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ABSTRACT 

While research increasingly recognizes the importance of civilian agency and strategies in 

influencing conflict dynamics and reducing civilian victimization in the context of armed conflict, 

research has until now not investigated whether civilians also have the capacity to limit organized 

criminal violence. This study thus aims to answer under which conditions civilians can protect 

themselves from and influence levels of organized criminal violence and draws on the literatures 

on civilian self-protection and autonomy strategies in the context of armed conflict, as well as on 

organized criminal governance and violence. I argue that civilian communities with high levels of 

social organization will experience lower levels of violence, as they are more likely to mount 

successful collective strategies that influence costs and benefits for organized crime groups to use 

violence. Using the method of structured focused comparison, this hypothesis is tested on the 

Colombian municipalities San Juan de Arama, Vistahermosa and Granada. The results show 

some support for the theorized relationship. In general, municipalities with higher levels of social 

organization experienced lower levels of organized criminal violence, but this relationship 

appears to be moderated by levels of civil war violence. Due to the explorative character of this 

study, more research is warranted. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In a global context in which intrastate conflicts have become more frequent than interstate wars, 

high levels of civilian victimization have led to the need to better understand the reasons for 

civilian targeting and to find solutions for civilian protection. Along these lines, both policy-

makers and researchers increasingly realize the importance of community-level factors and grass-

roots approaches, as well as civilian agency in civilian protection in armed conflict, peacebuilding, 

and conflict prevention. While in the past civilians were largely treated as powerless victims of 

armed conflict that are dependent on outside help and protection, growing awareness about the 

limits of humanitarian missions and elite-driven approaches to civilian protection and 

peacebuilding have led to a shift in perspective (Barter 2012). The capacity of civilians to 

influence their own and their communities’ situation in contexts of armed conflict and improve 

their protection have led to increased interest in understanding how exactly civilians navigate 

such dangerous conditions (see e.g. Kaplan 2017; Barter 2012; Jose and Medie 2015). 

Furthermore, research has demonstrated that some civilian communities have the power to 

influence the actions of armed actors who depend on territorial control and local communities 

for support, and thereby account for some of the variation in levels of violence (Kaplan 2013b; 

Idler, Garrido, and Mouly 2015). Probably the most well-known examples of civilian strategies 

vis-à-vis armed actors and armed conflict are the so-called peace communities in countries such 

as the Philippines and Colombia, but civilian agency is certainly not limited to these cases.  

 However, widespread violence and large-scale civilian victimization are not limited to 

contexts of armed conflict; crime—and in particular organized crime—is another significant 

source of violence. Among the most prominent cases haunted by organized criminal violence are 

many South and Central American countries, such as Mexico, Honduras, Brazil, and Colombia.  

Nonetheless, organized crime and its adverse effects on communities are not limited to this 

world region. Organized criminal violence plays an important role also in conflict and post-

conflict contexts such as in Afghanistan and Colombia (Bewley-Taylor 2013; Felbab-Brown 2017; 

Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies 2018; United Nations Police n.d.), and criminal 

violence appears to be far more widespread than organized political violence (Stepanova 2010). 

Given this context, it is surprising that—to my knowledge—conflict scholars have paid little or 

no attention to the matter of whether civilians can also influence violence committed by these 

“non-traditional” armed actors such as organized crime groups. Especially considering the wide 

interest in the Colombian case as both an example of peace communities and high levels of 

organized criminal violence, it is puzzling that these actors have been excluded from studies on 

civilian self-protection and autonomy strategies. This thesis aims to address this research gap and 

answer under which conditions civilians can protect themselves from and influence levels of organized criminal 
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violence. More precisely, I investigate the influence community-level characteristics—in particular 

social organization—have on levels of violence committed by organized criminal groups.  

Previous research on this topic largely pertains to four areas: (1) the logic of one-sided 

violence that focuses on armed actors’ use of violence against civilians in civil war, (2) civilian 

agency in conflict contexts and their capacity to self-protect, as well as (3) civilian autonomy and 

resistance vis-à-vis armed actors and rebel governance, and lastly (4) criminal governance and 

organized criminal violence and their parallels to traditional armed actors and civil war violence. 

In building on this previous research, I argue that organized criminal groups may be influenced 

by organized civilian communities, and furthermore that civilian communities with high levels of 

social organization should be more likely to mount successful collective strategies and thereby 

experience lower levels of violence committed against them than communities with low levels of 

social organization. 

In order to test this theoretical argument, I conducted a structured focused comparison 

of three Colombian municipalities (San Juan de Arama, Granada and Vistahermosa in Meta), that 

differ in their levels of social organization and are located in a region generally affected by 

organized criminal groups. Data was drawn from a variety of both primary and secondary sources 

about the time period 2006-2016, and covers both the independent and dependent variable, as 

well as a number of alternative explanatory factors. Based on the qualitative analysis, I found 

tentative support for my hypothesis that social organization reduces levels of organized criminal 

violence, but that this relationship is likely moderated by levels of civil war violence. 

This paper will continue as follows. In the first section, I provide an overview about the 

previous research strands mentioned above and outline the research gap and purpose of the 

study. The second section details the theoretical framework and argument, as well as the 

hypothesis and proposed causal mechanism. Next, I describe and discuss the methodology 

employed in this study, followed by a short overview of the Colombian and regional context that 

serves as a backdrop to the subsequent analysis and comparison of the municipalities. The last 

sections provide a discussion of the results, general conclusions, and implications for future 

research and policy. 

 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND RESEARCH GAP 

In this section I will provide an overview on previous research regarding the topic of this thesis. 

In particular, this section introduces research on (1) the logic of violence against civilians, (2) 

civilians’ agency in violent contexts such as civil wars and their self-protection strategies, as well 

as (3) civilian autonomy and resistance vis-à-vis armed actors and rebel governance, and (4) 

criminal governance and organized criminal violence. As will be discussed in the following, 
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research has until now neglected the potential of civilian strategies in contexts of organized 

criminal violence. 

 

The logic of one-sided violence 

With the increasing importance of intrastate conflict relative to interstate conflicts, there has also 

been increasing interest in understanding high rates of civilian victimization. The Geneva 

Convention states that a civilian is someone “taking no active part in hostilities, including 

members of armed forces who have laid down their arms” (Barter 2012, 545). The separation of 

civilians from combatants is not as straightforward as one might initially think, for example in 

situations where local populations may be actively supporting armed actors or where rebels are 

unarmed farmers by day and combatants by night (Barter 2012). In this study I will follow the 

conceptualization used by Barter (2012) whereby a civilian is a “person who is unarmed, and 

therefore does not pose a direct mortal threat to combatants or to other civilians, and by 

extension, is not a legitimate target of violence” (p. 546) (thus also including unarmed persons 

who may support one armed actor and thereby pose an indirect threat).  

 When civilians are not legitimate targets of violence, why do armed actors still commit 

violence against civilians? In the literature a variety of causes and mechanisms have been 

proposed to answer this question, and in this section, I will shortly introduce prominent theories, 

including coercion of civilians in contested territories, organizational structure and ideology of 

armed groups. 

One of the key pioneering works in this field is clearly Kalyvas’ book The Logic of Violence 

in Civil War (2006), putting forward both theoretical arguments and empirical evidence to explain 

why and where armed actors use violence, he argues that the use of violence against civilians is 

based on rational decisions. According to Kalyvas (2006) use of violence against civilians stems 

from battles for territorial control among armed actors who aim to coerce the local population’s 

support and deter enemy collaboration and defection. However, in the “fog of war” it is 

inherently difficult to obtain reliable information about defection, and armed actors often have to 

rely on denunciations by civilians. On the other hand, civilians’ decisions to cooperate or not is 

based on rational calculations about the associated risks and benefits of such actions. Kalyvas 

thus argues that the occurrence of denunciation and the use of selective violence depends on the 

extent of control an armed actor has over a territory; where an actor has dominant (but partial) 

control, defection is very costly and less likely to occur and therefor levels of (selective) violence 

should be low. 

Another explanation for large-scale violence against civilians may come from a strategy of 

“draining the sea”, whereby armed actors target civilian populations to eliminate (potential) 
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sources of support for rivals; this appears to be a common counterinsurgency approach of 

regimes attempting to combat guerilla insurgencies which are often difficult to engage directly, 

creating incentives for regimes to target civilians in order to weaken guerilla support bases 

(Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004) (although this claim is not unchallenged, see e.g. 

Krcmaric 2017). 

