even local resi-
dents and police.

“In situations of war, displacement is 
an expected consequence. When we talk 
about violence in the context of organi-
zed crime, however, it has been a chal-
lenge for these societies to acknowledge 
displacement as a humanitarian conse-
quence,” Cantor continues. 

CONTROVERSIAL ISSUE
Displacement in the wake of generali-
zed violence is one of the most contro-
versial issues to be debated in Brazil. 
Such violence has historically been 
considered an internal issue in Latin 
America, and there is considerable re-
sistance towards viewing it as a shared 
burden – if recognized at all.

Honduras is for instance the only 
country in Central America which 
recognizes that generalized violence 
causes internal displacement, while 
Guatemala rejects any notion of the 
same, and El Salvador is vague. 

Brazil has been very welcoming to re-
fugees for years, but reject generalized 
violence as a displacement driver. Mexi-
can authorities recognizes that internal 
and cross-border displacement occur in 
the region as a result of generalized vio-
lence, but rejects the occurrence of in-
ternal displacement in its own country.

CLOSING THE PROTECTION GAP
The states are in for tough debates on 
this and other issues in Brazil.

Cantor underlines that it is crucial, 
however, that the states recognize the 
need to collaborate on the issue of dis-
placement in the wake of generalized 
violence.

“The Cartagena +30 is important in 
rallying countries together to address 
the humanitarian needs of todays’ 
displaced populations,” says Cantor, 
emphasizing that without the support 
of the wider international community 
in general, and the U.S. and Canada in 
particular, “the situation will become 
even more acute”. n 

FEMICIDE IN GUATEMALA: 

 A 15 year-old girl, gun-
ned down outside her own 
home in Guatemala City. 
She was shot 15 times. Fe-
micide, the murder of wo-
men and girls, is a strand of 
Latin American violence af-
fecting Guatemala in parti-
cular, which has the highest 
levels of femicide in the 
region. Femicide is not only 
a result of domestic and 
gender violence, but also 
of more systematic crimi-
nal, drug and gang violence. 
(Photo: Jon Lowenstein/
Noor/Felix Features)

n n Some areas 
in the Northern 
Triangle of Central 
America are 
comparable to a 
war zone.
JAN EGELAND,  Secretary General, NRC 

THE MARK OF THE GANG: 

 A member of the MS-13 gang 
in Honduras, his face and body 
covered with the characteris-
tic tattoos of gang members. 
MS-13 originated in the Salva-
dorian immigrant community of 
Los Angeles in the 1970s, and 
spread to Central American co-
untries through the US policy of 
deporting convicted immigrants. 
There are two main gangs in El 
Salvador, Honduras and Guate-
mala: Mara Salvatrucha/MS-13 
and Barrio 18/MS-18, which 
have merged and to a certain 
extent supplanted local gangs.  
(Photo: Piet den Blanken/Pa-
nos/Felix Features)

10 years of 
escalating 
violence

 

Children  
on the run

In May 2014, the UNHCR is-
sued the report “Children on the 
Run”, based on interviews with 
404 unaccompanied minors 
from El Salvador, Honduras and 
Guatemala, who had crossed 
the border to the U.S. What they 
recount about their reasons for 
leaving is an indicator of the ge-
neral displacement situation.

58 %
58 % of the children sited vio-
lence as their primary reason 
for leaving.  

48 %
48 % of the children said they 
had personally experienced vio-
lence – from gangs, drug car-
tels and state actors.

90,000
unaccompanied children are 
expected to cross the border 
to the U.S. during the course of 
2014, according to estimates. 
How many minors who are in-
ternally displaced by violence 
in their home countries, nobo-
dy knows.
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Key messages

These are the key messages from civil society organisations that 
have participated in the Cartagena +30 consultative process:

States should re-
cognize the sha-
red burden, and 

share the responsibility on 
protection issues in the re-
gion.

