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	Colombia 

  


This advice has been reviewed and reissued with an amendment to the Crime section. The overall level of the advice has not changed.
SUMMARY
· We advise against all travel to Putumayo, Arauca, Nariño, Caqueta and Norte de Santander departments, and to rural areas of Sucre, Bolivar, Choco, Antioquia, Valle de Cauca, Cauca and Huila departments. We also advise against all travel to southern parts of Meta department and to the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (including the ‘Lost City’). There is a high risk to your personal safety in these areas.
· The threat from terrorism is high. You should be extremely vigilant throughout Colombia, particularly when you are visiting or staying in public places used by foreigners, such as hotels, bars, restaurants, nightclubs and shopping-malls, malls, and in the vicinity of government buildings.
· Ongoing heavy rains have resulted in flooding in many parts of the country. Disruption to transport can be expected. You should check locally for detailed advice.
· There is a serious risk of kidnapping and crime throughout most parts of the country.
· We strongly recommend that you obtain comprehensive travel and medical insurance before travelling. You should check any exclusions, and that your policy covers you for the activities you want to undertake. Please see Travel Insurance. 

SAFETY AND SECURITY
Terrorism
 

The threat from terrorism is high throughout the country.

 

The incidents below highlight the continuing high threat from domestic terrorist groups in Colombia, particularly in urban areas. Although we do not advise against travel to Bogota, and some other parts of Colombia, you are at risk of being caught up in a terrorist incident anywhere in the country. We are aware of an ongoing significant threat to commercial and entertainment centres, those popular with expatriates being particularly vulnerable. You should therefore maintain a high level of vigilance, particularly in public places frequented by foreigners such as hotels, bars, restaurants, nightclubs and shopping-malls. Examples of such areas in Bogota include the "Zona Rosa" and "Parque 93". On 10 October 2005, a bomb went off in a residential area in northern Bogota resulting in several casualties. On 15 November 2003, there was a grenade attack on two bars in the "Zona Rosa" area of Bogota. This is an area popular with expatriates, where the attack resulted in two deaths and over 70 injuries. You should also be vigilant in the vicinity of government buildings and public transport, particularly in major urban centres.

 

In November 2004 a small bomb exploded in the south of Bogota resulting in the death of one person and injuries to seven others. A large number of subsequent attempted attacks have been foiled by the Colombian authorities, including an attempted attack on the Transmilenio transport system in December 2004. These attacks, or attempted attacks, are believed to have been the work of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC).

 

Guerrilla activity in many parts of Colombia is intense. Putumayo, in particular, is currently the focus of intense guerrilla activity. Lives are being lost on an almost daily basis and infrastructure is being targeted, in particular roads, bridges and power supplies. As a result, many people have been displaced or are trapped in their villages by armed groups. The Colombian Armed Forces are actively trying to restore authority in the area.

 

During the first half of 2005, a large number of Colombian armed forces personnel were killed in attacks in Cauca, Caqueta and southern Meta. Because of high levels of guerrilla activity, we advise against all travel to rural parts of Huila department, including San Agustin and the Parque Arqueologico San Agustin.

 

Terrorism, drugs and organised crime are inextricably linked. In addition to the FARC, the United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) and the ELN (National Liberation Army) are major illegal armed groups active in Colombia. All three groups engage in serious crime and all are linked to the illegal drugs trade.  Control of the drugs trade is a major driver of much of the armed conflict. There is a high risk to your personal safety in any area where coca and opium poppies are cultivated. Heavy areas of coca cultivation include parts of Putumayo, Caqueta, Cauca, Meta and Bolivar.

 

You should be aware of the global risk of indiscriminate terrorist attacks, which could be against civilian targets, including places frequented by foreigners. Please read “Security and General Tips” and “Risk of Terrorism when Travelling Overseas” pages in this website for further information and advice.

 

Crime
 

Politically-driven and criminal violence is a serious problem in Colombia.

 

In many cases, it is not possible to separate crimes and violence by terrorist groups from crimes committed by criminal groups. Colombia’s illegal armed groups are heavily involved in the drugs trade (as are many others)and in other sorts of serious crime including kidnapping (for ransom and for political purposes) money laundering, and the running of extortion and prostitution rackets.