 Yet another research approach focuses on the organizational structure and ideology of 

armed groups. Rebel organizational structure can enable or limit abusive behavior towards 

civilians: depending on the characteristics of the environment in which rebellions emerge, groups’ 

strategies will differ. Groups that have easy access to resources or outside support are more likely 

to attract opportunistic recruits and rely less on active civilian support, thereby allowing them to 

coerce and abuse civilians at will. Groups without such resources recruit more combatants based 

on solidarity and rely heavily on the support of civilians and thus have both the capability and 

incentives to limit abusive behavior. Furthermore, armed groups’ ability to discipline their 

members determines whether they can inhibit civilian victimization (Kaplan 2017; Goldstone 

2008; Weinstein 2007; Humphreys and Weinstein 2006). Along similar lines, important factors 

influencing the likelihood civilian targeting that emerged from this research were rebel strength 

or capability, as well as dependence on civilian populations for support and/or funding, and 

greater dependency on local populations reduced likelihood of civilian targeting (see e.g. De la 

Calle 2017; Wood 2014). There is also a growing literature that focuses on one particular form of 

violence and civilian victimization, namely sexual violence (see e.g. Cohen 2013; E. J. Wood 

2014). 

 It is important to note that non-state armed groups (NSAGs) do not exclusively rely on 

coercion and physical violence to influence civilian populations, especially when they have long 

time-horizons and expect repeated interaction with a local population, as demonstrated by a 

growing literature on rebel governance (Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly 2015; Mampilly 2011; 

Arjona 2016; Staniland 2012). As Arjona (2017) points out, new forms of social order are often 

consolidated where an armed actor controls a territory, based on different types of institutions 

(formal and informal rules of conduct). Establishing a social order in areas under their control 

can produce a number of advantages for armed groups: it facilitates monitoring and punishing 

defection, as well as civilian collaboration, and allows for regulation of economic, political and 

social behavior in ways that render valuable benefits. However, the extent of wartime social order 

which NSAGs impose shows great variation. Arjona (2016) distinguishes between ‘rebelocracy’ 

and ‘aliocracy’, that means broad intervention in civilian affairs or limiting interference to 

collecting taxes and regulating behavior relevant to security.  
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Civilian agency and self-protection strategies 

As pointed out by Barter (2012), previous scholarship has largely ignored civilians as active actors 

in conflict. In the humanitarian tradition they are predominantly portrayed as innocent and 

helpless; in mainstream civil war studies civilians are treated as a dependent variable, focusing on 

why actors target civilians; and peace studies tends to focus on civilians as active peacebuilders 

after conflict but pays little attention to their agency during war (Barter 2012, 546–49). 

In the last years a new focus of interest emerged in addition to the armed-actor-centered 

approaches described above. Criticizing dominant perceptions of civilians, several authors have 

started to explore the diverse ways in which civilians navigate dangerous conflict settings. This 

recent scholarship acknowledges that civilians are not just powerless victims or collaborators, but 

that they make decisions and have agency, and that their strategies may also influence armed 

actors and the course of a war. Building on this idea of civilian agency, several scholars have set 

out to identify and understand civilian strategies to mitigate the dangers of violent conflict.  

Several authors have proposed typologies of civilian choices or strategies when faced with 

armed conflict, violence and social orders imposed by NSAGs (Barter 2012; Arjona 2017; Baines 

and Paddon 2012; Jose and Medie 2015). Barter (2012) introduces a schema of three broad 

strategies or options available to civilians faced with violent conflict: (1) flight to safer areas, (2) 

speaking out to or against armed groups, (3) support for armed groups, and a combination of 

these three strategies.  

In order to escape violence, civilians faced with war often leave their homes, although it 

also entails substantial risks and there is no guarantee of finding safety. This option has received 

substantial academic and policy attention but—as the term “forced migration” implies—is often 

not framed as a decision or as one option among several. However, civilians have a certain degree 

of choice (apart from some extreme cases) and make a series of decisions when fleeing (Barter 

2012). As Kaplan (2017, 44) adds, this displacement may take place “drop by drop” with 

residents fleeing one by one but organized communities may be able to coordinate a collective 

exodus in a more orderly process (as in cases in El Salvador, Guatemala, Kenya and Colombia). 

Another option that has received substantial attention (albeit not necessarily with a focus 

on agency) is support, which includes various action that can range from symbolic support to the 

provision of services (e.g. labor), goods (e.g. food, weapons, shelter) and information. Support 

may be voluntary or forced and some civilians may provide support to more than one armed 

group (Barter 2012). While allying with an armed actor may benefit civilians in terms of 

protection and maintenance of public order, this strategy can risk future retaliation from other 

armed actors, especially if the balance of control shifts (Kaplan 2017, 45). 
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The third available option is that of voice, that means “acts of active neutrality through 

which civilians seek to express themselves, mitigate violence, or influence combatants”  (Barter 

2012, 553) which can take different forms: defiance, everyday resistance, and engagement. These 

actions can be individual or collective actions, overt or covert, and they differ in their degree of 

confrontation and associated risks and effectiveness of influencing armed actors. These strategies 

have been discussed in the literature but generally scholarship on non-violent action focused on 

action against authoritarian governments, not on strategies in armed conflicts (Barter 2012).  

Empirical studies cover a wide range of contexts and world regions, although they are 

often of explorative nature. For example, Suarez (2017) examines how civilians in the eastern 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) protect themselves from violence and the risk thereof 

that they encounter in their daily lives. In her field research in 2014-15 in two communities in the 

Kivu Provinces of DRC, she finds that civilians learned to analyze armed actors and their 

behavior to assess the risk of fighting and avoid being caught in the crossfire, but they also 

negotiated with, and in some cases deceive armed actors, to curtail predatory behavior. Studying 

the context of northern Uganda, Baines and Paddon (2012) identify several civilian self-

protection strategies, including attempts to appear neutral, avoidance and accommodation of 

armed actors. They argue that these strategies depend on access to local knowledge and 

networks, and that forced displacement may limit access to such knowledge and thereby also the 

options available to civilians for self-protection. Barter (2017) also provides an introduction of 

how civilian strategies of flight, support and resistance have been applied in several cases in 

Southeast Asia. A popular case for the study of collective civilian strategies is Colombia. For 

example, in a case study on the Peace Community in San José de Apartadó, Wegner (2017) 

identified that the community applied strategies of remaining neutral, avoiding threats and 

implementing self-sufficiency mechanisms to contain armed violence. 

While previous scholarship has argued that civilians’ strategies are primarily a result of 

armed actor preferences and pressures, Kaplan (2017, chap. 2) emphasizes that these 

explanations are incomplete and important variation in the selection of civilian strategies results 

from community-level factors as will be illustrated in more detail in the following. 

 

Civilian autonomy and resistance 

Similar to the scarcity of research on civilian strategies and self-protection, civilian autonomy and 

resistance movements during civil war have up until now received little academic attention. 

Especially civilian resistance has mainly been studied in contexts of colonial rule and 

dictatorships (see e.g. Chenoweth and Cunningham 2013), but only few studies have set out to 

understand it in the context of armed conflict (Garrido, Mouly, and Idler 2016). Civilian 
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autonomy and resistance are one form of civilian strategy, and the forms discussed in the 

following generally focus on instances of organized collective action and local institutions rather 

than instances of individual or unorganized behavior. 

One of the pioneering and central works in the field of civilian autonomy and resistance 

is the book Zones of Peace edited by Hancock and Mitchell (2007). Drawing on increasing criticism 

and disillusion about the effectiveness of humanitarian aid, peacekeeping, and even states’ 

capacity to protect civilian populations, they set out to analyze different cases of so-called peace 

zones (or sanctuaries) around the world where civilians take security and protection into their 

own hands by declaring themselves peace communities or their territories as local zones of peace, 

asserting their neutrality in the conflict and demanding inviolability of the zone and its residents. 

The authors find that peace zones around the world are highly diverse, and their emergence, 

evolution and specific characteristics and effects differ strongly between but also within 

countries. However, they also find similarities and propose a first attempt of establishing factors 

for effective or successful peace zones. Several scholars built on this early work, for example, 

Idler, Garrido, and Mouly (2015) compare the outcomes of peace initiatives in two Colombian 

borderland communities which attempted to persuade armed actors to abide by certain rules but 

differed in their success. The authors find that despite similar regional circumstances, the 

outcomes differed for three reasons: (1) the distinct characteristics of the civil resistance 

movements, including the levels of participation, cohesion and the type of leadership; (2) the 

differing nature of the relationship of each community with armed actors; (3) the role of external 

actors. 

 Civilian resistance has also received some attention in the study of wartime social order 

and rebel governance, although the focus in this field of research is often mainly on armed actors. 

