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The dynamics of the internal conflict in Colombia 
have changed substantially in the last years as a 
result of the demobilization of paramilitary groups 
and the rise of new illegal armed groups, many of 
which directly linked to drug-trafficking and 
organised crime. This complex situation generates a 
negative impact on the protection of internally 
displaced persons and refugees, as well as on the 
humanitarian space in which UNHCR’s offices 
operate. 

As a consequence of the protracted violence, 
3’943.508 million persons have been registered as 
forcibly displaced within Colombia, while some 
395.949 Colombians have crossed the country 
borders seeking international protection within the 
region; of them, 113.605 have been officially 
recognized as refugees.  

The complex humanitarian situation has made it 
necessary to develop a comprehensive regional 
approach, which UNHCR refers to as the “Colombia 
Situation”, intended to promote a collaborative 
response to internal displacement in Colombia and to 
ensure the international protection of refugees in the 
region. 

The “Colombia Situation” covers the main 
neighbouring countries hosting refugees, namely 
Ecuador, Panama and the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela. All these countries are party to the 1951 
Refugee Convention -except Venezuela- and its 1967 
Protocol. Costa Rica is not included on the “Colombia 
Situation”, but the country shelters 12.571 refugees 
in the territory. 

The objective of this international judicial framework 
is to provide universal protection and to establish 
shared and equal responsibilities for governments for 
its comprehensive and consistent application. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The 1951 Refugee Status Convention is the base of 
international protection for refugees. It defines who 
is a refugee and determines a series of individual 
rights, as well as the States’ duties in the subject. 
The 1967 Protocol overcomes the geographical and 
temporary restrictions initially included in the 
Convention. 

 

** The Cartagena Declaration on Refugees is a regional protection instrument 
adopted in the framework of the Colloquium on Refugee International Protection 
in Central America, México and Panamá, celebrated in 1984. 

The Declaration widens the definition of refugee incorporated in the 1951 
Convention by including those who flee from their countries (…) because life, 
security or freedom have been threatened by situations of generalized violence, 
foreign aggression, internal conflict, massive violations of human rights or other 
circumstances that  severely alter public order”.   

Cartagena Declaration 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 In the period 1997 - 2011. According to official figures of the SIPOD – Internal Displacement Information System in Colombia- generated by the Department for Social Prosperity of the 
Colombian Presidency- Updated to  November 30 of 2011. 
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  |Context| 
 

 

With 55.971 refugees officially recognized by the Ecuadorian Government, the 
country shelters the highest number of refugees in Latin America (98% of them 
Colombian citizens living in urban areas). In this context, Ecuador undertook 
between 2009 and 2010 the ‘Enhanced Registration Project’, a pioneering initiative 
in the region, in line with the Country’s policies and within the framework of the 
Cartagena regional Declaration on refugees. Thanks to the project, developed 
through mobile registration and documentation units, 27.740 persons were 
officially recognized as refugees within the period of one year.    
 

UNHCR is strengthening its counterparts with the means of addressing more 
effectively situations of mixed migration and statelessness, given that the region is 
receiving an increasing number of asylum-seekers, often within influxes of economic 
migrants, particularly from the Horn of Africa and the Middle East. These 
circumstances are posing new challenges to a number of already fragile asylum 
systems. Costa Rica, Panama and Ecuador are party of the 1954 UN Convention on 
Statelessness.  
 
 
 
 

  1951 Refugee Status Convention 
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Colombians of UNHCR’s interest in Colombia Situation Countries 

 Refugees Assylum Seekers 
Others in need of 

international 
protection 

Internally 
displaced 

Total 

Colombia 222 125 n.a 3´943.508*** 3´943.856 

Ecuador* 55.971 18.918 n.a n.a 74.889 

Panamá 1.472 537 15.000 n.a 17.009 

Bolivarian 
Republic of 
Venezuela  

5.210** 17.192 200.000 n.a 222.402 

Total 60.492 36.949 215.000 3´943.509 4´255.950 

The Mexico Plan of Action was signed on November 2004 by 20 
Latin-American countries with the means of strengthening 
refugee protection systems and implementing an integrated 
approach to durable solutions. The Plan includes measures in 
the defence of the rights of refugees, internally displaced and 
other uprooted populations. 

