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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office on Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant areas and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b In addition to this profile, adjudicators may wish to refer to the annual Country Report on Human Rights Practices or other publicly available information on country conditions. c
II. Recent Developments and Overview
     A. Political Situation
     [2] Since the 1950’s, Columbia has been a constitutional, multiparty democracy in which the Liberal and Conservative parties have long dominated the political scene.a President Ernesto Samper of the Liberal Party avoided possible removal from office on June 13, 1996, when the Chamber of Representatives voted there was insufficient evidence to impeach him on charges if knowingly accepting contributions from narcotics traffickers during his 1994 campaign.c In August 1997, the President announced resumption of negotiations with one guerrilla group after 

FTN 1. By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; other information 

 relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of  the Immigration and Nationality Act.   
accepting its prerequisites for a partial demilitarization of the Meta department.d Although seriously overburdened, the judiciary is largely independent of the other branches both in theory and practice. e
     [3] For years, Columbia has been plagued by internal violence and rampant killings.a In August 1997, violence preceding upcoming elections turned particularly brutal, with political / ideological killings totaling more than ten a day and a substantial increase in the already-high number of kidnappings.b Both guerrilla and paramilitary groups were believed to be involved. 
     [4] An estimated 10-15,000 full-time guerrillas organized in over 100 groups represent a growing challenge to Government security forces and exercise some degree of permanent influence in more than half of the country’s municipalities.a In rural areas of the country, some guerrilla groups collaborate with narcotics traffickers.b Paramilitary forces, often financed by ranchers and other proprietors, play a major role in the internal conflict.  
     B. Security Forces
     [5] The Ministry of Defense, which oversees the armed forces and the national police, is responsible for internal as well as external security.a The Department of Administrative Security (DAS) has broad intelligence gathering, law enforcement and investigative authority, and reports directly to the President.b The armed forces and, and to a lesser extent, the police have committed serious human rights abuse[s]. c
     C. Human Rights Situation
     [6] During the past year, the Government took some efforts to reduce human rights abuses, but overall its record has been poor.a Extrajudicial killings by the security forces declined somewhat during the year but there were credible reports of serious human rights abuses, including instances of death squad activity within the army. b
     [7] Rampant impunity is at the core of the country’s human rights problems.a According to Government reports, three-quarters of all crimes go unreported, and law breakers are never brought to justice in 97-99 percent of all crimes.b The Samper administration has yet to take sufficient action to curb increasing abuses by para-military groups. During 1996, the number of persons displaces by para-military / guerrilla violence increased 25 percent to a total of 750,000.c In early 1997, the United Nations Commissioner for Human Rights opened an office at the Government’s request. d
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions

     [8] It is against this background of internal violence and human rights abuses that determination of motivation of alleged perpetrators must be made.a Due to insufficient police and judicial resources to investigate and prosecute most killings and the frequent overlapping violent forces at work in the country, it is often difficult to separate political from nonpolitical crimes.b According to a Columbian Commission of Jurists (CCJ) study, the victims in an estimated four out of every ten murders are targeted for their involvement with political, labor, or social groups. c
     A. Claims Based on Race
     [9] The Columbian Constitution gives special recognition to the fundamental rights of the 800,000 indigenous inhabitants including a special criminal and civil administration based on traditional community laws in Indian territories.a Indian communities are free to educate their children in traditional dialects, and Indian men are not subject to the military draft.b Despite such protective efforts by the government, Indians are frequently the victim of violence by security forces, paramilitary groups (often sponsored by landowners), narcotics traffickers and guerrillas.c In zones where the guerrillas are active such as the Sierra Nevada and Valle de Cauca, the security forces often suspect the Indian population of complicity with narcotics traffickers and guerrillas. d
     [10] Most of the attacks or threats against Indians stem from land ownership disputes involving the designated Indian reserves.a The National Land Reform Institute has estimated that some 40 indigenous communities have lost the legal title to land they claim as their own and that roughly 100 others had title claims that were not recognized or reconciled. b
     [11] The two million Afro-Columbians who live primarily in the Pacific coast departments are entitled to all constitutional rights and protections, but they have traditionally suffered from economic discrimination and their unemployment rate is as high as 76 percent in some communities.a Like other marginalized groups, Afro-Columbians suffer disproportionately from political violence, particularly in the struggle between paramilitary and guerrilla forces for control of Uraba department. b
     B. Claims Based on Religion
     [12] The Constitution provides for religious freedom, and the Government respects this right in practice.a Asylum claims based on religion alone are rarely seen, although both the guerrillas and paramilitary groups are likely to punish any organization, including religious groups that they perceive as standing in their way.b Religious groups with a U.S. connection may be at greater risk from the guerrillas, and several American missionaries have been kidnapped and held for extended periods. c
     C. Claims Based on Nationality
     [13] We have received no claims based on nationality from Columbian applicants. a
     D. Claims Based on Social Group Membership
          1. Businessmen / Landowners
     [14] A small number (five percent) of claims are received from applicants alleging that their membership in a well-to-do business and/or landowning class puts them at particular risk from guerrilla groups.a Careful review of such applications usually reveals that the terrorists’ are motivated to use extortion or ransom to obtain funds to finance their activities.b Since the threat in most such cases is localized in nature, internal relocation may be a viable option. c
          2. Abused Women
     [15] ….. {Incomplete paragraph. Text missing from the original.}
abused by husbands or boy friends, raped by guerrillas or security forces, or otherwise abused or mistreated.a The Constitution prohibits any form of discrimination against women, but such discrimination persists in Columbian society.b Rape and other acts of violence against women are pervasive, and like other crimes, are seldom prosecuted successfully. c
     [16] The law provides relatively mild sentences, ranging from six months to eight years, for crimes of sexual abuse and allows for significant sentence reductions based on the conduct of the convicted perpetrator.a A new law signed by President Samper in July 1996 provides legal recourse for victims of family violence, immediate protection from physical and psychological abuse, and judicial authority to remove the abuser from the household. b
     [17] In areas of conflict, mistreatment of women by opposing armed forces is commonplace.a Not only are women forcibly recruited by the guerrillas and sexually abused by both sides, but they have also been punished for voluntary or forced activities.b e.g., guerrillas have killed women in areas under their control for fraternizing with soldiers. c
          3. Homosexuals
     [18] A handful of applications are received from homosexuals claiming membership in a particular social group and usually alleging police harassment in addition to pervasive social disapproval derived from the country’s cultural background.a The Government does not discriminate against homosexuals, although there are relatively few open homosexuals among the political and business elite of the country.b Unofficial societal discrimination undeniably exists, and homosexuals, particularly those involved in commercial sex, have been victims of social cleansing by vigilante groups. c
     E. Claims Based on Political Opinion 
     [19] The vast majority (perhaps as high as 90 percent) of asylum claims from Columbia are based on political grounds even in cases where there is little evidence that the political views of the applicant were related to the mistreatment alleged. a
          1. Claims Against the Guerrillas 

     [20] Most asylum claims allege some form of mistreatment by the leftist guerrillas although most human rights groups now believe that paramilitary groups are responsible for a growing number of politically motivated killings and disappearances in Columbia. a
     [21] This anomaly may result from the violent recruitment practices of the guerrillas, which is the largest single complaint of asylum applicants.a The extensive cooperation between the guerrillas and drug traffickers has had a significant influence on asylum claims from Columbia, with most applicants alleging threats by the guerrillas or narcotics traffickers or both.b Often applicants express uncertainty about the identity and/or motivation of their alleged abusers. c
     [22] Upon careful scrutiny, many allegations by applicants or mistreatment by narcotics traffickers alone turn out to involve only criminal activity.a More complex cases tend to include allegations that guerrillas are acting in concert with narcotics traffickers. b
     [23] The major active guerrilla organizations are the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia (FARC), the National Liberation Army (ELN), and smaller groups operating under the umbrella of the Simon Bolivar Coordinating Board.a Guerrilla targets include those who refuse to submit to recruitment or extortion, those suspected of collaborating with the authorities, and, in particular, those former guerrillas of the People’s Liberation Army (EPL) who demobilized to reintegrate themselves with the civilian population under the Government’s `reinsertion’ program. b
     [24] The guerrillas have committed a host of human rights violations, including killings, kidnappings, deployment of antipersonnel mines, oil pipeline bombings and other acts of sabotage.a In one incident in May 1996, ELN guerrillas intercepted a bus and shot [f]tour of its passengers, and there were confirmed reports of ELN and FARC death threats against the girlfriends, fiancées, and wives of policemen and soldiers.b According to press reports, in November 1996, an ELN front in southern Antioquia summarily executed eleven of its own members. c
     [25] In general, the guerrilla leadership exploits the issue of human rights for propaganda purposes but takes no measurable steps to abide by international standards.a In March 1996, the Dutch human rights group Pax Christi sharply criticized the FARC for its human rights practices.b In June 1997, the FARC released the 70 soldiers and marines who had been held for several months. c
     [26] In the month of August 1997, the level of violence increased sharply with both more killings and kidnappings attributed to pre-electoral intimidation.a For instance, the FARC dynamited a car carrying the governor of Cundinamarca and kidnapped officials in Santander and Antioquia departments.b In the same month, the ELN kidnapped 43 officials and candidates in the Bolivar department and, after interrogating them, gave instructions on how they should carry out their public responsibilities if elected. c
     [27] Because of the violent nature of the narcotics traffickers and guerrillas whose activities and agenda are often influenced by the availability of drug money, almost any abuse alleged by asylum applicants from Columbia could have occurred or at least would not be inconsistent with the country conditions. a
          2. Claims Against the Government  