Nonetheless, Ana Arjona, for example, clearly integrates civilians into her theoretical frameworks 

on rebel governance and their role in influencing the decision-making of NSAGs (Arjona, Kasfir, 

and Mampilly 2015; Arjona 2016, 2017). Analyzing the case of Colombia, Arjona (2015) argues 

that some form of resistance emerges against all rebel governance, but whether it takes the form 

of partial resistance or full resistance depends on the armed group’s scope of rule (‘rebelocracy’ 

versus ‘aliocracy’) and the quality of local institutions in place prior to group’s arrival in the area 

(high quality institutions creating preference for status quo and capacity for collective action). 

Following a cost-benefit logic, full resistance is much more costly and likely only when civilians 

have both a strong desire to reject rebel rule and a high capacity to do so, which depends on 

institutional quality (legitimacy and efficiency). However, while paying attention to civilian 

agency, her key focus continues to concern under which circumstances and which forms of 

governance by NSAGs emerge. 
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Extending on research that aims to understand under which conditions civilian resistance 

and so-called zones of peace are likely to emerge, to survive and to be successful in reducing 

civilian victimization, Oliver Kaplan focuses more closely on characteristics of local communities 

and the mechanisms by which they influence the behavior of armed actors and levels of one-

sided violence. While exploring a range of civilian strategies, Kaplan (2013a, 2017) focuses mainly 

on so-called autonomy strategies, meaning strategies aiming at “maintaining democratic decision-

making power over outcomes for the community within the community, without influence from 

outside armed groups (and) being able to keep the community in place and resist forced 

displacement as well as mitigate violence against residents” (p. 34). He proposes a three-part 

civilian autonomy theory linking civilian organizations to strategies and then to security 

outcomes. The key point of his argument is that cohesive, organized communities are equipped 

to make collective decisions about how best to deal with the dangers of civil war conflict, and 

that the strength of civilian organization, selected strategies, and armed group incentives jointly 

determine substantive outcomes such as levels of violence. Based on fieldwork and statistical 

analysis in Colombia, he demonstrates how local social organization and cohesion enable both 

covert and overt nonviolent strategies (such as avoidance, cultures of peace, dispute resolution, 

protest, and negotiation) to retain a community’s autonomy and civilian agency and reduce lethal 

violence against their communities. However, he also argues that armed actors must share a 

minimal jointness of interests to not harm civilians so they will abide by civilian institutional 

arrangements (i.e. genocidal or “draining the sea” counterinsurgency strategies make it highly 

unlikely that civilian institutions succeed).  

There are also examples of armed civilian resistance, such as the Rondas Campesinas in Peru 

and the Movimiento Armado Quintín Lame in Colombia, and some authors touch upon the subject 

of non-violent versus armed civilian resistance (Kaplan 2017; Masullo 2015). However, due to the 

fact that armed resistance blurs the line of “civilian”, I will not discuss it in more detail in the 

context of this study.  

 Peace communities and civilian resistance (in particular the Colombian case) have 

received attention from a number of scholars from different disciplines. While there exist 

numerous case studies, many of them focus on single cases and exclusively aim to explore 

strategies and the nature of civilian-combatant interactions in one peace community or explore 

several cases without attempting to systematically compare them. While these are valuable and 

important contributions, they are not necessarily suited to evaluate overall impact of civilian 

conduct on outcomes such as levels of violence. A few qualitative comparative case studies have 

been conducted but may suffer from issues of comparability and generalizability, and to my 
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knowledge, to date only Kaplan (2017) has ventured to evaluate the effect of community 

characteristics on levels of violence in a rigorous and extensive mixed method research design.1  

 

Criminal governance and organized criminal violence 

In addition to the above discussed literature on civilian agency, this thesis draws on recent 

scholarship that aims to integrate the study of criminal violence and organizations into the field 

of political science. While in the past crime and politics were largely treated as separate areas, an 

increasing number of scholars recognizes that there is often significant overlap between the two 

phenomena and the strict separation of organized crime groups from other NSAGs may not 

always be justified (Barnes 2017; Berti 2018; Kalyvas 2015).  

Especially in many Latin American countries but also elsewhere, the scale of violence, the 

size and range of operations by organized crime groups (referred to as OCGs in this paper), their 

links to or influence on political and state institutions, and its direct challenge to states’ monopoly 

on violence points to the reality that large-scale organized crime “occupies a gray zone between 

‘ordinary crime’ and political violence” (Kalyvas 2015, 1517; Berg and Carranza 2018; Barnes 

2017). As a consequence, an increasing number of scholars explore how theories, patterns and 

mechanisms concerning political violence may be leveraged to explain the behavior of OCGs and 

variance in criminal violence.  

It is important to note that this research concerns organized crime, in that organized 

criminal groups differ from (a) individuals engaging in criminal behavior or small groups without 

hierarchy and organizational complexity and coherence, as well as (2) politically motivated groups 

(while both criminal and rebel groups effectively challenge the government’s monopoly of 

violence, their motivations diverge). A useful definition is provided by Reuter who refers to 

organized crime as a  “phenomenon comprising hierarchically organized groups of criminals with 

the ability to use violence, or the threat of it, for acquiring or defending the control of illegal 

markets in order to extract economic benefits from them” (Reuter 2008, as cited by Kalyvas, p. 

1518).   

Research is increasingly expanding the narrow security approach to criminal violent actors 

by analyzing the role such actors play as providers of governance and patterns of violence 

committed by such groups amongst each other, against the state and civilian populations. 

Contrary to the believe that NSAGs in general, and OCGs in particular, bring with them only 

                                                 
1 For examples of case studies about peace communities in Colombia see Garrido, Mouly, and Idler 2016; 

Hernández Delgado and Roa Mendoza 2019; Idler, Garrido, and Mouly 2015; Masullo 2015; Masullo, Mouly, 

and Garrido 2019; Mitchell, Ramírez, and Bouvier 2014; Mouly and Garrido 2018; Mouly, Garrido, and Idler 

2016; Wegner 2017. 
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violence, disruption and rise of disorder, they often also bring about new forms of social order 

and usually establish at least some rules of conduct for civilians (Arjona 2017), as evidenced in a 

growing literature on rebel governance (see above), criminal and urban governance and crime-

state relations (see below). Along these same lines, criminal violence is not necessarily random 

and chaotic but OCGs may also use violence strategically (Berg and Carranza 2018; Felbab-

Brown, Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018). Furthermore, OCGs may not produce high levels of 

violence at all as it may disrupt the maximization of criminal profits (Kalyvas 2015).  

Berg and Carranza (2018) argue that OCGs—similar to other NSAGs—use violence 

strategically and the authors distinguish between three different types of violence according to 

their functions: competitive violence, coercive violence, and exploitative violence. Competitive 

violence aims to establish and protect territory from rivals, seeking to either eliminate or deter 

them, and it tends to be especially visible in the form of numerous homicides (Berg and Carranza 

2018). Coercive violence is directed predominantly at the local residents and state officials as 

OCGs aim to persuade them to cooperate or support the group, and to deter support for rivals 

or law enforcement. Such violence may be especially high during the initial stages of territorial 

takeover and where multiple actors compete. But levels of violence should drop once one actor 

has established dominance: developing into a ‘stationary bandit’, it benefits from predictability 

and order, leading to a ‘pax mafiosa’ (Berg and Carranza 2018; Kalyvas 2015; Felbab-Brown, 

Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018). The third form, exploitative violence, is used to extract resources 

from the population, and typically includes assault, theft or extortion (Berg and Carranza 2018). 

Levels of violence may differ for various reasons, including territorial control, access to easily 

extractable resources, and group norms, but also depend on relations of OCGs with the state and 

law enforcement. According to its contentiousness or cooperativeness, occurrence of violent 

confrontation and interference in criminal activities, as well as regulation of violence by OCGs 

can differ substantially (Arias and Barnes 2017; Berti 2018; Barnes 2017). 