Within the framework of this common Plan, UNHCR developed 
strategies aimed at improving the quality of asylum 
mechanisms, promoting local integration in urban and border 
areas and using resettlement as a regional solidarity instrument. 

The Mexico Action Plan has established a framework to 
integrate States in the design of specific public policies and to 
promote participation of development actors and civil society in 
the search of solutions.  

Some of the initiatives of Mexico Plan of Action are the 
following: 

    → Borders of Solidarity 

The programme strives to identify and assist humanitarian 
needs of persons seeking international protection, promoting 
local integration through strategies that benefit both the person 
in need of protection and the host communities. 

With the means of guaranteeing impact and sustainability, this 
programme is linked to national and regional development 
plans against poverty.  

Even though this strategic focus is applicable for the region, in 
the last years the programme has been focused on Colombia 
and its borders areas, wherein live the refugee populations. 

  

  |Regional programes| 

 
 

→ Resettlement in Solidarity  

This initiative represents one of the most emblematic and 
innovative components of Mexico Plan of Action. It consists in 
resettlement plans for a limited number of refugees who face 
high protection risks in their current countries of asylum. 
However, integration depends on political will and support to 
ensure that resettled refugees are self-reliant and productive 
members of their communities. 

Resettlement countries do not establish quotas; their capacity 
depends on availability of funds, technical knowledge and the 
support provided by UNHCR following international 
contributions. In 2011, 1800 persons were resettled by UNHCR 
Ecuador to other countries in Latin America, such as Brazil, 
Uruguay, Paraguay and Argentina. 

 

→ Cities in solidarity 

This programme seeks to support integration and self-reliance 
of persons in need of protection living in medium and large 
cities. 

Its main objective is to ensure access to basic services such as 
health, education, employment and housing for refugees 
through their incorporation in existing national programmes. 
Likewise, the programme promotes beneficiaries to be self-
sufficient through income-generating projects and free and fair 
access to the labour market. 

In this context, local and national authorities, as well as the 
private sector, play an important role through the adoption of 
public policies and their participation in specific initiatives 
focused on refugees and internally displaced persons. 

 
 
Given the different dynamics of internal displacement and refugee in the region, for some countries certain characteristics are not applicable (n.a). For the type of 
population identified.  
*Data provided on Ecuador are correspondent to the information of the Refugee Direction of the Country, to 30 June 2012.  
**The number of refugees in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela is registered by the Venezuelan National Commission for Refugees from 1991 to 2011.  
*** Figures issued by the Department for Social Prosperity of the Colombian Presidency, Integral Attention and Reparation Unit (UARIV) (1996-2011), to February 2012 
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  |The way forward| 

 
 

 

→Internal displacement: 

In Colombia, according to a governmental report issued on a request 
of the Constitutional Court in July 2010, 1.499 internally displaced 
persons were killed between 2007 and 2010. 

The figure of officially registered IDPs in 2011 was of 143.116. 
Between 1996 and 2011 3’943.508 persons were displaced, causing a 
major impact on women and children between the ages of 0 and 14. 
According to the DPS/UARIV, between 2010 and 2011 was registered 
an increase in 9.524 displaced persons, registering a total of 133.592 
new displacements in 2010, and a total of 143.116 in 2011. It is 
important to highlight that massive displacements have a particular 
serious impact on civil population, due to the difficulties to assist the 
victims. 

Taking into account the continuing difficult situation in Colombia, 
UNHCR does not expect drastic changes in the dynamics of forced 
displacement in the country in a near future. 

→Assylum: 

Ecuador shelters 55.971 refugees, and a further increase in the 
number of claimants from Colombia is expected. However, the 
practices and procedures for the determination of the refugee status 
grew more restrictive in 2011, due to the inclusion of a new 
admissibility procedure. A significant number of voluntary 
repatriation cases are not expected either, due to the persistence of 
the armed conflict in many areas of Colombia.  

