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Prologue

The National Identity Document is a fundamental instrument in 
order to exercise rights and have access to goods and services from the 
State. Likewise, it is a protection factor, due to the fact that the lack of 
an identity document is a risk, especially for young men who could be 
easily accused of belonging to armed groups for not carrying identity 
documents.

Due to the displacement situation and  when being forced to flee, many 
IDPs are affected by the loss of their identity documents, as well as  by the 
relatively low access to identification and other services which is generally 
the case for those rather remote areas with few State presence and high 
concentration of violence. 

For this reason, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – UNHCR 
supports the work of the National Registry of Civil Status, through the Vulnerable 
Population Attention Unit – UDAPV, to guarantee that the people in situation and 
at risk of displacement, including Indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities, 
have identification documents which grant access to protection mechanisms and 
basic health and education services.

The work of UNHCR in Colombia is carried out within the framework of the 
Memorandum of Intend signed with the Colombian Government in January, 1999; which 
defines technical cooperation and support to State institutions in the different phases of 
displacement, as one of UNHCRs main activities in the country. 

Jointly with the National Registry of Civil Status, UNHCR seeks to strengthen this 
entity’s response capacity supporting UDAPV’s mobile units. These units have the 
capability of immediately providing Birth Registration, Identity Cards for children and 
adolescents and provisional Identity Documents; which helps to guarantee the right 
to identification of communities living in remote areas, and of persons under special 
constitutional protection.

With this publication we wish to share the progress achieved by the National Registry 
of Civil Status and its Vulnerable Population Attention Unit, in the framework of this 
humanitarian cooperation experience, by highlighting the normative innovations and 
the institutional adjustments that have allowed for the documentation of more than 
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a million Colombians during the past 12 years. In this way, it has facilitated for 
those persons most affected by conflict and violence to exercise their rights, while 

simultaneously improving their protection.

Terry Morel
UNHCR Representative in Colombia
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It has been more than ten years since we initiated the arduous task 
of reaching the most remote places of our national geography, in order 
to identify the most vulnerable and marginalized populations affected 
by the internal armed conflict, and in need of personal identification. 
This task has demanded many working days of effort on the part 
of staff members, contractors, local authorities, public entities and 
international organizations, in order to contribute with the multiple 
tasks required to make identification services available for these 
communities.

The attention plan through portable units, which operate as Mobile 
Offices, proved to be the most adequate means to serve communities that 
do not have access to the State’s institutional services, keeping in mind the 
great distances they would have to cover to get to the municipality capitals, 
the high cost of travelling with the family group and the difficult socio-
economic conditions, all of which become a barrier to obtaining the benefits 
granted by the State of Colombia after their appropriate identification.

The use of state of the art technologies in satellite communication has enabled 
us to carry out our task in a continuous manner, incorporating information from 
Civil Birth Registration, identity cards and identification documents in “real-time”, 
and then verifying this information directly with the Central System Data Base. 
This practice helps to identify the population served by these units in a safe manner 
ensuring high quality standards.

Our mission continues and is being strengthened due to accompaniment of 
organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – UNHCR, 
who wishes to compile in this document the most outstanding aspects of this service 
which, since the year 2000, has allowed for the identification of more than a million people, 
including a high percentage of children and women, displaced and vulnerable, people from 
peasant communities, indigenous people and Afro descendants. 

Carlos Ariel Sánchez Torres
National Registrar of Civil Status
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    Foreword

Since 1999, the National Civil Registry (RNEC for its acronym 
in Spanish) and the Colombian Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have been working together in 
order to offer suitable protection to the nation’s armed conflict victims 
and other vulnerable populations that are lacking ID documentation. 
As a consequence, this population does not have proper access to their 
fundamental rights, and they are at risk. This report presents a brief but 
systematic description of the aforementioned attempt at their protection 
over the last decade. 

Over these years, both RNEC and UNHCR have promoted a program 
to strengthen RNEC’s response capacity in multiple aspects, among which 
we would like to highlight the following: i) designing, setting up and starting 
operations with a specialized organizational structure -the Vulnerable Population 
Attention Unit (UDAPV for its acronym in Spanish)- to work within RNEC with 
the necessary know-how and technical skills to assist displaced and vulnerable 
populations; ii) carrying out a significant number of documentation campaigns 
in many territories affected by armed conflict, campaigns that so far have meant 
significant human, economic, technological and institutional efforts; iii) implementing 
awareness and training campaigns among its staff members and employees in order 
to offer a legal response, both culturally and socially suitable; iv) developing an inter-
institutional and community based coordination plan –both decentralized and at the 
national level– that allows the convergence of all entities and organizations that want to 
get involved; v) setting up a flexible and wide ranging cooperation plan, which so far has 
allowed for the involvement of other United Nations’ entities such as UNICEF international 
organizations like the IOM and PLAN INTERNATIONAL INC, and national agencies such 
as Acción Social, the Colombian Family Welfare Institute (ICBF), the Ministry of Education, 
among others.    

Carried out with UNHCR’s and other associated partners support, RNEC’s strengthening 
program has been able to solve official ID documentation problems (Civil Birth Certificates 
and other types of IDs) for nearly one million people including peasants, indigenous and 
afro-descendants; special emphasis goes to children and women. 

Lack of documentation is not a problem only known to Colombian society, although 
it has certainly been made worse by the continuous standing of an internal armed 
conflict. Thus, this document wishes to share a successful experience in humanitarian 
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cooperation; furthermore, the very diverse lessons learnt in the process, can offer 
solutions and be useful to other humanitarian agencies and state institutions in the 

region.   

The experience was systemized by reviewing and compiling documentary sources 
(available documents and project reports drafted by UNHCR and RNEC); examining the 
results of field work carried out in Bogotá and other cities (interviews with UNHCR’s 
staff members, Departmental Delegates, Municipal Registry Officials and other project 
associates), and at UNHCR’s regional offices in the Departments of Antioquia –Municipality 
of Ituango– and Nariño –Municipalities of Barbacoas, Magüí Payán and Roberto Payán– 
(interviews with officials and supporters of local entities as well as workshops held with 
the people who benefited from the documentation campaigns); and a final survey carried 
out among Municipal Registry Officials, ad hoc Registrars and UNHCR staff, in order to 
establish the project’s efficacy, efficiency, opportunities created and overall sustainability.
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Introduction

Colombia, a middle-income country with a population of 46 million 
and in the midst of an ongoing internal armed conflict which has lasted 
over 50 years to date, has had to face one of the main humanitarian 
consequences: people displaced by violence. The issue of Law 387 of 
1997, that created the National System for the Comprehensive Attention 
of the Displaced Populations (SNAIPD for its acronym in Spanish), 
has allowed the Colombian State to design a structure that comprises 
institutions, budgets, control organisms, jurisdictional mechanisms, 
among others in order to face and overcome the present situation.

One of the most important human rights, sometimes invisible in the 
midst of this phenomenon, is the right to an identity, understood as the 
acknowledgement of a name and a nationality, and therefore the possibility 
to become full subject holders of political, social, economic and cultural rights 
with their duties and obligations. 

There are about 3.943.508 internally displaced persons in Colombia1 . Every single 
one of them needs identity documents for the access to goods and services offered by 
the State. In the Latin American context, Colombia has been a leader in establishing 
and updating its civil registry system, thanks to a modernization process developed by 
RNEC. UNHCR’s office in this country, in its capacity as a protection agency focused on 
the harmonious collaboration and the technical assistance to relevant State entities and 
in support of communities, has assisted the RNEC in promoting documentation processes 
that bear in mind the real situation of the IDPs and population in risk of displacement and, 
therefore, fully warrant their right to an identity. With this purpose in mind, in 1999 RNEC, 
UNHCR and Corporación Opción Legal signed an agreement to strengthen the overall 
institutional response capacity for the attention of this population.