 For long-term survival and functioning of criminal activities, OCGs depend to a great 

degree on territorial control, as well as civilian support and obedience, and in many contexts 

require at least a minimum of legitimacy in the local population (Felbab-Brown, Trinkunas, and 

Hamid 2018; Arias and Barnes 2017; Arjona 2017; Kalyvas 2015). In contrast to relying 

exclusively on coercion, some OCGs may also build on the provision of goods and services to 

achieve their aims (Berti 2018; Kalyvas 2015; Arias and Barnes 2017; Felbab-Brown, Trinkunas, 

and Hamid 2018). In providing governance, these groups can gain access to resources, enhance 

control, boost their local reputation and legitimacy and keep their competition at bay (Berti 

2018). Much as “traditional” armed actors such as rebel groups, OCGs vary greatly in their 

interest in and capabilities to govern, in their extent of governance, as well as the goods and 
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services they provide (Berti 2018; Arjona 2017). In contexts of state absence or lack of 

governance, OCGs tend to have an easier time to set up their own social order and by ensuring 

public order, security and provision of public goods they can gain legitimacy and increase 

obedience and cooperation among the local population (Arjona 2017; Arias and Barnes 2017; 

Felbab-Brown, Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018; Kalyvas 2015; Arias and Barnes 2017). While OCGs 

may be able to rely purely on coercion, combining it with the provision of public goods may be 

equally or more cost-effective as excessive violence may trigger civilian resistance or state 

intervention (Felbab-Brown, Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018; Arjona 2017). 

  While systematic research on organized criminal groups is increasing, there appears a 

similar gap as in the civil war literature as described above: while the importance of civilian 

cooperation for the success of OCGs is widely acknowledged, there is little to no research 

illuminating civilian agency and the role of community organization in influencing the emergency 

and behavior of OCGs and the levels of criminal violence. Notable exceptions are the theoretical 

article by Arjona (2017) that provides a typology of civilian cooperation or non-cooperation with 

NSAGs, which includes some criminal groups, as well as an empirical study by Berg and 

Carranza (2018) that explores the influence of community organization on levels of criminal 

violence in urban neighborhoods in northern Honduras. Some indications of the importance of 

social organization on criminal violence may also come from the case of Bolivia where cocaleros 

(coca farmers) in peasant communities organized into strong, local, self-help and typically non-

state institutions to protect their livelihoods and security both against the state and criminal 

markets (Mortensen and Gutierrez 2019). Furthermore, empirical research focuses largely on 

organized crime in urban settings (see e.g. Arias and Barnes 2017; Arias 2006; Cerdá et al. 2012; 

Cruz and Durán-Martínez 2016; Daniel 2015; Berg and Carranza 2018; Samper 2012; Hansen-

Nord et al. 2016), leaving rural areas largely unexplored. 

 

Research gap 

To summarize, the above-described scholarship addresses a number of key questions regarding 

determinants of civilian victimization and civilians’ agency in influencing armed actors and the 

levels of violence targeted at them. Civilian agency in violent contexts has been neglected in the 

past but receives increasing interest by scholars in recent years. 

In the context of civil war, previous research has identified the reasons and incentives for 

armed actors to use violence against civilians but also diverse strategies that civilians employ to 

mitigate the risks of armed conflict. It has also established that civilian peace communities and 

community organizations can have a significant impact in reducing violence and explored factors 

that influence their likelihood of success. While civilians have used self-protection and autonomy 
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strategies in a variety of armed conflicts, a great deal of research has studied the Colombian 

context as a prime example of peace communities and civilian autonomy efforts. Furthermore, 

the actors analyzed in this field have mainly been “traditional” or “political” armed actors such as 

rebel groups, paramilitary groups and state security forces. One the other hand, criminal 

organizations have been treated almost entirely has a separate subject, although increasingly there 

is an interest in understanding criminal structures and their interaction with politics and the state, 

and their role as providers of social order and governance.  

Surprisingly, to my knowledge scholars have paid little or no attention to the matter of 

whether civilians can also influence violence committed by “non-traditional” armed actors such 

as organized crime groups. Especially considering the wide interest in the Colombian case and 

indications that criminal violence is far more widespread than organized political violence 

(Stepanova 2010), it is puzzling that these groups have been excluded from studies on civilian 

self-protection and autonomy strategies. As a result, it remains unanswered under which conditions 

civilians can protect themselves from and influence levels of organized criminal violence? 

 

Purpose of this study 

In order to address this research gap, this study aims to illuminate how community characteristics 

and civilian strategies influence violence committed by organized crime groups. While some 

authors argue that such groups should be insensitive to civilian attempts to limit criminal actors’ 

influence in their communities and reduce violence committed against them (Kaplan 2017), I 

argue that communities have the potential to influence OCGs’ behavior as explained in the 

following theory section.  

Understanding how civilians interact with and influence the behavior of different NSAGs 

in general, and OCGs in particular, does not only allow us to refine theoretical explanations and 

assumptions but also has the potential to offer important insights for policy action that aim to 

prevent or reduce criminal violence. Finding avenues for meaningful policies should be of high 

importance considering the high costs criminal violence imposes on societies (such as large-scale 

violence, the erosion of state governance and legitimacy, the high potential of corruption, and 

political and economic implications). Expanding research on this topic may also benefit post-

conflict policies: as the Colombian case demonstrates, the demobilization of political armed 

actors may leave territories formerly under their control open to takeover of other armed actors 

such as OCGs that pose serious threats to the implementation of peace processes and 

(re)establishment of rule of law. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this thesis I aim to connect the literatures on civilian autonomy and resistance with research 

on organized crime and criminal governance. Both are emerging research areas but with diverging 

foci of attention. Whereas the first is mainly concerned with civilian agency and behavior vis-á-vis 

armed actors during civil war, the second seeks to understand the conditions under which 

organized crime emerges and how and why criminal organizations use violence and establish 

certain forms of social order.  

I argue that certain mechanisms that form the basis of civilian autonomy strategies can 

also work to reduce the influence of “non-traditional” non-state armed actors such as organized 

criminal groups and reduce civilian victimization. In particular, I argue that civilian communities 

with high levels of social organization should be more likely to experience lower levels of 

violence committed against them than communities with low levels of social organization. As will 

be detailed below, previous research has identified two main factors that determine civilians’ 

ability to resist violence, namely (1) social organization and institutions that allows for 

coordinated collective action, and (2) armed actors’ sensitivity to civilians. Contrary to argument 

that OCGs do not have the necessary sensitivity to civilians, I argue that OCGs may expose this 

characteristic for a number of reasons, therefor making violence-reducing civilian strategies 

possible. In the following I will provide a more detailed theoretical argument. 

 

Civilian strategies and social organization 

As outlined above, there is growing research on the capability of civilians to influence armed 

actors and organize to prevent violence committed against them. But why and under which 

conditions is that so? As argued by several authors, in order for local populations to effectively 

resist armed actors and reduce violence against them, there is a need for coordinated collective 

action. Arjona (2015) argues that some form of resistance emerges against all rebel governance, 

but its scope depends greatly on the quality of local institutions (i.e. their legitimacy and 

efficiency) in place prior to an armed group’s arrival in a community. She argues that the quality 

of pre-existing institutions determines on the one side whether civilians prefer the status quo or 

welcome the order introduced by an armed actor, and on the other hand whether communities 

have the capacity for collective action.  

Similarly, Kaplan (2017) argues that to successfully resist armed actors and reduce 

violence, communities must be able to cooperate. One of the key problems that unarmed 

civilians face is that violence (or the threat thereof) has the effect of creating fear and paralyzing 

the population (Arjona 2017; Kaplan 2017). In order for civilians to overcome fear and 

associated collective action problems, they need to be certain that they can count on their 
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neighbors. Social capital, that is strong horizontal relationships among residents, social 

cooperation and organization are thus the key. Communities that have well-functioning 

organizations empower civilians for a number of reasons: (1) they can withstand the loss of any 

single individual and maintain decision-making procedures, (2) they can gather information from 

many sources and evaluate the situation, (3) they can rely on collective memory and knowledge 

and develop best practices, (4) they have the bureaucratic capacity to implement collective 

strategies and maintain internal order, and (5) they can act as figureheads vis-à-vis external actors 

(Kaplan 2017, 40–41).  

 Kaplan (2017) further illuminates that there exist a variety of collective strategies to retain 

autonomy and prevent violence, including (1) promoting a “culture of peace” and making 

civilians less easily seducible by armed actors, (2) implementing local conflict resolution processes 

to minimize need for outside policing, (3) establish local investigatory institutions to clarify 

denunciations by armed actors, (4) public protest to denounce aggression and abuses and shame 

armed actors, (5) early warning systems and procedures to avoid civilians being caught in the 

crossfire of combat.2 Generally, these strategies aim to deal with social divisions internally, and to 

change the costs and benefits that armed actors derive from the use of violence (Kaplan 2013a, 

2017).  