     [28] The second largest group of asylum applicants alleges mistreatment by security forces or paramilitary groups the Government is unable or unwilling to control.a Combined data collected by the Justice and Peace Commission and the Center for Investigation and Popular Education (CINEP) showed sufficient evidence to establish a probable perpetrator in 582 extrajudicial killings known or presumed to be politically motivated during the first nine months of 1996, compared with 342 during the same period in 1995. Of the perpetrators generically identified in 1996, six percent were military, two percent were police, 59 percent were paramilitary personnel, and 33 percent guerrillas. b
     [29] These rough trends seem to be borne out of information of other human rights groups, but they caution that the figures could change significantly if all the perpetrators could be identified.a A major reason for such abuse is the virtual impunity that surrounds the perpetrators, according to the attorney general and the national human rights ombudsman.b Targets of abuse by security forces include workers, politicians, labor organizers, human rights monitors, Indians, and peasant farmers unfortunate enough to live in conflictive areas. c
     [30] Killings by paramilitary groups have increased significantly during the past few years, often with the alleged complicity of individual soldiers or of entire military units and with the knowledge and tacit approval of senior military officials.a The groups targeted teachers, labor leaders, community activists, mayors of towns and villages, town council members, and above all peasants.b The Human Rights Ombudsman reported that despite a 60 percent increase in such activity since 1992, the military dialed to give priority to confronting these illicit groups. c
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators
     A. Internal Relocation
     [31] Another consideration affecting the adjudication of Columbian claims involves internal relocation, especially to less conflictive areas.a Columbia is a large rugged country of more than a million square kilometers and 35.5 million people.b Those fleeing guerrilla or police / military harassment or threats in conflictive zones usually are able to find peaceful residence elsewhere in the country. c
     [32] Violence generally has been centered in a few provinces where guerrilla activity and narcotics trafficking are endemic, such as Antioqua (Medallin), where a human rights group has estimated that more than 35 percent of the country’s political killings take place.a Other violent areas are Santander, Cundinamarca (Bogota), Meta (especially for UP supporters), Valle de Cuaca, and Cali. b
     [33] A study by the Catholic Church’s Episcopal Conference reveals that almost 600,000 Columbians have been forced to abandon their homes due to violence in the last ten years.a Other non-governmental organizations that monitor human rights, including the U.S. Committee for Refugees, believe this number may be as high as 900,000. b
     [34] The guerrilla movement is fragmented with major organizations generally operating in specific areas of the country.a There is little organized cooperation among the various groups with the exception of the CGSB, which claims to operate as an umbrella organization throughout the country.b These considerations tend to make internal relocations a viable option for many applicants. c
     B. Factors Influencing Migration
     [35] With an estimated per capita GNP of about $4,850 and an unemployment rate of about 13 percent, Columbia is well off by most Latin American standards, and asylum claims tend to support this fact.a Some applicants point to their advantageous economic situation in Columbia to buttress their claims, and from the information presented it appears that most applicants are fleeing the pervasive violence and crime. b
     [36] In the first nine months of fiscal year 1997, 445 Columbians filed applications for political asylum in the U.S., and 2,094 cases remained pending at the end of June 1997.a The estimated illegal alien population in the U.S. from Columbia is more than 75,000. b
Appendix – Chronology of Significant Events

(A Chronology of significant events was added to our profiles beginning in 1997. While an attempt to keep these chronologies up to date, the fact that an event is not mentioned does not necessarily mean that it did not occur.)
1956

Civilian government installed after overthrow of military 

                     dictator Lopez Pinella.

1960’s          Start of guerrilla warfare that has killed 100,000 and displaced 

                     750,000.

June 1996     President Ernesto Samper survives ouster attempt in Congress 
                     for accepting $6 million in Cali cartel drug money for his 

                     campaign. 

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 
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PARDS Report-Specific Source
and Report Reliability Assessment
     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Columbia Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present), International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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