One of RNEC’s missions is to warrant the organization and transparency of the electoral 
process; also, to promote and assure the issue of proper identity papers to all Colombians. 
RNEC is one of the few public entities physically present in the 1,102 Colombian 
Municipalities; they hold 1,139 Registry Offices all over the country. This represents both 
extensive territorial coverage and due attention to all population sectors. Nevertheless, as 

1  To date, December 2011, the Agencia Presidencial para la Acción Social –the government’s organism that coordinates 
displacement policies– has registered more than 3.7 million persons that have been forced to leave their place of abode. ONGs 
such as Human Rights and Displacement Consultancy (CODHES for its acronym in Spanish) claim that the real figure for 
the total population displaced by the internecine armed conflict since the mid-80s stands above 5 million.
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was the case with many other state entities with specific missions during the 
first stages of the displacements, RNEC did not have a proper framework for the 

differential attention of the very diverse displaced populations:

 Law 387 of 1997 had not assigned RNEC any specific responsibility vis-à-vis the 
documentation of displaced populations, therefore the entity was not required to 
report on these particular events.

 In spite of RNEC’s unquestionable wide national presence, all Municipal Registry 
Officials’ tasks were confined to their offices, usually lodged in the main municipal 
seat and without the necessary budget to work in the remote rural areas.

 All municipal registry officials must fulfill both their documentation and electoral 
mission. It’s a fact that electoral activities do take an important part of their time.

  
The process of strengthening RNEC has been steady and firm. It started as an experimental 

model based on the tandem formula International Cooperation-State. The proposed initial 
task was a novelty because, at the time, the Registry Offices were physically located in 
the urban areas of the municipalities whereby people were expected to get to in order to 
conduct their procedures. Thanks to UNHCR and as part of its protection duties, RNEC 
started the process of actually visiting populations at risk due to the armed conflict. With 
UNHCR’s collaboration and its commitment to offer protection and the wholehearted 
support of RNEC, interventions and ID campaigns among the populations at risk 
got started. This translated into a gradual strengthening process whereby a clear 
strategy is finally taken to the people that need it; the public entity is now seen as 
alien to the conflict’s context and can therefore work freely within the framework 
of universal rights for the benefit of those who need it the most. At present, both 
a new regulatory framework and important institutional adjustments have 
been implemented so work in support of the right to identity can be done in 
Colombia with the populations at risk.

The documentation campaigns and workshops have been this initiative’s 
most valuable tool vis-à-vis the opening of humanitarian spaces; they have in 
fact become themselves actual humanitarian spaces respected by  armed actors, 
and it has given visibility to the perilous conditions of many communities. 

But it is still, of course, an unfinished process. Its main remaining 
challenge is to keep up the spirit in which it was created, bearing in 
mind a humanitarian focus whereby prevention and protection are 
paramount, where the differences among the populations are carefully 
taken into account, and where the participation and political will of 
mayors and governor’s offices play their role without forgetting the 
initiatives and suggestions put forward by the communities. 
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The communities where work has been done describe UNHCR’s 
support as a “monitoring observer” and an international guarantor of 
the task in progress. UNHCR has been labeled as a “process booster” 
and an agency capable of “putting itself in other people’s shoes”. These 
assessments, among others, allow us to conclude that the effort has 
been an important one. 
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11     History

At the very start of UNHCR’s operation in Colombia, basically 
escorting both the institutions and the unwillingly displaced 
populations, it soon transpired that one of the main obstacles for the 
displaced persons’ access to their own rights was their lack of identity 
documents. Accordingly, Corporación Opción Legal carried out research 
work which soon showed that in fact the lack of proper identification 
among the relevant population had direct implications vis-à-vis the full 
enjoyment of their rights. 

The above mentioned research work also identified several different causes 
that were obviously hindering the smooth development of the identification 
and documentation campaigns carried out by RNEC:

 (Lack of) protection

The populations most afflicted by the conflict live in remote rural areas far from 
the main municipal seats. They are continuously exposed to encounters with armed 
actors who ask for their ID documents; unable to show them, they become easy targets 
of forced recruitment or disappearance among other violations.

Geographic factor

 25% of Colombian population lives in rural areas2 far removed from municipal seats; 
their access to the services offered by the State is extremely difficult. It is a fact that living 
in remote areas conditions the State’s institutional presence and the services it can offer. 

Economic factor

Community members’ lack of economic resources for transport, room and board, in addi-
tion to the lack of photographic and blood typing equipment in situ, conspicuously hinders 
their access to the needed IDs. 

 2  Last census carried out by DANE (2005) established the population of Colombia at the time: 42,888,594 million inhabitants, 
31,886,602 of which lived in municipal or district seats (they represent 74.3%) and 11,001,990 (25.7%) in rural areas.
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Cultural factors

Lack of identity papers is customary in 
rural areas. Generation after generation, 

people have not applied for their relevant 
documents, Because State’s services have 
never reached those remote places, people 
have not felt the need for them for prac-
tical purposes. Nevertheless, conditions 
created by the armed conflict have stressed 
the importance of those documents, if not 
to access services, at least for their safety 
and mobility. 

Education and information

Lack of information, ignorance as to its compulsory nature and its benefits, the 
requirements and the prerequisites necessary to obtain proper identification are all 
significant obstacles to get on with the established process. In spite of the fact that 
illiteracy in Colombia has fallen over the last 25 years from 13.5% in 1985 to 6.1% 
in 2009, it is still a factor that affects the process of official identification. Matters 
only get more complicated by the fact that the relevant population is mostly 
unaware of their constitutional rights and duties.

Our study finally concludes that the extant situation presents a serious 
problem, particularly because lack of civil birth registrations affects mostly 
children; it usually goes relatively unnoticed until it becomes apparent once the 
displacement has taken place; also, it is an emerging or rather consequential 
problem because it manifests itself when officials or institutions demand 
proof of the relevant civil state for whatever the matter, thus affecting 
mainly children, peasants, indigenous and afro-descendant populations. 
We acknowledge that this problem can and must be solved because it is 
the duty of the Colombian State to identify all its population. 

Colombian law establishes three documents that are consider 
compulsory to show for legal personality: civil birth certificate, identity 
card (minors), and citizen card (adults). 

The civil birth certificate is the first compulsory document and it 
grants name and nationality; the identity card is issued to minors (7 to 
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17 years old), and the citizen card to adults (over 18). One of the advan-
tages of the Colombian system is that it has now implemented one and 
only one personal identification number all along: the Número Único 
de Identificación Personal or NUIP, to warrant the same number for the 
three documents. 

RNEC, UNHCR and Corporación Opción Legal joined forces and 
launched the first itinerant documentation campaigns in regions of the 
country that presented high rates of displaced population. The purpose 
of those campaigns was to create the necessary protection mechanisms 
to offer these people, suitable access to a program whereby they could get 
hold of their official identity documents. 

The experience of the campaigns carried out between 1999 and 2003, 
revealed that the program was only reaching displaced populations that 
were already living in marginal and poor neighborhoods of some cities. 
Thus, it was necessary to widen its reach to get to other important number 
of communities, whose vulnerability was significant: communities at risk of 
imminent displacement, populations who had returned to their homes, besieged 
towns and hamlets, ethnic minorities and some sectors of host communities.