 However, Kaplan (2017) also argues that for armed actors to be influenced by organized 

civilian communities to not harm civilians, they must have (1) incentives to use violence (or 

resistance would be moot) as well as (2) a certain degree of ‘sensitivity’ to civilians. Three factors 

shape and produce different levels of sensitivity: (1) internal group characteristics (such as 

ideology and norms about the use of violence), (2) relative dependence of armed actors on 

civilians with respect to its resource base determining its discipline and concern for reputation, 

and (3) situational factors such as the group’s time horizon and security situation. As a 

consequence, actors pursuing genocidal or “draining the sea” counterinsurgency strategies are 

highly unlikely to be influenced by civilian institutions. Kaplan also posits that strictly economic 

groups such as cartels are equally insensitive to civilian autonomy strategies, arguing that such 

“’opportunistic’ groups permit abusive violence through indiscipline as a selective reward for 

their members” and as they do not “depend greatly on civilians for support or their livelihoods 

… they have no compunction against killing if civilians get in the way” (2017, p. 58). Admittedly, 

he argues that ‘hybrid opportunist groups’, groups that depend partially on civilians for resources 

but also draw from other resource bases, should be sensitive to organized civilian communities. 

                                                 
2 Kaplan also mentions local-based armed resistance against armed groups, but this strategy does not fall under 

non-violent strategies that are the interest of this study. 
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But he appears to refer here mainly to political-ideological NSAGs that also engage in 

opportunistic activities such as the FARC which is involved in the drug trade. Based on this 

reasoning, the author does not include OCGs in his subsequent quantitative and qualitative 

analysis, leaving this theoretical assumption untested. 

Contrary to Kaplan’s position, I argue that organized crime groups do espouse a certain 

degree of sensitivity to civilians and may be influenced by organized civilian communities. 

Furthermore, Arjona (2016, 311) posits that local institutions, especially dispute institutions, do 

not only matter during civil war but are also crucial in the transition to peace. While playing a key 

role for the implementation of peace agreements, they may also be important to “decrease the 

opportunities for criminal groups to become new de facto rulers in areas formerly ruled by rebels 

or paramilitaries”. While she does not expand on this statement, this may be related to 

communities’ social capital and capacity to address local issues and prevent crime once armed 

groups left (Sardiza Miranda 2018). In the following section I will present why OCGs show 

parallels to other NSAGs, and why I argue that they should be sensitive to civilian populations. 

 

Organized criminal groups and criminal violence 

As outline above, a number of scholars have initiated to integrate the study of organized crime 

into political science and have identified important parallels between OCGs and “traditional” 

NSAGs such as rebel groups or paramilitaries. For example, both traditional NSAGs and OCGs 

must recruit, train, monitor, reward, and sanction individual members; preserve and enhance 

structural integrity; ensure efficacy of its chain of command; finance its operations; combat 

defection and fragmentation; and fend of competition (adapted from Kalyvas 2015, 1526).  

As a result, OCGs—similar to other NSAGs—use violence strategically. Berg and 

Carranza (2018) distinguish between three different types of violence according to their 

functions: competitive violence (to establish and protect territory from rivals), coercive violence 

(to persuade local residents and state officials to cooperate or support the group, and to deter 

support for rivals or law enforcement), and exploitative violence (to extract resources from the 

population).  

As discussed before, to ensure long-term survival and functioning of criminal activities, 

OCGs depend to a great degree on territorial control, as well as civilian support and obedience, 

and in many contexts require at least a minimum of legitimacy in the local population (Felbab-

Brown, Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018; Arias and Barnes 2017; Arjona 2017; Kalyvas 2015). 

Furthermore, when an OCG establishes its dominance and develops into a ‘stationary bandit’, it 

also benefits from predictability and order. As a result, OCGs—very much like other NSAGs—

establish at least some social order in their areas of influence (Arjona 2017). While relying 
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exclusively on coercion may be possible, it may not be the most cost-effective option. As a result, 

in addition to coercive means, some OCGs may also build on the provision of goods and 

services to achieve their aims (Berti 2018; Kalyvas 2015; Arias and Barnes 2017; Felbab-Brown, 

Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018). In providing governance, these groups can gain access to resources, 

enhance control, boost their local reputation and legitimacy, and keep their competition at bay 

(Berti 2018). In contexts of state absence or lack of governance, OCGs tend to have an easier 

time to set up their own social order and by ensuring public order, security and provision of 

public goods they can gain legitimacy and increase obedience and cooperation among the local 

population (Arjona 2017; Arias and Barnes 2017; Felbab-Brown, Trinkunas, and Hamid 2018; 

Kalyvas 2015; Arias and Barnes 2017).  

 

Social organization and criminal violence 

As stated above, I challenge the exclusion of OCGs from the study of civilian autonomy 

strategies as I contend that there are several reasons to believe that organized crime groups do 

espouse a certain degree of sensitivity to civilians and therefor may be influenced by organized 

civilian communities. Addressing the factors shaping and producing different levels of sensitivity 

as put forward by Kaplan (2017), I argue that the above cited literature clearly demonstrates that 

OCGs benefit from territorial control and some OCGs depend at least to a certain degree on 

civilian cooperation or strategically aim to obtain it as it helps them succeed, therefore creating 

incentives to exert discipline and be concerned about reputation. Secondly, OCGs that evolve 

into ‘stationary bandits’ have long time-horizons and as repeated interaction with local 

populations becomes more likely, they may benefit from limiting abusive behavior. As a 

consequence, I argue that OCGs may be influenced by organized civilian communities as 

mechanisms underlying the civilian autonomy strategies (as identified by Kaplan (2013, 2017)) 

should also be generally applicable to the context of organized criminal violence (referred to as 

OCV in this paper), namely influencing armed groups’ costs and benefits associated with the use 

of violence against local communities. 

As OCGs use violence strategically, Berg and Carranza (2018) argue similarly that 

community characteristics, more precisely the density of community organization, will affect the 

relative cost and benefit of violence. The authors argue that denser community organization 

reduce the incentives for competitive, coercive, and exploitative violence by respectively 

(1) raising the cost of controlling territory and detering competitive violence by allowing 

communities to collectively enforce shared norms or demand protection, 

(2) lowering the cost of gathering information for dominant groups as OCGs can use local 

networks to provide it in exchange for protection, and 
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(3) increasing pressure on criminal groups to provide protection and decreasing dependence 

on armed groups for service provision due to the capacity for collective organization and 

action. 

While Berg and Carranza (2018) focus in particular on the urban context in northern Honduras, I 

assume that the overall logic of territorial control and cost-benefit changes due to social 

organization also apply in rural and urban contexts alike based on previous research on NSAG 

territorial control, governance and civilian strategies. 

Based on these theoretical argument, civilian communities with high levels of social 

organization should be more likely to mount successful collective strategies that influence costs 

and benefits for organized crime groups to use violence and thereby experience lower levels of 

violence committed against them than communities with low levels of social organization. 

Thereby, the independent variable is levels of social organization and the dependent variable is 

levels of violence committed by organized crime groups. 

I therefore derive the following hypothesis: Civilian communities with high levels of social organization 

experience lower levels of violence by organized crime groups. 

 

Figure 1. Proposed causal mechanism 

 

 

Key concepts 

In order to avoid confusion, I provide a short overview of the definitions of key concepts. 

As stated before, a civilian in the context of this study is a “person who is unarmed, and 

therefore does not pose a direct mortal threat to combatants or to other civilians, and by 

extension, is not a legitimate target of violence” (Barter 2012, 546)(p. 546), although I will focus 

in particular on civilians who are not members of an OCG. OCGs in turn are “hierarchically 

organized groups of criminals with the ability to use violence, or the threat of it, for acquiring or 

defending the control of illegal markets in order to extract economic benefits from them” (Reuter 

2008, as cited by Kalyvas, p. 1518). The term violence refers mainly to lethal violence but may 

Social organization 
Organized criminal 

violence 

More effective 
autonomy and self-
protection strategies 

Increased cost/reduced 
benefit of using violence 

for armed actor(s)  

- 



Pauline Blöth - Civilian Agency in Contexts of Organized Criminal Violence - Thesis 18 

also include non-lethal forms of violence such as assault, intimidation, extortion or theft, broadly 

also refers to the threats. With social organization I mean the degree to which communities have 

strong community ties and functioning informal and formal institutions to deal with issues 

concerning the community. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Method  

For the purpose of empirically testing the proposed hypothesis, I will conduct a structured 

focused comparison of three Colombian municipalities.  

Structured focused comparison is a qualitative analysis comparing two or more cases used for 

hypothesis-testing, where the “structured” component refers to a data collection that follows a 

set of predefined general questions and the “focused” component refers to the analysis limiting 

itself to the aspects of the cases that matter directly for the hypothesis or theory (Powner 2015). 