Difficulties to access Refugee Directory Offices (DR), State institution 
in charge of the asylum procedure management, often result in the 
hindering of a timely renovation of refugee and asylum seeker 
documentation, mainly in border areas. Although refugee visas have 
had a validity of 2 years as of May 2012, UNHCR continues to jointly 
work with DR in the implementation of processes, such as renovation 
brigades in remote areas, to benefit the most vulnerable persons with 
international protection. 

In this context, it is hard to maintain UNHCR operational presence in 
border zones given the difficult security situations, which significantly 
narrows down humanitarian space. Various rural communities are 
located in zones of difficult access, such as the Amazon rainforest 
areas or the Pacific Sea mangrove swamps. In this framework, UNHCR 
makes efforts to ensure protection of refugees through a strategy of 
presence in these areas and by means of strengthened protection 
networks.   

On the other hand, discrimination towards people from other 
nationalities, including refugee population, has widely increased in 
Ecuador. Therefore, UNHCR promotes harmonic coexistence between 
different groups such as women, children, adolescents, indigenous, 
afrodescendants, refugees, persons of different sexual orientations, 
persons with special capacities, among others. 

At the end of January 2012, the Constitutional Court for the Transition 
Period and UNHCR in Ecuador signed an agreement to join and 
coordinate training programmes and activities for the achievement of 
more effective and fair assistance procedures for refugees and asylum 
seekers, always ensuring respect for human rights. 

The annual number of Colombians seeking protection and asylum in 
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela is expected to continue 
increasing, mainly in the border areas. 

 

 

 

 

Some 5.000 refugees have been recognised by the National Commission 
for Refugees, and 18.083 persons requested asylum to December 
2011.In the border communities where refugees and asylum-seekers 
are mainly located, a strong emphasis on protection, due to a new influx 
of post-demobilization groups, will continue to be necessary. 

In the interest of enhancing comprises with regard to refugee 
protection, UNHCR and the National Commission for Refugees signed a 
joint work plan on January 2012 to improve the refugee documentation 
mechanisms, the formulation and execution of public policies, as well as 
it establishes the celebration of a regional conference on International 
Law on Refugees. 

In Panama, the promotion of fair and efficient asylum procedures and 
local integration, together with the support of self-reliance and 
community-based projects, will continue to be the cornerstones of 
UNHCR’s protection strategy.  In December 2011, Panama approved 
Law 81 to concede migration status of permanent residency to the 893 
Colombians living in Darien since 1996, under the Status of Temporary 
Humanitarian Protection (PTH). This initiative opens up new 
opportunities for refugees to opt for permanent residency and achieve 
integration in the country, through better opportunities for education, 
work and credit access. UNHCR has accompanied the Panamanian 
Government on tours to host communities in Darien with the means of 
providing them with information with regard to their rights and 
obligations within the framework of Law 81 of 2011. 

Within a context of economic expansion, Panama is becoming a country 
of destination for asylum-seekers and migrants, mainly from countries 
outside the region. Restrictive admissibility practices currently prevent 
asylum-seekers and refugees from having effective full access to their 
rights.  

UNHCR will work in the bettering of access to asylum procedures and 
will contribute in the determination of a fair and efficient refuge 
condition. UNCHR will therefore work to improve access to asylum 
procedures, to contribute to making refugee status determination fairer 
and more efficient, and further develop options for durable solutions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Currently, 283 UNHCR staff members are working in the region, in 
26 offices with permanent presence in border zones, cities and 
mobile brigades that reach places of difficult access. According to 
its mandate, UNHCR works in close coordination with government 
institutions, NGO’s, religious associations, international 
organizations and other UN Agencies, and develops all its activities 
in collaboration with beneficiaries, displaced/refugees, national 
government and local authorities, among others. 
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-Strengthening the asylum regime to effectively protect all 
people in need, facilitating the access to a proper 
documentation process, which certify their legal condition and 
ensure respect of their fundamental rights. 