Once the experience of the first documentation campaigns was behind, and 
acknowledging that they were set up as mechanisms to reach the populations living 
in the remotest areas of the country, we perceived the need not only to create an 
authority to centralize the planning and development of the campaigns but, furthermore, 
that was able to channel the joint efforts of RNEC and other cooperating organisms. 
Thus, in March 2004, a collaboration agreement was signed between RNEC and UNHCR, 
following which the Vulnerable Population’s Attention Unit (UDAVP for its acronym in 
Spanish) was created within RNEC. 

It was then established that UDAPV was to be the authority where all technical and 
financial resources from both RNEC and international cooperation would converge in order 
to develop the task of issuing birth certificates and IDs to the vulnerable populations in 
question. Its mission is to plan, coordinate, supervise, and follow up the documents issued 
during the campaigns and, also, the handling of all the procedures in situ with staff suitably 
trained in identification matters. 

In 2009, UDAPV was officially institutionalized within RNEC’s framework, entity which 
in turn had already worked in years past in cooperation with other national entities such 
as the Colombian Family Welfare institute (ICBF), Red JUNTOS de Acción Social, as well 
as several other international agents represented by the International Organization 
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for Migration (IOM), Plan International and the United Nations Children’s Fund 
UNICEF. Resolution No. 5026 of July 31, 2009 created the UDAPV group within RNEC 

and Resolution No. 5472 of August 18, 2009 assigned a coordinator.

        UDAPV: Goals

1. Provide identity documents to the populations living in the remotest parts of 
the country. 

2. Cut down the number of persons without identity documents and thus 
warrant them access, acknowledgement, and enjoyment of their rights. 

3. Warrant the right to identity of the selected populations as a gateway to 
other rights: health, education, housing, land, subsidies.

4. Work as a protection mechanism in conflict areas and assist special 
constitutional protection subjects (indigenous, afro-descendant and rural 
communities, etc.) with a differential approach. 

5. Give preferential attention to children by issuing birth certificates and 
identity cards. 

UDAPV: Milestones

Starting 2000, nonstop and decisively, UNHCR and RNEC have worked together 
in order to provide documentation to the country’s displaced population or 
otherwise affected by the conflict. To date, there have been many changes:

1. 1999 – 2001: Documentation campaigns were carried out by one 
single unit with mechanic typewriters and snapshot equipment. 
UNHCR gave financial support for the blood typing and the 
photographic processes. RNEC sends their staff to deal with the 
documents.

2. 2002: A change in technology takes place: lan (local area network) 
operated computers and printers are acquired.

3. 2004: The UDAPV unit is set up at RNEC’s headquarters. Its 
objective is to improve efficiency and coordinate processes of 
documentation campaigns. That year a technological update took 
place: laptops are acquired and a satellite communication system 
is hired whereby RNEC became available online and thereof its 
database could be accessed in real time, speeding up the issuing 
and timely delivery of birth certificates and identity cards. 



19

4. 2005: Support from UNICEF and IOM is made official. 
5. 2006: Plan International and ICBF (in 2008) joined in as strategic 

partners. 
6. From 2006 onwards and thanks to few small low-cost technological 

innovations, an unprecedented territorial coverage was achieved 
via footpaths inaccessible to vehicles, via rivers, and using small 
carriage airplanes carrying the satellite communication equipment 
which warranted the quality of the documents produced.

7. In 2007, an agreement is signed between RNEC and Acción Social/
JUNTOS; with these resources three more mobile units with the 
necessary equipment for operation were bought thus widening both 
the population and territorial coverage. 

8. RNEC plays a leading role since 2007, by channeling the resources 
bestowed by the Government National Planning Department, to 
make the project sustainable and support the expenses incurred by the 
traveling campaign staff, the mobile units’ maintenance and the satellite 
communication costs. 

9. In 2009, RNEC creates the Vulnerable Population Attention Unit UDAPV 
and takes on responsibility for its operation via Resolution Nº 5026 of July 31, 
2009, so that the latter, attached to the Registrar’s Office for Civil Registry and 
Identification, assumes “the effective and timely coordination, programming, 
and execution of the more vulnerable campaigns in the farthest regions of the 
national territories”. 

10. Over the period 2010-2011 and as part of its constitutional mission, RNEC has 
substantially increased the budget to assist vulnerable and displaced populations. It 
has been the highest budgetary contribution in the past three years vis-à-vis an ever 
wider coverage of the relevant population.

11. As far as differential approach attention is concerned, during 2011 several workshops 
were organized in order to draft protocols that warrant children born among the 
indigenous communities access to their civil birth certificates. We bear in mind their 
special ethnic, cultural, and linguistic characteristics.
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22  The Campaigns

Documentation campaigns are carried out by 
human teams with the necessary technical equi-
pment provided by RNEC; the teams travel to the 
areas where people are in need of documents. 
Each campaign undergoes two distinct phases: 
planning and execution. UDAPV drafted a pro-
tocol where all aspects to be taken into account 
are described in detail.

2.1. Planning

Establishing the populations and locations to be assisted

One of the most important contributions of UNHCR in its work with RNEC via the 
UDAPV is to “direct” the priorities of the interventions by population groups and 

regions, and to promote awareness of the human rights approach in order to carry 
out the documentation processes based on the protection of the communities and 
the differential approach on gender, ethnic and age group, under the following 
criteria: 

(i) Rural areas with limited capacity and lack of institutional presence.   
(ii) Areas where the effects and consequences of the conflict are 

heightened (continuous presence of the armed actors, limited 
mobility of the relevant subjects and mass displacements of the 
communities). 

(iii) Settlements of indigenous and afro-descendant communities, 
prioritizing the attention of special constitutional protection subjects 
based on the differential approach of gender, age and ethnicity and 
priority for the attention of internally displaced people as a protection 
mechanism.

(iv) Large concentrations of displaced populations in urban areas 
living far from their original locations which in turn are far 
removed from Municipal Registry Office or Units of Attention and 
Guidance (UAO for its acronym in Spanish: Unidades de Atención 
y Orientación). 
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(v) Areas inhabited by populations living in extreme poverty and 
suffering from natural disasters (earthquakes, floods).

Data regarding populations to be assisted is obtained from several 
different sources: 

 The	National	Registry	for	Civil	Status	(RNEC): Circular 025 of 
July 1, 2004 establishes that all Departmental Delegates interested 
in carrying out documentation campaigns among vulnerable or 
displaced populations should send the relevant information to the, 
to be forwarded to the Vulnerable Population Attention Unit pointing 
out the population in need of documentation.

 Project’s partners: UNHCR, IOM, Plan International, UNICEF, Acción 
Social- Red JUNTOS and ICBF. 

 National Entities working with vulnerable, displaced, indigenous and/
or afro-descendant populations: Ministry of Social Protection, mayors and 
governor’s offices.

 Entities from the communities: Internally Displaced Persons’ associa-
tions, Indigenous populations’ organizations, Afro-descendant populations’ 
organizations, community action councils.

Previous censuses

Censuses contain detailed information on the population in need of documentation. 
With the information gathered from them it is possible to ponder the number of civil 
birth registries, identity cards (7 – 14 years old format), identity card renewals (14 – 17 
years old format) and citizen cards that are likely to be issued during a campaign. In many 
cases, though, they constitute nothing more than random estimates calculated by local 
authorities and/or community organizations.