States should ap-
ply a progressive 
interpretation of 

the 1951 Convention and 
the Cartagena Declaration. 
Governments that have not 
incorporated the refugee 
definition of the Cartagena 
Declaration in their natio-
nal legislation, should do 
so. The Cartagena Declara-
tion should become a bin-
ding instrument, streng-
thening the regional legal 
framework.

Civil society is 
warning about 
new trends of dis-

placement in the region 
produced by: organized 
crime and gang violence, 
natural disasters, “me-
gaprojects”, etc. The States 
must recognize this new 
reality and create legal and 
institutional frameworks to 
address them. Also, they 
must ask for international 
cooperation to handle this 
new phenomenon.

G o v e r n m e n t s 
should establish 
reliable data colle-

ction and analysis on forced 
displacement, especially in 
Mesoamerica, and improve 
information sharing among 
stakeholders at a regional 
and national level – inclu-
ding civil society. 

 
 

G o v e r n m e n t s 
should establish 
legal frameworks, 

public policies and pro-
tocols to address the pheno-
menon of internal displa-
cement, in order to gua-
rantee the development of 
programmes that provide 
prevention, protection and 
assistance for the victims.

Even if most co-
untries in the re-
gion have taken 

steps to improve legislation, 
governments should ensure 
proper refugee status deter-
mination procedures, and 
guarantee due process – 
respecting the principles 
of non-refoulement and 
non-discrimination, and 
taking the special needs as-
sociated with age, gender, 
sexual orientation, race, 
ethnicity etc. into account 
(differential approach).

To achieve du-
rable solutions, 
there is a need to 

reinforce public policies on 
local integration, and pro-
mote the solidarity resettle-
ment from the Mexico Plan 
of Action. Proper docu-
mentation, work permits, 
access to permanent resi-
dence and naturalization 
processes are key to local 
integration and exercise of 
basic human rights. Refu-
gees should have non-dis-
criminatory access to social 
services and other public 
services. The migration sta-
tus of the person should be 
separated from the refugee 
status, as certain countries 
in the region already do. 

Civil society or-
ganisations also 
encouraged regio-

nal solutions, using existing 
structures (i.e. MERCOSUR) 
as a space where refugees 
may travel from one coun-
try to another for working 
and living, without the risk 
of being returned to their 
country of origin.

States must pro-
hibit any kind of 
forced return (ap-
plies to the Colom-

bia situation but also to the 
Northern Triangle of Cen-
tral America (NTCA).

States must en-
sure that border 
areas are spaces 

for integration and respect 
of Human Rights, taking 
into account the vulnera-
bility of people crossing 
those borders, where hu-
man trafficking is a daily re-

ality. States must also create 
mechanisms/protocols for 
the identification and pre-
screening of people in need 
of international protection. 
To reinforce the presence of 
governmental institutions 
in charge of protection in 
the ports of entry, as well as 
human rights and cultural 
sensitivity training for the 
government officials.

States must iden-
tify common so-
lutions related 

to the protection of mi-
grants, refugees, stateless 
persons and other vulne-
rable groups, including 
unaccompanied minors. 
In the case of the latter, a 
key issue is to always pri-
oritize the best interest of 
the child. 

States must avoid 
any kind of deten-
tion of migrants, 

and especially eliminate 
the use of detention or any 
deprivation of liberty for 
asylum seekers and mi-
grant children (minors). 
States should consider and 
implement alternatives to 
detention. 

Monitoring the im-
plementation of 
the Brazil Plan of 

Action will be crucial. Civil 
society should be involved 
in this process. A follow-up 
mechanism should be esta-
blished, at the national and 
sub-regional levels, where 
governments, UNHCR and 
civil society organisations 
are involved.