 

Kidnapping in Colombia is a serious problem. Most foreign nationals are potential targets for kidnapping – backpackers as much as those working for foreign multinationals. A number of Britons have been kidnapped in recent years, including one who was subsequently killed. Colombia continues to have a high rate of kidnapping for ransom, with 185 kidnappings reported in the first four months of 2005. In addition to the departments mentioned in the ‘Terrorism’ section above, we also advise against all travel to Arauca, Nariño and Norte de Santander departments and to rural areas of Choco, Sucre, Antioquia, Valle de Cauca departments (including the port of Buenaventura in Valle de Cauca where illegal armed groups and criminal gangs are very active), where you would be at particularly high risk of being kidnapped. In April 2005, a Spanish national was kidnapped in Cucuta, in Norte de Santander.

 

We advise against all travel to the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, including the ‘Lost City’. Two British tourists from an organised tour group to the ‘Lost City’ in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta national park were kidnapped in September 2003. The victims spent some months in captivity, before being freed. There is evidence that the illegal armed group responsible for the kidnapping wanted to sell the hostages on to the FARC. Armed groups are still active in this area and the risk of kidnap in this area remains high.

 

Since March 2005, there has been a marked increase in criminal activity in urban areas, particularly in Bogota. This increase has been linked to the demobilization of AUC members (see ‘Political Situation’ below).

 

For tourists and short-term visitors, especially in urban areas, common crime, muggings and pickpocketing, often accompanied by violence, are likely to be a greater danger than getting caught up in guerrilla and paramilitary activity. Foreign visitors present a tempting target to thieves, pickpockets and drug traffickers. When walking in urban areas, you should avoid any unnecessary display of wealth.

 

You should be wary of unsolicited approaches from strangers. There have been several cases of assailants using drugs to subdue their intended victims. Drugs can be administered through food, drinks, needles, cigarettes, aerosols, powder, or have even been impregnated in ‘flyers’ handed out at traffic lights. Sometimes drugs are administered in food sold by cheap takeaways. These drugs can take effect extremely quickly, allowing an assailant to rob the victim and escape before the attack can be reported. It can take several days for the drug to wear off and the victim to recover. These attacks frequently occur on public transport. You should never accept offers of food, drink or cigarettes from strangers – no matter how friendly or well dressed the person offering you something appears.

 

There have been reports, including in Bogota, of bogus policemen approaching foreigners to "check" documents or foreign currency. If approached you should avoid handing over money or documents, unless threatened, and ask the "policeman" to accompany you to the nearest police station, police post or to your hotel.

 

You should take particular care if visiting poorer areas of cities. In Bogota, you should be vigilant in areas to the south of Candelaria and to the south of the airport road as these parts of the city are particularly dangerous. You should be cautious in city streets, especially after dark. You should avoid hailing taxis on the street but should book them through hotels or by phoning a reputable taxi company.

 
Political Situation
 

Colombia has suffered from an internal armed conflict for over forty years. The “democratic security policy” adopted by the current Colombian Government to bring greater stability and security to the country has, however, yielded some success. But Colombia still has a long way to go to in solving its problems. The 13,000 AUC group is in the process of demobilizing and has agreed to move into a ‘concentration’ zone in Tierralta, in Cordoba department. The group is to complete the process of disarming by 31 December 2005. This process is being monitored by representatives of the Organisation of American States (OAS).

 

Local Travel
 

We strongly advise against all travel to Putumayo, Arauca, Caqueta, Nariño, Norte de Santander departments and rural areas of Choco because of a high risk to personal safety. For the same reason, we advise against travel to the rural areas of Sucre and Bolivar where one or more of the illegal armed groups and drugs cartels are currently active. The risks to British nationals of being kidnapped, caught up in the fighting, or otherwise of getting into serious trouble are high. The effective authority of the Colombian state in many of these areas is limited. The British Embassy’s ability to try to assist British nationals in trouble in these areas could be similarly limited. Two British backpackers were kidnapped in Choco department's border area with Panama in 2000, and a British backpacker was killed near Quibdo, the provincial capital, in 2001.