Visits and previous contacts in the intervention areas

At this stage the following activities are carried out: 

 Verifying the service points: the location where the Integral Mobile Unit is going to 
be installed during the campaign is examined (local authorities must obtain all the 
necessary permissions) and there needs to be a properly roofed and well ventilated 
space with tables and chairs for the 4x4 mobile units plus the staff that will assist 
the persons in need of documentation.
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 Meetings with communities, organizations, and leaders: Communities 
(community councils, indigenous organizations, community action councils 
among others) are informed about the campaign and they contribute with 
logistic information necessary to carry it out: transportation times from one 
community to another, whether the traveling should be done by land, river, or air, 
etc. The leaders establish along with their communities the best mechanisms to 
assist their populations; remotest locations are given priority; they are supposed 
to pass on weather conditions to avoid that the rainy season might affect the 
campaigns; they make recommendations as to essential equipment to take 
depending on the location to be visited: mosquito nets, wellingtons, flashlights, 
rain capes, hammocks, sleeping bags, blankets, insect repellent, canned food, 
water, among others.

  Meetings with Delegates and Municipal Civil Status Registrars: The Delegates 
and Municipal Civil Status Registrars are to be informed on the processes, the 
volume of documents to be issued and the actual campaign’s program and 
schedule. The presence of the Municipal Registry Official is a requirement, but if 
the campaign lasts too many days, then support is asked from ad hoc Registrars.

  Meetings with local authorities: Once the campaign’s dates have been established, 
the local authorities’ support is warranted vis-à-vis the following activities:  
• Blood typing: in all cases support from the local health department or the 

area’s hospital is required to warrant the permanent presence of one (1) 
bacteriologist and one (1) assistant as well as all the necessary supplies: 
blood typing serums, lancets, cotton, rubbing alcohol, index cards for each 
individual RH, attention lists, etc.  

• Transport: whenever a vehicle is needed to transport both staff and 
equipment of the entities at work or when transportation is needed for 
the outward and return journey of members of isolated communities. 

Technical Committee’s assessment of priorities

Once all the available information of the relevant populations to 
be assisted has been gathered (the number of documents to be dealt 
with, the local authorities’ commitment level with the development 
of the campaign, the presence of other institutions), the members of 
the committee will establish the planning. Six-month programs are 
planned to intervene in situ.

In order to develop the campaigns, an intervention plan is drafted: 
the priorities of the communities to be intervened are “mapped” by the 
Technical Committee and the dates are established to carry it out.  
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2.2. Implementation

Once the campaign is given green light, UDAPV’s team travels and 
sets camp at the location. Different cues are set up for the different 
documents and all efforts are done to try to first assist the populations 
who live farther away; priority is given to family groups with children.   

2.3 Campaign tools

To carry out the campaigns, UDAPV has the following resources: 

Mobile Units: technological and transportation means and tools that 
allow UDAPV the possibility to reach the relevant locations and carry out 
the documentation processes, itemized as follows:  

 Main Units (two): vehicles that are rolling offices with all the technical 
equipment necessary to carry out the documentation process; they are 
equipped with desks and chairs to assist the clients inside them.  

 Light Units (four): 4x4 vehicles that also carry the necessary equipment that 
needs to be installed outside in a nearby space. Being as they are four wheel 
drive vehicles they can better reach remote rural areas. 

 Mobile Kits: hardware and software equipment to carry out documentation 
processes (computers, internet communication modems, printers, photographic 
equipment, among other gadgets). This equipment is easy to transport and install, 
thus allowing to carry out documentation process almost anywhere. 

Technological Tools: mobile units are provided with equipment that helps the 
documentation procedures: laptops, printers, photographic cameras, photocopier, scanner, 
laminating machine and a power plant, as well as Bgan and 3G satellite terminals that allow 
on-line communication with RNEC’s database in Bogotá headquarters. A digitalized handbook 
explains the proper use of the system. 

Human resources: in 2004 the whole structure was operated by a team of 10 persons, 
with different contracts depending on the cooperation arrangements signed with the three 
participant entities at the time: RNEC, UNHCR and Corporación Opción Legal. 

In one single campaign up to 10 staff members of RNEC can join the task, among 
them reviewers, typesetters, technicians, drivers and the campaign leader in charge of 
coordinating and warranting the success of the operation. The service is offered with 
the backup of RNEC’s municipal, departmental and central infrastructure, bearing in 
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mind that it is UDAPV’s team the one that actually reaches the relevant populations 
and does the field work in situ. The rest of the entity’s staff prepares issues, sends and 

finally delivers the documents. 

The campaigns also require the presence of bacteriologists to take blood samples and 
establish the Rh group of the individuals, an essential data for these particular documents. 
RNEC has produced handbooks describing accurately each team member’s responsibilities; 
it also drafted a security practical guide for the benefit of UDAPV’s traveling staff.

    Highlights

3.1. Working in the midst of an internecine armed conflict

An essential support task of UNHCR is to take the campaigns to the areas where the 
documentation activity will take place. UNHCR is present in different regions affected 
by the armed conflict via its field offices and contributes with knowledge of the area 
and contact information with the communities to be benefited. UNHCR’s presence 
makes the census process easier and helps solve many of the communities’ queries 
and concerns. 

UNHCR also mediates with local authorities so that they get involved and 
contribute to the campaigns. UNHCR takes active part in the inter-institutional 
local committees when coordinating a campaign. On occasion and because of 
UNHCR’s presence, other participants join the campaigns offering different 
services to the communities.

“In order to get to some remote districts one can cross paths with armed 
actors. These groups hang around there and they can take our documents 
away… sometimes they even detain us. I can’t launch a municipal campaign 
because I fear for my life…. During the [documentation] campaign we all 
went there together. On our way back they [UNHCR’s staff] went via 
Satinga because they were on their way to Tumaco which was a very 
long journey for me before getting back. That meant I had to go back up 
the river. On our way back we were stopped at three different spots by 
irregular forces. I feared for my documents, but fortunately that didn`t 
happen. In short, when you are on your own things are very different. 
(Field interview)
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Dilemmas faced by government entities vis-à-vis 
humanitarian action 

In 2007 the National Army, the Air Force and the Navy proposed 
a two nation (Colombia - Peru) humanitarian operation to be carried 
out from August 15 to October 2 of that year. The idea was to assist the 
riverside populations along 53 locations from Puerto Guepí (Peru) to 
Tarapacá (Colombia) on vessels from both nations and staff from different 
national entities to offer medical and dental services accompanied by 
members of RNEC to deal with the documentation matter. As far as 
UNHCR was concerned, RNEC’s participation was perfectly covered by 
its constitutional functions, but from UDAPV’s point of view, to escort 
such campaign distorted its humanitarian nature and the principles of 
neutrality and impartiality and the civil population was thus exposed to 
different possible interpretations. For RNEC’s directors it was clear that they 
should be present and therefore enforced RNEC’s constitutional mission, but 
it could not be done by means of UDAVP’s teams and equipment. 

3.2. Financial contributions

Right from the very first campaigns, RNEC has 
contributed with different resources: human re-
sources (staff at national, departmental, and mu-
nicipal levels and, from 2004 onwards, with the 
creation of UDAPV, a managerial and technical 
team); physical infrastructure (location buildings 
and installations, mobile units and other equipment 

to be used in situ); technological support (compute-
rized information system for civil registry and docu-

mentation, identification material, technological platform 
and, in general terms, the necessary management tools for the technological updating of the 
implied processes), and financial resources which, nevertheless, budget-wise have only been 
properly quantified by RNEC since 2008.