 As with all qualitative studies, the greatest limitation of structured focused comparison is 

its generalizability to a wider set of cases. The key strategy to address this problem is to choose 

cases on a strategic basis; details on strategic case selection for this thesis are explained in the 

next section. Furthermore, the phenomena (social organization and organized criminal violence) 

discussed here are not specific to one country or region but have global importance. 

While it would be desirable to also conduct a quantitative study that evaluates general 

patterns of the impact of social organization on organized criminal violence while controlling 

statistically for a number of factors previously associated with occurrence of violence, 

appropriate data for both the independent and dependent variables is not yet sufficiently available 

or publicly accessible to do so. 

 

Case selection 

Country selection 

I chose to conduct a within-country (but between-case) comparison because social organization, 

civilian strategies and armed actor violence are micro-behavioral phenomena that occur at this 

level and are thus not suitable for cross-country analysis in which micro-processes may be 

overshadowed by factors on the macro-level (compare Kaplan, 2017, p. 86).  

Colombia is a suitable case to study as it is characterized by substantive variation within 

the country regarding both the level of social organization of communities as well as levels of 

violence committed by OCGs. Furthermore, previous research has demonstrated that organized 

civilian communities have been able to reduce violence committed by political NSAGs against 



Pauline Blöth - Civilian Agency in Contexts of Organized Criminal Violence - Thesis 19 

them, thus providing an interesting context to examine whether such dynamics also translate to 

the context of organized criminal violence.  

At the same time, the case selection is motivated by considerations of feasibility as there 

is a greater variety of sources and availability of data concerning the variables of interest in 

Colombia as compared to other countries, as well as due to the author’s greater familiarity with 

the case and available language skills.  

 

Time period 

This study aims to assess whether levels of social organization in communities determine levels 

of violence committed by organized criminal groups against them. It will focus on the so-called 

BACRIM (bandas criminales, criminal groups) as the main OCGs of interest, that emerged after the 

official demobilization of Colombia’s paramilitary forces starting in 2003. Common alternative 

terms also include neo-paramilitaries or narco-paramilitaries (see discussion below). The analysis 

will cover the time period between 2006 and 2016, thereby spanning roughly the time from the 

end of the paramilitary demobilization process and the beginning of the emergence of the 

BACRIM, to the signing of a peace agreement between the government and the FARC (Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, the country’s largest guerilla group) that aimed to end a civil 

war that lasted for more than 50 years. Data following the beginning of the peace process and the 

FARC demobilization at the end of 2016 is not included due to the issue that observed violence 

could be due to “chaos” emerging after FARC demobilization, where new and existing NSAGs 

try take over vacated territory. In this context of restructuring, civilians also struggle with clearly 

identifying armed actors operating in their communities and therefor preclude successful 

autonomy strategies. 

 

Case selection criteria 

In order to capture micro-level processes while also increasing comparability, I will compare 

three neighboring municipalities that (1) vary in their level of social organization and (2) are 

located in a region that is generally affected by the presence of BACRIM. By choosing 

neighboring municipalities I aim to limit the influence of other possible causal or moderating 

factors, however data collection will also pertain to some of these factors in order to better 

evaluate such possible influences (levels of civil war violence, strategic importance, levels of 

contestation, state capacity, socioeconomic conditions). Based on the nature of the research 

question and hypothesis, cases were selected on the basis of the independent variable, that means 

that municipalities with differing levels of social organization were chosen for comparative 

analysis. 
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Municipalities (municipios) are one of Colombia’s administrative units. Colombia is divided 

into 32 departments (departamentos) which in turn are subdivided into municipalities (municipios), 

and those into corregimientos or comunas (in rural and urban areas respectively). While municipalities 

are already a micro-level unit, one could argue that they are still too big to reflect communities 

where residents are familiar with each other and interact on a regular basis. On the other hand, 

comparable data on this level is hard or impossible to obtain as data is usually available on 

municipality level only (Kaplan 2017, 113; Arjona 2016, 87). In addition, I decided against 

analyzing so-called peace communities, as forms of ‘peace communities’ are highly diverse (in 

some instances they do not even have a territory), making it difficult to determine what exactly 

constitutes a peace community (Kaplan, 2017, p. 76). Therefore, comparing social organization 

and civilian autonomy strategies at the municipal level—instead of comparing different instances 

of peace communities or peace territories—allows also for better comparability.  

In order to operationalize levels of social organization, I adopt the strategy used by 

Kaplan (2017), namely the measure of “juntas per communities” which captures the variation in 

the presence of juntas across municipalities based on 1985 data by the Colombian census 

bureau3. Juntas (juntas de acción comunal, Community Action Boards) are local village or 

neighborhood councils, defined as “civic nonprofit corporations composed of the neighbors of a 

place, who unite efforts and resources to meet the most important needs of the 

community”(Kaplan 2017, 80). According to Kaplan they constitute the principal local 

organization that exists across Colombia. They started to be formed in the 1950s, during or after 

La Violencia (a bipartisan civil war between 1948 and the early 1960s), especially in historically 

conflicted territories, marking a shift to more bottom-up, local forms of community organization. 

However, Colombia also has large Afro-Colombian and Indigenous communities which on one 

hand less frequently form juntas, and on the other hand have different types of community 

organization not captured by Kaplan’s juntas per community measure (such as Afro-Colombian 

consejos comunitarios and Indigenous cabildo organizational structures)(Kaplan 2017, chaps. 1, 5). As 

the measure serving as the basis for my case selection does not correctly reflect the level of social 

organization for communities with significant minority populations, I excluded regions with large 

populations of these minorities. Thereby the sample of possible cases was further reduced, largely 

                                                 
3 More precisely, Kaplan (2017) uses the number of juntas in a municipality in 1985, and to approximate the 

coverage with juntas he calculates an indicator of juntas per capita (i.e. dividing the number of juntas in each 

municipality by its census population in 1985). He then multiplied the fraction by the mean size of a junta of 45 

members to estimate the percent of communities that have juntas out of the number of those that could, 

thereby creating the measure of juntas per communities (Kaplan 2017, 118). For a more detailed discussion of this 

measure see Kaplan, 2017, chapter 5. 
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excluding communities in departments such as Chocó, Valle del Cauca, Nariño, and Putumayo. 

Data about juntas (and therefore social organization) was drawn from Kaplan (2017) and kindly 

provided by the author (see also Appendix 1), information about the geographical presence of 

OGCs was obtained by Indepaz (Indepaz 2017)(see Appendix 2), and information on minority 

populations was drawn from the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs (OCHA 2008a, 2008b)(see Appendix 3 and 4). Following this strategy, I selected the 

municipalities San Juan de Arama, Vistahermosa and Granada in the department of Meta in 

Central/South Colombia (see Table 1 and Figure 2, for a more detailed map see Appendix 5).  

 

Table 1. Overview of cases 

 
Case - Municipality 

San Juan d. A. Vistahermosa Granada 

Social organization 

(independent variable) 
High Medium  Low 

Levels of violence 

(dependent variable) 
? ? ? 

Predicted levels of 

violence 
Low Medium High 

 

Figure 2. Location of the case municipalities in Meta and Colombia (San Juan de Arama – red, 

Vistahermosa – blue, Granada – yellow) (adapted from Milenioscuro 2015).  
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Limitations 

One possible concern about the case selection of Colombia is that the country’s historical and 

conflict context is unique, thereby preventing generalizations to other settings. However, I argue 

that although Colombia is a prominent example of civilian and social organization in the face of 

violence and one of the most affected countries concerning OCV, neither of the two phenomena 

are unique to Colombia but have applicability both in other Latin American countries and 

globally.  

 Another issue concerns the organized criminal group of interest in this thesis, the bandas 

criminales or BACRIM. More specifically, it is a topic of contention whether these groups are 

organized crime or neo-paramilitary groups. While the Colombian government has until recently 

denied the strong links between the paramilitary groups and armed groups that emerged after the 

AUC demobilization, several authors illuminate how the new groups draw on pre-existing 

structures, recruit former or demobilized AUC members, and continue to engage in many of the 

same types of violence and in similar territories (Jenss 2015; Zukerman Daly 2016; Villarraga 

Sarmiento 2015). Nonetheless, there is increasing consensus that while these groups have a 

paramilitary character, they have a stronger economic focus than the AUC and less of a 

counterinsurgent approach. Up until the demobilization process, the AUC paramilitary groups 

acted largely in collusion and cooperation with the state, but after the demobilization, as well as 

the extradition of some AUC leaders, rupture increased and the neo-paramilitary groups are now 

in a relation of partial confrontation with the state (Jenss 2015; Villarraga Sarmiento 2015; Zelik 

2015). Depending on the approach to these actors they are usually referred to as criminal bands, 

armed post-demobilization groups (GAPD, grupos armados pos-desmovilización), narco-paramilitaries 

or neo-paramilitaries and some even continue to use the term paramilitaries (such as CINEP). In 

2016, there was another change in government terminology (and in strategies to combat them) 

through which the BACRIM are now classified as either GAO (grupos armados organizados or 

organized armed groups) or GDO (grupo delictivo organizado or organized criminal groups)(Verdad 

Abierta 2016b). 