 

We also advise against all travel to rural areas of Antioquia, southern Meta, Valle de Cauca, Cauca departments and to rural areas of Huila department (including San Agustin). The illegal armed groups are active in these areas. However, the capitals of these departments may still be visited by air.

 

The departments of Norte de Santander and Arauca, and Nariño, Caqueta and Putumayo border Venezuela and Ecuador respectively. The FARC regularly carry out raids on government forces and civilians in these border regions. In January 2005, the Governor’s Office in Arauca was bombed and, in the same month, 17 farmers were killed. The southern departments bordering Ecuador, and also southern Meta department, are also areas in which the Colombian authorities are concentrating their efforts in their war against insurgents and drug-traffickers, as part of the Plan Patriota. There are frequent clashes between government forces and illegal armed groups.

 

We do not currently advise against travel to Leticia, the jungle town on the Amazonian border with Peru and Brazil.

 

AUC (or former AUC) members, despite the demobilization process, continue to set up illegal roadblocks in Sucre and Bolivar departments, providing an increased risk of kidnap and extortion. Likewise, the FARC and ELN are setting up similar roadblocks in Valle de Cauca and Cauca departments. Rural areas within Choco and Antioquia are currently the scenes of clashes between rival drug cartels vying for control of the drugs trade.

 

If you travel to major cities in Colombia, we do encourage you to take sensible precautions. In addition to Bogota, important business centres include Medellin, Cali, Barranquilla, Bucaramanga and Cartagena. Cartagena is a popular tourist destination and venue for major conferences.

 

If you intend to visit areas not specifically mentioned in this advice, you should check with the British Embassy's Consular Section in Bogota if you are in any doubt about your safety. You should also check with the Embassy before undertaking any trips to remote areas, even if these are to recognised tourist destinations.

 
Road Safety
 

Road surfaces, even in large cities, are variable. Driving standards are low and traffic accidents are common. You will need to have an international driving licence and car insurance is compulsory.

 

The risk of violence and kidnapping is high in rural areas, as is the threat of being caught in roadblocks set up by illegal armed groups. Travel by road outside the major cities, including by public transport, is dangerous. Roads are generally safer to travel on during daylight hours at weekends and on public holidays when more troops are deployed to enhance road safety. North-east of the capital, the roads as far as Paipa and Villa de Leiva, both in Boyaca department, are deemed safe to travel throughout the week in daylight hours, as is the road south-west of the city to Melgar, on the border between Cundinamarca and Tolima departments.

 

Rail Safety
 
There is no significant rail transport system in Colombia.

 

Air Safety
 

The national carrier, Avianca, and other national airlines and all international airlines comply with International Air Safety Regulations. However, West Caribbean Airways, which operates out of Medellin, has suffered three serious accidents in the last year. All its planes have been grounded pending an investigation.

 

We advise you to enter or leave Colombia by air only and not by land borders given the general dangers of travel by road and the location of border crossings. You should note, however, that there have been hijackings of aircraft serving secondary airports, where security measures often do not meet the standards obtained at the major city airports.

LOCAL LAWS AND CUSTOMS
You should avoid any dealings with illegal drugs. Penalties are harsh and prisons tough.

 

Homosexuality is legal but not widely socially accepted, especially in rural areas.

 

Dress sense is comparable to Europe.

 

Photography of military or strategic sites is not permitted.

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS
Before any travel to Colombia, particularly for purposes other than tourism, you should contact the Colombian Embassy in London (tel. 020 7637 9893, e-mail info@colombianconsulate.co.uk)

 

Our current understanding is that a British national may enter Colombia for up to 90 days as a visitor without a visa, but that there is no unconditional right to do so. The decision on whether to permit entry and length of stay rests with the Immigration Officer on arrival. You should have a valid return ticket with you and your passport should have at least six month's validity. We advise you to enter Colombia by air only and not to try to enter by any overland route. You may be able to extend your stay up to a maximum of a further 90 days on application and payment of fee at the immigration office of the Department of Administration and Security once in Colombia. As a visitor, you cannot remain in Colombia more than 180 days in any twelve-month period.