From 2004 to 2010, resources for a total of USD $5,879,210 have been allocated for the 
benefit of 789,824 persons in vulnerable conditions. Of that amount, USD $3,367,296 
were resources from the Cooperation Organisms and USD $2,511,913 were RNEC’s own 
resources to strengthen its institutional response capacity, thus significantly increasing 
the coverage vis-à-vis assisting vulnerable and/or displaced populations. 
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 The following table details the project’s financial resources and itemizes the 
populations assisted thanks to the successful implementation of the documentation 

campaigns at national level3 :    

  

As far as the Cooperation Organisms’ budgets are concerned, 37% of the financial 
resources have been contributed by UNHCR, 24% by ICBF, 12% by Acción Social, 
10% by IOM, 7% by Plan International, 6% by UNICEF and the remaining 5% by the 
Colombian Ministry of Education (MEN) as shown in the following table4 : 

 

Investment project for the attention of vulnerable population  
contributions	vs	beneficiaries	2004	-	2010

Year ACNUR UNICEF Acción 
Social Plan Internacional OIM ICBF MEN Total

2004 USD 276,762.53 USD 276,762.53

2005 USD 182,315.44 USD 18,869.10 USD 201,184.54

2006 USD 157,478.56 USD 131,332.02 USD 288,810.58

2007 USD 260,311.40 USD 38,161.69 USD 395,791.30 USD 694,264.40

2008 USD 139,686.09 USD 37,463.70 USD 104,363.17 USD 107,039.15 USD 388,552.11

2009 USD 124,878.24 USD 67,099.32 USD 10,047.67 USD 185,594.91 USD 430,614.62 USD 818,234.76

2010 USD 125,402.042 USD 49,186.20 USD 105,380.19 USD 237,105.42 USD 

158,070.28

USD 699,487.33

Total USD 1,266,834.68 USD 191,910.92 USD 245,742.86 USD 309,844.19 USD 774,759.19 USD 

158,070.28

USD 3,367,296.25

Source:	Corporación	Opción	Legal,	December	31,	2011

3 RNEC’s contributions to the campaigns have not been quantified, but from 2004 onwards, it has 
warranted the facilities and the relevant staff’s work in different areas (planning, management, office for 
the Delegate Registrar, issuing civil registries and IDs; with this resources, it is now possible to quantify 
the total number of issued documents for each campaign).

4 Figures from 2004 onwards, year in which UDAPV started work within RNEC. It has to be noted, 
though, that UNHCR has been contributing since 1999. 

Year RNEC 
Contributions

International 
Cooperation 
Contribution

Total Beneficiaries

2004 USD 276,762.53 USD 276,762.53 77,644

2005   USD 201,184.55   USD 201,184.55 98,328

2006 USD 288,810.58 USD 288,810.58 85,502

2007 USD 694,264.41 USD 694,264.41 85,600

2008 USD 802,799.07 USD 388,552.12   USD 1,191,351.18 117,054

2009 USD 813,383.17 USD 818,234.76   USD 1,631,617.93 169,484

2010 USD 895,731.58 USD 699,487.33    USD 1,595,218.90 156,212

Total    USD 2,511,913.81 USD 3,367,29.27 USD 5,879,210.08 789,824

Investment project for the attention of vulnerable population 
contributions	vs	beneficiaries	2004	-	2010

Source:	RNEC	and	Corporación	Opción	Legal,	December	31,	2010
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It needs to be noted that thanks to the achievements of the proj-
ect in terms of coverage and social benefits, along with the firm com-
mitment to consolidate the documentation strategy at national level, 
RNEC has earmarked a budget for 2011 of $2,858.9 million Colombian 
pesos: 2,000 million were contributed by RNEC and $858.9 million by 
the Cooperation Organisms.

3.3. Technological Breakthroughs

The first campaigns were 
primitive attempts carried out 
literally with mechanical ty-
pewriters, but the experience 
soon revealed that the docu-
mentation goals could not be 
achieved by issuing unreliable ci-
vil birth certificates based only on 

the citizen’s report without recourse 
to further validation of the data vis-à-

vis RNEC’s system. 

With the creation of UDAPV in 2004, several laptops were acquired that allowed 
for a much better process of seizing and sizing the relevant data; also, a satellite 
communication system was subcontracted; it allowed permanent on-line contact 
with RNEC’ headquarters in Bogotá. In this manner, the whole documentation process 
became more reliable. The campaigns carried out between 2004 and 2009 relied on very 
basic equipment: a 1.20 m-diameter and 20 kilo Vsat aluminum antenna to transmit the 
information via satellite. Besides its weight, the appliance had to search signals that, 
sometimes, for some coordinates, delayed service. 

Starting 2009 work was faced using two new technologies: Bgan (Broadband Global Area 
Network) and 3G (web). The Bgan technology is the most advanced of its kind in Colombia 
and it consists of an ultra-light 14 inch small antenna and a modem that works with a satellite 
SIM card. It works with a battery, thus no power plants are needed. The 3G technology is 
offered by a cell phone operator that covers several parts of the country. The equipment is 
light an easy to install and use.  
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3.4. Fieldwork

Over the last decade, 230 documentation campaigns have been carried out at national level, 

619 municipalities in 32 departments have been visited, and 971,395 persons have been assisted. 

Out of this, 37% asked for identity cards, 35% for citizen cards, 26% for their civil birth certificate, 

and the remaining 3% had to do with post-recording processes.

Historic	Attention	Record	RNEC	-	UDAPV	2000	–	2010

 

Source:	RNEC,	December	31,	2010

UDAPV has visited most of the country’s Departments and has reached 
different locations by all modes of transport: by land using the mobile units, 
by air in helicopter, on the back of a mule, by rivers on all sorts of vessels. 
The teams always carried the required equipment to properly assist the 
relevant populations. 

3.5. Focus on the population

As far as the population 
to be assisted is concerned, 
RNEC –via UDAPV– has 
collected disaggregated 
data by gender, ethnic 
group and age. To begin 
with, this information was 
not systematically gathered, 

Attention coverage Identification	documents

Year Campaigns Departaments Municipalities Spots
Civil birth 

cert
Identity card Citizen card Post recording Beneficiaries %

2000 6 6 11 11 1.603 0 5.006 0 6.609 1%

2001 12 12 17 17 23.351 960 11.166 0 38.477 4%

2002 12 12 19 19 40.491 5.378 15.806 0 61.675 6%

2003 10 10 28 28 38.696 3.503 32.611 0 74.810 8%

2004 21 12 49 63 20.921 26.955 29.768 0 77.644 8%

2005 31 13 86 111 19.886 30.912 47.530 0 98.328 10%

2006 18 12 60 77 7.996 60.334 17.172 0 85.502 9%

2007 20 16 55 86 20.048 46.692 18.860 0 85.600 9%

2008 33 18 85 207 15.695 50.234 40.194 10.931 117.054 12%

2009 45 22 133 492 36.986 58.994 67.569 5.935 169.484 17%

2010 22 17 76 399 20.492 72.047 55.256 8.417 156.212 16%

Total 230 32 619 1.510 249.165 356.009 340.938 25.283 971.395 100%

% Participation by document 26% 37% 35% 3% 100%
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but over the last two years (2009 – 2010) tools were implemented to 
better ponder this information. In this regard, 31% of the people as-
sisted were peasants (101,737), 30% afro-descendants (97,869), 18% in-
digenous groups (58,625), and the remaining 21% belonged to other 
vulnerable populations (67,465). Furthermore, among the total number 
of persons assisted (325,696), 8,801 were individuals with some form of 
disability.