“WE ARE ALREADY DEAD”:  
  
Fabiola (7) and her brother (12) 
are waiting to board “The Be-
ast” in Arriaga in south Mexico, 
together with their parents José 
Luis and Angelica.  
They hope the infamous freight 
train will take them away from 
the violence they have expe-
rienced in their home country 
Honduras. 
“The Maras have threatened to 
kill us four times. The last time 
they came in the afternoon. We 
left the next morning”, José Luis 
says, as they are waiting by the 
tracks. The family spent three 
weeks travelling from Honduras 
to Mexico, hitching rides with 
sympathetic strangers. 
“I believe God will help us, but if 
we die along the way, it makes 
no difference. We are already 
dead,” José Luis says.  
(Text: Lisbet Jaere, photo: Alfre-
do Durante)

THE BEAST: 

 For years, mixed 
flows of migrants 
and displaced pe-
ople from all over 
Latin America have 
boarded the roof 
of “The Beast”  en 
route to the US – 
an infamous freight 
train traveling from 
the southern Me-
xican state of Chi-
apas to Mexico City. 
Up to 1500 peo-
ple pile on board 
every day. Mexican 
drug gangs control 
the route, charging 
money for the tre-
acherous ride, thre-
atening and abusing 
the “passengers” 
(Photo: NTB/Sca-
npix).

 

Other displacement drivers

 n NATURAL HAZARDS AND CLIMATE CHANGE: During the past few years, natural disasters have caused displacement in the Ame-
ricas, primarily in the Caribbean and Central America. Climate induced disasters – such as floods, draught and storms – are expected to 
increase in intensity as well as prevalence in the years to come. A study by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC), of ten co-
untries in Central America and the Caribbean region, estimated that there could be as many as 300,000 displaced per year as a result of 
natural disasters – mainly in Haiti, Mexico and Guatemala.

 n EXPLOITATION OF NATURAL RESOURCES: The exploitation of increasingly scarce natural resources can also potentially cause in-
creased displacement in the future. For instance, Ecuador opened up for oil exploration in the Yasuni National Park in the Amazon, a project 
causing friction with local indigenous groups. Oil and gas exploration projects in the Peruvian part of the Amazon are similarly contentious. 
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New patterns of 
displace ment in 
Colombia
An increasing number of those who have been 
forcibly displaced from rural Colombia to urban 
areas, now experience new displacement within 
and between cities – in the wake of general 
violence.

Colombia still tops the list when it comes 
to forced displacement in the Americas.

“During the past decade, the fo-
cus of the regional displacement 
discourse has been the plight of the 
Colombians,” says Christian Visnes, 
Country Director for the Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC) in Colombia. 

At least 6.1 million people are cur-
rently displaced. 5.7 million of them, 
or approximately 12 % of the popula-
tion, are internally displaced. Only 
Syria has more.

Minorities, indigenous groups and 
afro-Colombians are most affected by 
displacement – generally moving from 
the countryside to urban areas.

None of Colombia’s internally dis-
placed people reside in camps. Most 
of them live in urban slum areas, ma-
king it difficult to locate and assist 
them efficiently.

PEACE ON THE HORIZON?
After 50 years of armed conflict, Co-
lombia has edged closer to peace than 
ever before. 

Peace negotiations between the 
FARC guerrilla and the Colombian 
government began in December 
2012. Months of negotiations have 
resulted in a number of provisional 
agreements, but a fully-fledged peace 
agree ment is yet to come. 

Reaching a peace deal that both 
meets international obligations and 
earns public legitimacy will be chal-
lenging – but many remain optimistic.  
“We applaud the efforts by the 

Colombian Government to reach a 
peace agreement with FARC, but it must 
be recognized that there will be armed 
groups in Colombia that continue 
to pose serious threats against the 
civilian population – also after a peace 
agreement has been signed and FARC 
demobilizes,” says Christian Visnes.

He argues that Colombia is already 
facing a similar situation as Mexico 
experiences today – with displace-
ment in the wake of the state battling 
drug cartels and gangs. 

“This trend can unfortunately wor-
sen in a post-war Colombia”, Visnes 
continues.

SAME SHIFT
“We see the same shift in Colombia 
as further north on the continent; the 
nature of the violence has changed, 
with more emphasis on the criminal 
elements than the armed conflict than 
in previous years,” confirms David Ca-
ntor, Director of the Refugee law Initi-
ative at the School of Advanced study, 
University of London.