 An important limitation results from the data used for case selection. Cases were selected 

on the basis of the independent variable: social organization. However, the data underlying the 

choice (Kaplan’s juntas per communities measure) stems from 1985, as a result it may not correctly 

reflect current levels of social organization. At the beginning of the time period under 

investigation, social organization may have been affected, for example, by civil war violence. In 

order to address this issue, I will also collect data on levels of civil war violence and social 

organization during the investigated time period. 
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Data sources 

In this thesis I will draw on primary sources (mainly statistical data) and secondary data (such as 

reports). Collection of original data was not feasible due to a number of factors such as the 

logistic difficulty to access rural areas of the country and associated time-consuming and costly 

travel, security concerns (both for the researcher and research subjects), and access to 

gatekeepers to local communities. However, Colombia has a plethora of civil society groups, 

NGOs, research institutes, and think tanks, as well as newspapers and media outlets which 

provide a wide range of information. Furthermore, the government, state agencies and ministries, 

as well as international organizations such as the United Nations are important sources of data. 

This research project will thus draw on a wide range of sources and types of material, including 

statistical data, databases on violence, news sources, and reports. As data sources were not yet 

fixed at the outset of the data collection, specific problems with different sources will be 

addressed in the analysis and discussion. A general problem I encountered was that primary 

sources such as quantitative data by government and non-governmental institutions provide 

information on the municipal level, but they often had different purposes and criteria for 

inclusion of cases in their datasets and in many cases only covered part of the analyzed time 

period. On the other hand, secondary sources, such as reports and news media, had a tendency 

of providing more context but generally provided information with a focus on national, 

departmental and regional trends rather than detailed data on municipalities. In combining 

different sources, I aimed to balance their respective advantages and disadvantages. 

 

Guiding questions for analysis 

In order to increase obtain systematic and consistent data, a structured focused comparison aims 

to answer the same set of questions for each of the selected cases. In order to do so, I created a 

list of guiding questions for each of the variables of interest.  

 

Table 2. Guiding questions 

Variable of interest Guiding questions 

Main variables 

Social organization How and to which extent do communities organize? 

What is the (perceived) quality of these community organizations 

(legitimacy and effectiveness), how independent/autonomous are 

they? 
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Civilian self-

protection and 

autonomy strategies  

How do communities respond to armed actors, which strategies do 

they apply? 

How do NSAGs interact with communities (violent vs non-violent, 

providing governance, presence of negotiation and dialogues, etc.)? 

Cost-benefit of 

violence 

What are motivations and explanations for behaviors and strategies 

employed by (a) civilians and (b) armed actors?  

Levels of violence How frequent and widespread is violence in connection to OCGs, 

what types of violence? 

How frequent is violence in general? 

What is the perceived security situation? 

Control variables 

Strategic importance Are communities strategically and economically relevant (objective and 

subjective)? 

(a) important resources (illegal and legal) such as illicit crops 

(coca, marihuana, poppy), mineral resources (precious stones, 

gold, silver, copper, coal, etc.), oil, timber, African palm, etc., 

(b) processing locations and trafficking routes for illicit drugs,  

(c) opportunities for extortion rackets,  

(d) valuable plots of land (land grabbing),  

(e) other opportunities for criminal activity (e.g. human 

trafficking, illegal wildlife trade) 

(f) militarily importance 

Contestation Is there territorial competition / rivalry or cooperation between 

different NSAGs, or such groups and the state security forces? 

Civil war violence To which extent have the communities been affected by civil war? 

Socioeconomic 

factors 

Are communities faced with low socioeconomic development 

(poverty, literacy, basic needs)? 

State capacity To which extent is the central state a provider of good governance 

(presence, legitimacy, effectiveness)? 
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COUNTRY AND REGIONAL CONTEXT 

Colombia and its history of violence 

While Colombia has often experienced violence during its republican history, most trace the 

current armed conflict back to the civil war called La Violencia (‘Violence’) between 1948 and the 

early 1960s, in which fighting between members of the Liberal and Conservative parties led to 

high death tolls (estimates range between 134,000 and over 400,000). While an agreement 

between the two parties in 1974 led to a reduction in violence, the government was unable to 

effectively tackle key problems in the country, such as inequality, rural development, and access 

to land, and many continued to be excluded from access to power and representation. As a 

consequence, students, peasants and workers mobilized throughout the country but were often 

repressed by the state and met with extreme violence. It was in this context that a number of 

communist guerilla groups emerged, among them the FARC, ELN, EPL and M19. For a long 

time, their military capacity and territorial presence was weak but in the mid-1970s many started 

to get involved in the illicit drug trade to finance their operations. With the resources from this 

and other illegal activities such as kidnapping and extorsion, the guerillas quickly increased their 

military capacity and territorial control (Arjona 2016, chap. 4; Kaplan 2017, chap. 3).  

The territorial expansion of the guerillas and their funding techniques, as well as the 

potential changes of the political order as part of peace negotiations (between President 

Betancourt and several guerilla groups, 1982-1986) threatened the country’s regional and local 

elites (as well as drug lords) which began forming paramilitary groups to defend their interests. 

However, these groups quickly transformed from defensive to offensive, and expanded into new 

territories. They also started a mass extermination of members of the Unión Patriótica (UP), a 

political party that was formed in 1985 during the peace negotiations to allow the guerillas to 

participate in democratic politics and which received significant support and success (although 

the peace process itself failed). Due to their counterinsurgency goals, the paramilitaries were 

tolerated and abetted by the Colombian state and its armed forces. They were also partially 

legalized and armed by the state and engaged in joint operations with military or operated with 

knowledge of military. In what has become known as the ‘parapolitics scandal’ in 2006, it was 

also revealed that politicians throughout the country had colluded with paramilitary groups to get 

elected, demonstrating how close these groups were to the state (Centro Nacional de Memoria 

Histórica 2016; Kaplan 2017, chap. 3; Arjona 2016, chap. 4). 

In the late 1980s, the armed conflict increased in intensity and levels of violence escalated 

between 1990 and 2005. Both the guerillas and the paramilitaries expanded their territory and 

grew in membership at an unprecedented rate. In 1997, several paramilitary groups formed an 

umbrella organization, the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC). Clashes between guerillas, 
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paramilitaries and state armed forces became more frequent, but also civilian victimization and 

human rights abuses by all armed actors, including the state forces, took on new dimensions (for 

detailed information see Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2013). These developments are 

also connected to the defeat of big drug cartels, leading to increased activity of non-state armed 

groups in the drug trade which meant additional sources of funding but also competition for 

these resources (Tickner 2007). 

During the past decades, there have been a number of peace and demobilization 

processes targeted both at guerilla and paramilitary groups. The most recent ones with the FARC 

guerilla were (1) those of 1998-2002 under President Andrés Pastrana that ultimately failed due to 

mutual infractions of the ceasefire and the FARC using a demilitarized zone in the South of the 

country to reorganize and expand their capacity, and (2) those of 2012-2016 that led to the 

signing of a comprehensive peace agreement between the Colombian government and the FARC 

at the end of 2016. Under the presidency of Álvaro Uribe in 2002 a peace agreement with 

paramilitary leaders of the AUC was implemented, leading to demobilization of around 30,000 

individuals claiming to be members of the various AUC groups. While some argue that it 

contributed to a steady decrease in violence after 2002, the demobilization process was heavily 

flawed. On one hand, it allowed the paramilitaries to expand their penetration of the state, and on 

the other hand, new small armies—labelled by the state as bandas criminales (criminal bands) or 

BACRIM—were formed and drew on the former paramilitaries for resources, networks and 

recruits (Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2010). These neo-paramilitary groups do not necessarily 

have a counterinsurgent agenda but primarily seek to exploit illegal markets, especially illicit 

drugs, and have become one of the principal perpetrators of violence in the past years, surpassing 

both guerillas and paramilitaries (Arjona 2016, chap. 4).  