Disaggregated Attention By Type Of Population RENEC
UDAPV	2009	-	2010

 
	 Source:	RNEC,	December	31,	2010
  

       

96,101 persons, representing 62% of the total population assisted, were minors (0 
to 17 years old: 48,126 males and 47,975 females) and they obtained both their civil 
birth certificate and their identity card.

The remaining 38% were adults, a total of 51,084 individuals between the ages of 18 
and 59 (17% males, 15% females) and 9,027 or 5% aged over 60. They all received a token 
but legit citizen identity card, soon to be replaced by the real one.  

In order to shorten the delivery time of the citizen cards dealt with during the campaigns, 
RNEC incorporated a speed up code whereby the system gives priority to the latter. 

Disaggregated	Attention	by	Age	RNEC	-	UDAPV	2010

               

	 	 					Source:	RNEC,	December	31,	2010

Year Afro Indigenous Peasants Other Beneficiaries

2009 47,856 40,072 59,45 22,106 169,484

% 28% 24% 35% 13% 100%

2010 50,013 18,078 42,287 45,834 156,212

% 32% 12% 27% 29% 100%

TOTAL 97,869 58,150 101,737 67,94 325,695

% 30% 18% 31% 21% 100%

Age / Gender

Female Male Beneficiaries

0-17 18-59 > 60 0-17 18-59 > 60

47,975 24,191 5,164 48,126 26,893 3,863 156,212

31% 15% 3% 31% 17% 2% 100%

77,330 78,882
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3.6. Organization and planning to warrant succesful attention

While the operation was being carried out, several lessons were learned as to how to 
plan the campaigns. A very important one was to establish the criteria to select the work-

space on the visited municipality: it should be far from military installations and located 
in places that represent “neutrality” vis-à-vis the conflict, places such as schools, health 
centers and parishes. It provides a distinctive “humanitarian approach.

Taking censuses of the population to be documented was another important challen-
ge. There were places where the control exerted by illegal armed groups or even the mere 
presence of the Colombian armed forces prevented people from handing in their data to 
be included in a list because they fretted the possibility of being signaled as easy “military 
targets”. In other cases, the mentioned forces didn’t allow lists except if controlled by them. 
Finally, when dealing with remote communities isolated from all others, many of their 
leaders claimed: 

“Yes, there are some people with no documents whatsoever, but we didn’t list them 
because we couldn’t get to them. We assure you, though, that if we give them a set date 
they’ll get there to get their document”. 

Thus, in many cases the data gathered is an estimate of the number of people who 
would eventually come to the campaigns.

As far as the operation of the campaign is concerned, the teams of each 
mobile unit can manage on average 300 documents per day, but we have to bear 
in mind that in many cases one person might be in need of two documents 
(children who need both the civil birth certificate and their identity card, or 
adults that deal as well with both their birth certificates and proper ID). This 
information allows to establish the number of staff needed to avoid crowds 
and long waiting lines. 

3.7. Visibility

Clear criteria were established when UDAPV was created in terms 
of casting an image of the project that showed a joint effort behind 
the activity in two main aspects: a) RNEC’s leadership, and b) the 
implementation of a strict pre-emptive security scheme in the midst of 
an operation that takes place in situ. 

This lead to the design of the project’s “logo” which would contain 
the image of RNEC along with that of the international sponsors, but 
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without signaling out any particular donor country since this could 
jeopardize the security of UDAPV’s mobile teams. The benefit of the 
abovementioned precept was confirmed in practice since, during 
some of the campaigns, the mobile teams had casual encounters with 
different armed factions in different places. During these encounters 
the people in charge of the mission easily explained the humanitarian 
nature of their work, under UN sponsorship, and stressed therefore 
the neutral, impartial, social and humanitarian character of the whole 
project.   

3.8. Institutional adjustments within RNEC and

RNEC has strong controls to protect the databases where all information 
on Colombian citizens is kept (names, place of abode, fingerprints), meaning 
by this that this process would not have been possible if the very first campaigns 
had not had the impact they in fact had among the populations they reached, 
people who, in turn, were not used to receive the attention of any service offered 
by the State, much less in so far removed locations in the national geography; in 
short, the project would not have been possible without the wholehearted support 
of RNEC’s expert staff at the time5 . In spite of RNEC’s overall mission, the project has 
been safeguarded against political manipulation. The project has been acknowledged 
as “humanitarian action” in which no political interests whatsoever are considered and 
where all vulnerable persons in need of official documents are assisted. Having said that, 
it needs to be stated that, during election times, any support offered by the authorities of 
a particular Department or Municipality could (and can) be seen as an intervention with 
political content, thus, during these periods, the contributions put forward by the other 
cooperation bodies have had to increase in order to cover for the support at other times 
offered by the mentioned authorities. During these periods, work for the population of 
children that need birth certificates and identity cards is prioritized. 

Another important innovation has been the creation of the so called “ad hoc Registrars”; 
they are basically specially commissioned registrars from Bogotá or other municipalities. 
Their mission is to accompany the campaigns for whatever they last (sometimes over three 
months) so as not to hinder the work of the Municipal Registrars. 

innovations in the regulations

5 Four National Registrars have presided RNEC during the strengthening process to assist displaced populations that started in 
 1999: Iván Duque Escobar (October 1999 - August 2002); Almabeatriz Rengifo López (2002 - 2006) period in which UDAPV 

was created; Juan Carlos Galindo Vácha (January - December2007) and Carlos Ariel Sánchez Torres, National Registrar to 
date. 
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 Among the innovations vis-à-vis RNEC’s regulations, we would like to mention 
those that have to do with warranting that all services for the displaced populations 

are free of charge: 

  Law1163 of 2007 and Resolution 6303 of 2008 establishes the priority status of 
all procedures related to the displaced populations and that all services offered 
remain free of charge.

  RNEC’s Resolutions 037 and 038 of March, 2008, that exempt from charge all 
Civil Birth Certificates, Citizen and Identity Cards for the displaced populations. 

  RNEC’s Resolution 6303 of 2008 whereby duplicates and rectifications of 
Citizen and Identity Cards are exempted of charge as well as copies of Civil 
Birth Certificates issued to populations assisted by “UDAPV” on receipt of 
a certificate of the condition of vulnerability issued by the proper municipal 
authority or by the relevant Public Ministry.

  Law 1395 of July 12, 2010 whereby it is possible to register births in civil birth 
certificates in or from a location different to the one where the birth actually took 
place. As far as regulations are concerned, this was a major breakthrough for 
people who before were asked to go back to the municipality from where they 
had been expelled to deal with their Civil Birth Certificate or otherwise resort to 
a figure which was called “mail registration” which meant asking via a different 
Registry Office the certificate in the municipality where the relevant person was 
born, a difficult and time consuming enterprise that now can be done immediately. 

 
Praiseworthy as well was RNEC’s initiative to provide UDAPV with 

enough financial resources to ensure its sustainability. From 2008 onwards, 
thanks to RNEC’s dealings with the Projects’ Fund of the National Planning 
Department, RNEC now has enough resources to sustain the activities carried 
out by UDAPV without depending exclusively on the resources from the 
international cooperation organisms.