The involvement of FARC and newly 
formed illegal armed groups in the drug 
industry is a main new driver of displa-
cement. And the drug industry has 
changed for the worse in recent years.

“We see for instance that Mexican 
drug cartels now operate from Co-
lombia too, seeking to dominate each 
stage of the chain,” Cantor says.

One symptom of the shift is the fact 
that an increasing amount of people, 
who originally were displaced by civil 

war, must flee once more – as mainly 
drug-related violence at the hands of 
illegal armed groups threaten their li-
ves and wellbeing.

EBB AND FLOW
”There is little doubt that, even if the 
conflict between the State and the 
FARC-EP comes to a negotiated end, 
levels of violence and displacement 
linked to organised criminal groups 
operating in Colombia will be main-
tained, at least in the short- to medi-
um-term,” says David Cantor.

He points out that organized crime 
groups are less stable than the guer-
rilla – and even some paramilitary 
groups – shaped by 50 years of civil 
war. They are constantly adapting to 
new circumstances.

“Thus, it is difficult to predict how it 
all will play out”, Cantor says, underli-
ning that the rapid changes can abate 
and exacerbate displacement in much 
quicker sequences than today. A situa-
tion which demands acknowledge-
ment of the dynamics and new instru-
ments for handling the humanitarian 
needs in the wake of displacement. n

DRUGS CAUSE VIOLENCE. A soldier over-
sees almost four tons of cocaine on the 
military air base in Tumaco, March 2013. 
The drugs were seized from a large clan-
destine laboratory belonging to FARC 
near Timbiqui on the Pacific coast. The 
production and trafficking of drugs fi-
nance a lot of the violence in the city of 
Tumaco, as well as in Latin America as 
a whole. (Photo: Guillermo Legaria/AFP 
Photo/NTB Scanpix)

GIRL ON THE RUN – AGAIN:   

 When she was seven years old, in 2008, 
María Nallelli fled with her family to Tuma-
co from her rural Colombian hometown. In 
2013, an illegal armed group took control 
of their Tumaco neighbourhood, establis-
hing invisible borders, within which they 
launched a reign of terror. The inhabitants 
were subjected to curfews, extortion and 
violence. At the end of the year, María’s 
best friend, Alejandra, was gunned down 
before her eyes. They were playing in the 
street at night, against the orders of the 
ruling thugs. 
Fearing for María’s safety, the family fled 
to a different neighbourhood – where she 
could finally return to school, five years af-
ter she first fled. María is a beneficiary of 
NRC’s education programme in Tumaco. 
(Photo: Sergio Mejía/NRC)  

DRUGS CAUSE VIOLENCE. A soldier over-
sees almost four tons of cocaine on 
the military air base in Tumaco, March 
2013. The drugs were seized from a 
large clandestine laboratory belonging 
to FARC near Timbiqui on the Pacific 
coast. The production and trafficking of 
drugs finances a lot of the violence in 
the city of Tumaco, as well as in Latin 
America as a whole. (Photo: Guillermo 
Legaria/AFP Photo/NTB Scanpix)

n n It hurts when I think of the 
madman with a gun who killed my 
friend, just because we were play-
ing in the street at night.
MARÍA NALLELLI,  13, Colombia



n n  Governments should 
identify the drivers of 

displacement within their 
territories and take steps to 

address them.
JAN EGELAND,  Secretary General of the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)

ABOUT THE NRC

 The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) is an independent, humanitarian, non-profit, non-governmental organisation, 
which provides assistance, protection and durable solutions to refugees and internally displaced persons worldwide.

 We provide five core competencies that are relevant in all phases of displacement:

 NRC has worked in Latin America since 1981, and currently runs projects in Colombia, Panama, Venezuela and Ecuador 
– addressing the needs of displaced Colombian populations. 

NRC is also actively advocating humanitarian and protection needs in the wake of changing drivers and patterns of 
displacement in the Americas as a whole.

www.nrc.no  www.nrc.org.co
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