 

Single parents or other adults travelling alone with children should be aware that the Colombian authorities may require you to produce documentary evidence of parental authority before allowing you and your children to enter or leave the country. For further information on exactly what will be required at immigration please contact the Colombian Consulate-General in London (mail@colombianembassy.co.uk).

HEALTH
We strongly recommend that you obtain comprehensive travel and medical insurance before travelling. You should check any exclusions, and that your policy covers you for the activities you want to undertake. Please see Travel Insurance.

You should also take sensible medical precautions and seek advice from your doctor before travelling.

If you intend to travel on to neighbouring countries in Latin America from Colombia, you may not be allowed to do so without production of a Yellow Fever Certificate. You should confirm with the authorities of your next destination whether they require a certificate following your visit to Colombia.

We also strongly advise all travellers intending to visit Magdalena, Cesar, La Guajira, Atlantico, Santander, Norte de Santander (notwithstanding our advice against all travel there) and Amazona areas to have yellow fever inoculations and to carry vaccination certificates. Colombian immigration officials may insist upon seeing such proof.

There is a high incidence of malaria in low-land tropical areas, particuarly in Choco and north-western Antioquia.

For further information on health, check the Department of Health’s website at www.dh.gov.uk.

NATURAL DISASTERS

On 28 October 2005, Hurricane Beta struck Providencia. Strong winds ripped roofs off buildings and heavy rain flooded many homes. 50% of the buildings on the island suffered considerable damage.

Floods and landslides are common in Colombia. There are occasional volcanic eruptions and earthquakes.

Ongoing heavy rains have resulted in flooding in many parts of the country. Disruption to transport can be expected. You should check locally for detailed advice.

Activity from the Galeras Volcano, in Narino Department, has increased. 9000 people have been evacuated voluntarily from the area surrounding the volcano, including from the outskirts of Pasto, the Provincial Capital.

GENERAL
If things go wrong when overseas, please see: What We Can Do To Help.

 

You should pack all your luggage yourself, and not carry items for other people.

 

You should ensure that you have comprehensive medical and travel insurance.

 

You should ensure you bring enough money. US dollars and travellers’ cheques are most widely accepted. Airport tax for international departures for visitors who stay in Colombia for less than two months is US $30. For stays in excess of two months the tax is $51. However, the charge depends on the type of visa with which you are issued. The Colombian Embassy in London can advise further.

 

You should use your credit and debit cards with caution and are advised to keep receipts. If you use an ATM, try to do so during business hours at a location inside a bank, supermarket or large commercial building.

 

You should not outstay your visa.

 

You should avoid all dealings with illegal drugs.

 

You should only use pre-booked taxis.

 

We encourage all British nationals visiting or resident in Colombia to register with the Consular Section of the British Embassy in Bogota.

 

You should carry a photocopy of the data page and Colombian visa from your passport at all times, plus copies of other important documents. These should be kept separately from the originals, and copies left with friends or relatives in the UK.

 

You should enter your next of kin details in the back of your passport.

 

You should reconfirm your onward flight at least 72 hours before departure.

 

There are also British Honorary Consulates in Cali and Medellin which can provide consular assistance. Contact details can be found on the Embassy website.

OTHER
Colombia Country Profile
CONTACT DETAILS 

	
	Address: 
	 
	British Embassy
Carrera 9 
No 76 - 49
Floor 8 and 9
Bogotá 


	
	Telephone: 
	 
	(57) (1) 326 8300 Main Embassy Switchboard 




	
	Facsimile: 
	 
	(57) (1) 326 8302 Management Section 

(57) (1) 326 8305 Commercial Section 

(57) (1) 326 8303 Visa/Consular Section 




	
	Email: 
	 
	britain@cable.net.co 



	
	Office Hours: 
	 
	GMT:
Mon-Thurs: 1330-1730 / 1830-2130
Fri: 1330-1830

Local Time:
Mon-Thurs: 0830-1230 / 1330-1630
Fri: 0830-1330


	
	Website: 
	 
	http://www.britain.gov.co 


	See Also: 
	 
	UK Overseas Mission: Colombia 
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