The	 special	 situation	 of	 displaced	populations	 in	 colombia	
and the right to identity

In its first report to Colombian Constitutional Court in 2008 vis-à-
vis displaced populations and their right to identity, the “Comisión de 
Seguimiento a la Política Pública del Desplazamiento”  informs that: 

(i) Only about 31% of the displaced populations included in the Consolidated 
Registry of Displaced Population (RUPD for its acronym in Spanish) are 
holders of the type of document required by their age group.
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(ii)  Only 32.6% of men over age 17 hold the standard military passbook.
(iii) Nevertheless, it is worth stating that nearly 70% of the children aged 

7 to 17 do hold their identity cards.

Colombia is one of few countries that holds a group of tools to warrant 
the rights of displaced populations. Furthermore, vis-à-vis displacement 
and the right to identity, there are several regulation instruments that 
support actions conducive to obtaining the aforementioned documents 
and claiming the rights duly assigned to them. 

Article 14 of the Colombian Constitution enshrines the recognition 
of all persons before the law and Law 387 of 1997, whereby the National 
System to Assist Displaced Populations (SNAIPD for its acronym in Spanish) 
was created, establishes in its article 17 that the National Government will 
promote all actions and measures conducive to assist, protect, and stabilize 
in socio-economic terms all persons displaced by violence within the national 
territories, measure which in turn made necessary the creation of special 
procedures (such as those established by Decree 2957 of 1997) to provide for a 
period of one year, via special campaigns carried out by RNEC, all registrations 
to obtain the civil birth certificate by individuals displaced by violence derived 
from the internal armed conflict.

One of the most surprising facts related to Law 387, was that in no occasion 
whatsoever it had to specifically allude to RNEC as a State entity with concrete duties 
to warrant the documentation of the displaced populations. Thus, the documentation 
subject matter was not explicitly dealt with and only some global references were made 
concerning the problems faced by the displaced persons due to the lack of an identity 
document, the difficulties to present their ordeal before the Public Ministry, and the 
problems that rose when they were not accepted in the consolidated registry or RUPD.    

Article 49, Decree 290 of 1999 provides measures to facilitate inscriptions for the civil birth 
registry and the issuing of identity documents for Internally displaced people. Subsequently, 
in what has become a landmark in the system to assist displaced populations, Judgment T025 
of 2004, via Colombia’s Constitutional Court, declared a factual Unconstitutional State of 
Affairs (ECI for its acronym in Spanish) to face the serious violation of the rights of millions 
of Colombians victims of forced displacement. Therein the preeminence of “the right to 
recognition as a person before the law” was categorically established due to the fact that 
“displacement and the loss of identity documents hinder the right to be registered as a 
displaced person and therefore access to the different benefits to which they are entitled 
as well as hampering the identification of the legal representatives when the relevant 
subjects are minors that have been separated from their families”. Based on this Ruling, 
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numerous Legal Court Orders guide the Colombian National Government when 
drafting and executing specific programs of attention in these matters.  

Legal Court Order 218 of 2006 had already remarked the joint efforts carried out by 
RNEC and UNHCR, in spite of the fact that RNEC had not received any special order or 

mandate to move forward with the matter. The Agreement with UNHCR along with the 
development of the campaigns allowed RNEC to hand in reports of its work in progress 
concerning its role vis-à-vis the right to documentation not only of the displaced populations 
but of the most vulnerable groups, nowadays assisted by UDAPV.

Through Law 1395, by means of which measures are taken to clear the judicial procedures, 
article 118 establishes: “All acts, events, and provisions that should be registered in the civil 
registry or that affect it, can be registered at any authorized office in the national territories 
or the Colombian consulates abroad.” This ruling facilitates the necessary inscription to 
obtain the Civil Birth Registry for the benefit of those individuals who, as the displaced 
populations, were having difficulties to do so in the places they were banned or expelled 
from. 

       

  Achievements, Gaps And Challenges

The different fields missions, the relevant interviews, the analysis of the 
documentary sources as well as the surveys carried out among RNEC’s 
officials (Municipal Registry Officials and ad hoc Registrars in Bogotá) along 
with UNHCR’s staff, prompted valuable information vis-à-vis the following 
aspects: 

A	 Efficacy: goals and objectives fulfillment (regardless invested 
resources).  

B. Efficiency: collating results versus means used. 
C. Project’s Opportunities
D. Sustainability: warranting that both project’s goals and positive 

impact last in the long term.

Relevant results of the abovementioned analytical tasks: 
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4.1. Efficacy

Coordination 

A survey revealed that 62% of those polled consider that the project 
has substantially improved RNEC’s relevant abilities, and 38% deem 
that the project has improved communication with local entities for 
better results.

Without doubt, the coordination efforts at all levels have been one 
of the most significant aspects of the work carried out. On the one hand, 
the coordination of the different organisms working under UDAPV’s 
Technical Committee, made up by the Project’s Partners represented by 
RNEC’s board of directors, the international donors (UNHCR - UNICEF, 
IOM and Plan International) and the national institutions (Acción Social,  
the Colombian institute for Family Welfare, and the National Education 
Minister) have made possible the programming of campaigns to assist the 
most vulnerable populations and the availability of the resources needed 
for a complex and laborious national operation. All participants are linked to 
UDAPV by a “Memorandum of Understanding” whereby UDAPV is ratified as the 
authority where all interests converge for the benefit of the populations’ (victims of 
the conflict) right to identity. 

The new partners’ entry to the project, besides allowing more financial resources 
to pay for the operation in the field, allowed the public entities responsible for assisting 
the vulnerable populations to join a successful cooperation model and the coordination 
of their activities for the benefit of the people’s right to identity. The model implemented 
to manage the international donors’’ resources was that of a “resources fund” whereby 
everybody’s contributions are managed by Corporación Opción Legal. These resources are 
distributed following budgetary lines in accordance with the operation needs.

Likewise, these international cooperation models are replicated in the field. There have 
been positive experiences where different entities exchange databases to establish what 
populations are to be assisted. Thus, the campaigns are assisted not only by RNEC’s and 
the Hospitals’ teams but by staff offering the services of institutions such as PROFAMILA, 
mobile units of ICBF, Acción Social, and Education Authorities among other entities and 
organizations.
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Vis-à-vis acknowledgement of the right to an identity

For 69% of the survey takers, the project revealed the gravity of the situation faced 
by the displaced populations’ lack of an identity document.

The workshops with the communities were testimony of the fact that the project has 
reached areas where returnees are back home but confined in remote places far from urban 
centers (sometimes two days away after combining different means of transport: motorboat, 
back of a mule, regular land transport) and in risk of renewed displacement because the conflict 
still prevails. Several reasons explain their lack of documents: most claim not having the money 
or the time to get to the nearest Municipal Registry. For all those who did not have identity 
documents, the main concern were the problems they faced in order to move at leisure in 
the rural areas since they were permanently approached by armed factions demanding their 
identification documents. Some decided to send documented relatives or friends to avoid the 
perils of sending out other members of the family without documentation.  

As far as the populations still displaced are concerned, their main difficulties are 
accessing health attention and placing their children in schools due to the lack of 
civil birth registries and identity cards. If by chance the children are admitted, a few 
months later they are denied entrance because they are unable to produce the relevant 
document. The same is true concerning their registry in Acción Social’s database, 
thus hindering their access to humanitarian help. 

Regarding the population that was in fact assisted

The campaigns most substantial value has been reaching the remotest and most 
excluded populations in marginal and remote places. To remain living in these 
zones without documents pose risks to those who travel therein. Armed actors 
can temporally detain them while they verify their background. On occasion, 
the persons involved are considered informers, fact which can lead to their 
disappearance and other unpleasant situations that affect their safety. 