-Promoting local integration endangered by the complex local 
socio-economic conditions, especially through housing and local 
economic development projects. 

-Assuming a catalytic role to gather support for return, 
relocation and local integration strategies, where security and 
stability conditions allow it; supporting local action plans for 
solutions, led by the authorities and based on participatory 
assessments, which can involve all relevant actors and facilitate 
the transition from humanitarian assistance to development. 

-Strengthening the local and national authorities’ programs to 
ensure respect of displaced people’s rights and improve 
protection, with tools ranging from legal assistance to flexible 
education modules, facilitating the return of the displaced 
children to the school. 

-Ensuring that HIV/AIDS and sexual reproductive health are 
considered one of the major protection issues in the assistance 
to people of concern, including gender-based violence.  

-Devoting special attention to the needs of the most vulnerable, 
such as the indigenous, afro-descendent communities, children, 
young people and people with disabilities. 

- Encouraging bilateral initiatives in border areas, with a special 
focus on social integration and legal assistance, and continuing 
to promote regular consultation with civil society organizations 
as part of the efforts to reinforce the national and regional 
protection networks in border zones. 

-Offering basic health and education infrastructure through 
projects empowering refugees and displaced people in deprived 
areas (schools, health centers, community centers, recreation 
spaces). 

 

 THE UNHCR OBJECTIVES IN THE REGION FOCUS ON: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

UNHCR:  The UN Agency has the mandate to protect more than 34 million refugees and internally displaced persons around the world. For additional 
information please contact the Regional PI Officer Francesca Fontanini: fontanin@unhcr.org.  
 

  |UNHCR intervention | 

 
 

The main UNHCR objective in the region is to promote and strengthen 
an effective governmental response to all phases of forced 
displacement and to maximize the protection spaces for refugees.  
 

 

The implementation of UNHCR activities in the region depends 
on voluntary contributions by Governments, International 
Cooperation Agencies, Trust Funds, and, at a smaller scale, the 
private sectors. Thanks to these allies, all UNHCR initiatives in the 
region have been financed in an adequate manner. However, as 
a result of the international financial crisis and the competition 
with others emergency operations, the Office will be confronted 
in the next years with significant financial challenges, which 
require additional efforts to continue fulfilling its mandate in the 
region. 
 
 

  |Future panorama| 
futuro | 

 
 

UNHCR works for the implementation of an integral 
protection answer, including the prevention of future 
displacements and the support for local integration with 
host communities. In 2010, the Colombian Government 
launched an ambitious return programme named “Return 
is to live”, whose objective is to facilitate the return of 
120.000 displaced persons to 115 municipalities around 
the country. So far, the unstable security in some 
departments, the difficulties to access the land and the 
limited opportunities of income generation activities 
undermine the possibilities of success of this programme in 
terms of return. 
UNHCR and UNDP are jointly working in the promotion of 
projects orientated to finding sustainable solutions in 
prioritized areas of Colombia that enable an effective 
transition from humanitarian assistance to processes of 
sustainable development. Colombia is one out of four 
countries in the world chosen for the implementation of 
the Transitional Solutions Initiative (TSI) pilot. 
  
Another important challenge was introduced by the 
Colombian Government in June 2011 with the 
endorsement of the Victims’ Law and Land Restitution, 
which recognizes the impact of the armed conflict on the 
population and defines a path to advance in a 
reconciliation process in the search for solutions. The new 
law seeks to allow victims bereft of their lands to have 
access to comprehensive reparation. Nevertheless, the 
effectiveness of implementation largely depends on the 
adoption of adequate protection and security measures 
and a on a strong institutional structure. 
 
With respect to voluntary repatriation from neighbouring 
countries, UNHCR’s policy consists on supporting it if and 
when proper conditions in terms of access to information, 
security and dignity are given. Currently, only a small 
number of refugees have opted for this option. 