The survey shows that 77% of those polled consider that the project 
has facilitated interaction with communities living in zones with public 
order problems, and 35% deem that the project has diminished the 
vulnerable population’s risk of displacement.

92% of those polled agreed on the fact that having an identity document 
has been conducive to obtaining and claiming other rights. More 
specifically, they’ve had access to health services, school slots and some 
of the subsidies and programs for technical training offered by the State. 
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4.2. Efficiency

Pre-campaign visits to the relevant zones have been an essential 
mechanism to warrant its success. These visits are an opportunity 
to establish personal contact with both the authorities and the 
communities and explain to them what the process is all about; part 
of the strategy is to approach communities through dialogue and 
confidence building. They are a propitious opportunity for the relevant 
authorities to commit their support to the campaign and review security 
matters vis-à-vis the oncoming visit of RNEC’s team and/or any other 
entities that might join the effort. We let them know that satellite and 
cellular communication equipment, along with photographic cameras and 
computers will be arriving; these gadgets are usually banned in these areas. 
Via the community, word travels that it is a strictly humanitarian activity. 
Still, if one of the armed factions manifests –via the community– that access 
will not be granted, the campaign is suspended. 

73% of those polled considered that the census mechanism to establish the 
possible number of people to be assisted was adequate, but once the census was 
over and done with, the actual number of people sometimes was less. We found that 
during the rainy season, weather prevented people from starting their journey to 
the campaign’s location; also, on occasion, the dates of the rendezvous were changed 
or not enough days were programmed to assist all the people who actually got there. 
Thus the importance of good planning and “flexibility” among the interventions. After 
all, conditions such as public order, weather or even ailments suffered by any member 
of the teams can easily change the pre-established dates and, if these matters are not 
properly dealt with, they can affect the credibility of the whole program.

4.3. Opportunities

69% of those polled considered that the 
documentation campaigns have in fact become a 
humanitarian space respected by the conflict’s 
actors and 62% that the UDAPV’s activities do 
give visibility to the risks that the relevant 
communities face. 

UNHCR’s activities have specially 
focused on areas where human rights 

situation is perilous and those where the 
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conflict has been worsened by a combination of poverty and social marginality; 
these two conditions manifest themselves in the high rate of unsatisfied basic needs. 

Thus, the campaigns have become not only an opportunity for the cooperating teams’ 
entry but for other state institutions to reach places that otherwise, lacking UNHCR’s 

company, would not have been possible.

 4.4. Sustainability

The communities’ support is essential to wa-
rrant the work to be done. 38% of those polled 
considered that the authorities have impro-
ved their managerial skills and gained au-
tonomy to develop further future processes 
with RNEC’s participation. As already said, 
support from community leaders is vital: 
they know their constituency and support 
the campaigns as witnesses of the dealings 
vis-à-vis the civil birth certificates, they or-
ganize the venue’s room, the entry of people to the campaigns locations, they give 
priority to pregnant women and disabled persons and warrant order in the lines. 
When intervening indigenous communities that do not speak Spanish, the need of 
translators is imperative and they are usually found among leaders or teachers of 
those very same communities. 

58% of those polled consider that the activities carried out by the project 
have improved RNEC’s technical and managerial skills, yet 27% still consider 
that the strategies implemented have not been enough to warrant the actual 
delivery of the documents to properly close the campaigns’ cycle6. It is 
curious to note that most of those polled consider that RNEC could take 
on financially the whole project, but the real fact of the matter is that its 
sustainability depends much more on UNHCR’s continuous support in 
terms of technical assistance, actual presence in the relevant areas, and 
its role accompanying the communities as a security agent.

6 During the campaigns, civil birth certificates and identity cards are immediately delivered to children 
ages 7 to 14. Youngsters aged 15 to 17 receive identity cards and those that are in need of a citizen card 
receive a temporal one. Once the data is validated in Bogotá, a definite document is produced to be then 
delivered to those who asked for it during special delivery campaigns.    
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     Conclusions

 

5.1. Elements of Good Practice

A tool to safeguard and protect communities affected by the 
conflict

 The campaigns lead to the opening of humanitarian spaces and 
are in themselves a humanitarian space respected by the actors of 
the armed conflict. Visibility is given to the risks and perils faced 
by the relevant communities. 

 By issuing and handing in the documents in question, the receiving 
population gain access to an intangible right, the right to an identity. 
This, of course, is an opportunity to access other rights. 

Encouraging Inter-institutional cooperation

 RNEC via UDAPV became the institutional benchmark that effectively 
channeled the resources allocated by the cooperating international entities in 
order to warrant the right to an identity of the populations afflicted by the 
conflict.

 Campaign committees at departmental and municipal levels have been created 
and therein harmonious participation has manifested behind a common idea and 
goal: reaching and satisfying the needs of citizenship. 

 The campaigns have become real inter-institutional coordination spaces vis-à-
vis health and vaccination campaigns, spreading information concerning access 
to education, providing psychosocial care, land protection, and registering and 
updating the Displaced Population’s Information System Database (SIPOD for its 
acronym in Spanish) managed by Acción Social.  

Free services 

 Act 1163 of 2007, by means of which RNEC’s rates for services rendered are regulated, 
establishes exemptions for the issuing of Identity and Citizen Cards for the very first 
time; for registration in the Civil Birth Registry and issue of the first copy, as well 
as for first time issues of the Citizens Cards for all displaced populations previous 
certification by a competent authority.
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 RNEC’s Resolution 6303 of 2008 establishes charge exemptions for RNEC’s 
duplicates and citizen and identity cards’ rectifications, as well as civil birth 
certificates issued to populations assisted by UDAPV, pending previous 
certification of the condition of vulnerability by a competent municipal authority 
or the Public Ministry.

5.2. Challenges 

 To continue RNEC’s innovation and adjustment processes vis-à-
vis the vulnerable and displaced populations’ needs, but aware 
of UDAPV’s particular dynamics so that the former’s specific 
operations are warranted. Since UDAPV follows a different 
dynamic, it is necessary to adopt nuanced differential procedures 
adjusted to its own needs. Therefore, it is important to identify 
all practices that hinder UDAPV’s operations and/or other 
institutional gaps that may arise and then put forward proposals 
to optimize its operations and warrant its sustainability.

 To warrant UDAPV’s humanitarian character and is contributions 
vis-à-vis the protection of vulnerable communities, preserving 
the spirit with which it emerged. It is necessary to further clear 
its purpose by differentiating the activities carried out by UDAPV 
from other RNEC’s initiatives thus fulfilling its constitutional 
mission, an exercise which has implications for UDAPV in terms 
of its visibility and the real possibility of reaching the communities 
that live amid the conflict. Likewise, it is essential that the staff 
that takes part in the campaigns is properly trained in order to get 
them familiarized with the humanitarian endeavor which, due to 
their professional profile, it’s usually unfamiliar to them. The idea 
is to get them to better understand the context in which they work 
so they are able to offer humane treatment to the population.

 To carry out campaigns that actually deliver the citizen and 
identity cards dealt with in the first stages of the documentation 
process. A strategy to close the cycle must be developed and 
implemented, and it should be lead by RNEC via UDAPV. 

  To warrant UDAPV’s development of a nuanced and disaggregated 
approach vis-à-vis the distinct ethnic groups at the different stages 
of the process as well as with regulation tools for the proper 
identification and registration of the relevant communities.