Along similar lines, the recent peace process with the FARC is faced with the problem of 

other actors taking over territories formerly controlled by the FARC and competing for criminal 

interest vacated by the guerilla (e.g. drug trade and illegal mining). These groups include the ELN 

guerilla, neo-paramilitaries and drug cartels (International Crisis Group 2017; Verdad Abierta 

2016a). In some areas demobilized or dissident guerilla members also formed or joined criminal 

groups, some label them Farcrim to point out the similarities to the BACRIM formed after 

paramilitary demobilization (Garcia 2018).  

 

The context of armed and organized criminal violence in Meta  

In the context of the armed conflict, Meta has seen the presence of various legal and illegal 

armed actors which aimed to establish dominion in the different municipalities. The FARC have 

been present in Meta since the 1970s, and the region of the rivers Ariari, Guayabero and Duda 
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were consolidated as bastions of the FARC (i.e. the West of the department) (see Appendix 5 for 

a detailed map of Meta). During peace talks between 1998 and 2002, the Colombian government 

under President Pastrama agreed to a demilitarized zone in the south of Colombia (Zona de 

Distención) which also included municipalities of Meta under the FARC’s dominion (including 

Vistahermosa, the other municipalities analyzed in this study neighbor the zone). However, 

instead of reaching an agreement, the FARC used this zone to rearm and expand its capacity and 

territorial control. Following the failure of peace talks, the government dissolved the 

demilitarized zone and started militarily retaking lost territories, aiming to root out the guerilla. 

From 2002 to 2006, under President Uribe, the department saw increased violence and armed 

confrontation between the guerilla, state forces and paramilitaries (Secretaría De Víctimas, 

Derechos Humanos Y Paz 2016; Kaplan 2017, chap. 3; Arjona 2016, chap. 4).  

Meta also has a long presence of paramilitary or self-defense forces, dating back to the 

1950s. But they grew in importance when entrepreneurs and narcotraffickers occupied new 

territories in Meta, buying land, and establishing armed groups to protect their economic 

interests. During the 1980s a group called Los Masetos started the extermination of the Unión 

Patriótica, an important political force in Meta, which was enabled by the state’s permissiveness 

due to stigmatization of UP as guerilla supporters. This criminal organization served as a basis for 

the formation of paramilitary groups in the region which expanded in Meta during the 1990s and 

in 1997 some joined the AUC. What followed was a wave of violence that implied high civilian 

victimization under the pretext of counterinsurgency, but also due to armed confrontation 

between different paramilitary groups. Starting in 1997, numbers of victims skyrocketed 

(Secretaría De Víctimas, Derechos Humanos Y Paz 2016).  

While the paramilitary groups started demobilization in 2005, a number of new criminal 

groups—some continuing from dissident paramilitaries or recruiting former members—quickly 

emerged with primary activity in the illicit drug trade. Meta is in fact one of the departments most 

affected by narco-paramilitary presence and all three municipalities have had continuous presence 

of these actors since 2008/2009 (Indepaz 2017). Among them is the ERPAC, led by a former 

paramilitary commander, which was active until 2010 and even established alliances with the 

FARC (Secretaría De Víctimas, Derechos Humanos Y Paz 2016). In general, the demobilization 

process was not very successful in the region of Los Llanos, and only a fraction of those 

demobilizing were part of reintegration programs (Verdad Abierta 2012). With the dismantling of 

ERPAC, other groups with interest in narcotrafficking emerged and increasingly established 

alliances among each other. Since approximately 2014, Colombia’s most powerful BACRIM 

group, the Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia (AGC or Clan del Golfo), arrived in Meta and 
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unleashed a campaign of terror in the Ariari region4; it is also feared to endanger the 

demobilization process of the FARC (Secretaría De Víctimas, Derechos Humanos Y Paz 2016; 

Indepaz 2015).  

 

ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

In the following section I will present the empirical evidence and summarize the main findings. 

The empirical evidence will be presented according to the respective variables, meaning that I will 

first present findings on the independent and dependent variable, as well as the causal 

mechanism, and then extend the analysis by considering the influence of other factors (control 

variables). Lastly, I will provide a general discussion about the empirical findings and theoretical 

implications. As their appeared to be pronounced differences between the first and second half 

of the time period investigated here, I also decided to disaggregate the analysis and 

categorizations into two time periods (2006-2010, 2011-2016) as far as data availability allowed 

for it. As will be discussed in more detail below, empirical findings suggest that higher levels of 

social organization lead to lower levels of OCV (as hypothesized), but that civil war violence has 

a moderating effect on this relationship. 

 

General demographic information 

The municipality of San Juan de Arama has a population of 9,218, of which about a third live in 

the cabecera or municipal capital (3,394)(census 2005), and an area of 1558 km2 (DANE 2005; 

Alcaldía de San Juan de Arama 2017). Vistahermosa (sometimes also spelled Vista Hermosa) is 

the largest municipality of the three cases with an area of 4749 km2, but with a population of 

21,048 (6,166 in the municipal capital) its population density is very low (DANE 2005; Alcaldía 

de Vista Hermosa 2018). Granada is the most urbanized municipality among the three cases. 

With an area of 350 km2, it has a total of 50,172 inhabitants, the majority of which live in the 

municipal capital (40,941)(DANE 2005; Alcaldía de Granada 2019). It is considered the second 

most important municipality of Meta and connects the region to the departmental capital 

Villavicencio (Secretaría De Víctimas, Derechos Humanos Y Paz 2016). 

 

                                                 
4 The Ariari region is comprised of the territories in Western Meta and next to San Juan de Arama, 

Vistahermosa and Granada also includes the municipalities El Castillo, El Dorado, Fuente de Oro, La 

Macarena, La Uribe, Lejanías, Cubarral, Mesetas, Puerto Lleras, Puerto Rico and Puerto Concordia (Fundación 

Ideas para la Paz 2013a).  
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Social organization 

It was not the main aim of this study to investigate the independent variable, namely levels of 

social organization in more detail. However, as case selection was based on this variable and the 

correspondent data was from 1985, I collected some additional data on this variable to ensure 

that values during the investigated time period did not differ markedly from earlier data. I found 

that levels of social organization remained relatively stable with only small changes between the 

two points in time. 

To compare levels of social organization, I calculated the measure juntas per community for 

the years 1985 and 2016 (see Methodology section for more details on how it is calculated). Data 

on the number of juntas per municipality for 1985 was kindly provided by Oliver Kaplan, and in 

combination with population data from the 1985 census (DANE 1986), I calculated the exact 

value of ‘junta coverage’. I then repeated these calculations with more recent data from 2016 

based on a list of the department’s juntas and population projections for 2016 (data from other 

years was not available)(DANE 2005; Secretaría de Gobierno y Seguridad 2016). As can be seen 

in Table 3 a certain variation between 1985 and 2016 is present, but differences are not of major 

scale, suggesting that levels of social organization remained comparatively constant (although 

based on this data it is not possible to determine how the three cases developed in comparison to 

other Colombian municipalities).  

 

Table 3. Levels of social organization based on junta coverage per municipality in 1985 and 2016. 

 San Juan de Arama Vistahermosa Granada 

1985 23.4% 8% 3.8% 

2016 20.5% 12.5% 5.7% 

Category High Medium Low 

 

In addition to the juntas de acción comunal, a number of other civil society organizations are 

active in Ariari that vary in their target populations, aims, and location (departmental/local) such 

as the Commission for Human Rights of the Lower Ariari and its regional counterparts (Comisión 

de Derechos Humanos del Bajo Ariari), Pastoral Social (an ecclesial non-profit), Cordepaz, Mesa 

Humanitaria, MOVICE (Movement of the Victims of State Crimes), and ASODES (Association 

of the Displaced of Ariari). However, the juntas appear to be the primary institution at 

community level that do not cater to a specific group (i.e. from a certain profession or victims of 

state violence). Additional comparable data on social organization in the three municipalities was 

unfortunately not available. 
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A potential concern is that social organization may not be correctly captured by the juntas 

measure. However, a qualitative case study by Kaplan (2017, chap. 8) lends support to its validity 

as an indicator of social organization. The study also revealed that there are important variations 

in how effective juntas are and that junta activity and social organization can vary significantly 

within municipalities (not just between), however, as stated before this was not the main focus of 

the present study.  

 

Levels of violence 

San Juan de Arama 

Based on the empirical evidence presented below, San Juan de Arama had medium levels of 

OCV in the period 2006-2010, and low levels during the period 2011-2016. However, general 

levels of violence were at high and medium levels, respectively.  

For the purpose of this study I compared statistics and reports on different forms of 

violence, including homicide and extrajudicial killings, forced disappearance, forced displacement, 

kidnappings, threats, torture, as well as attacks on private and public goods (including 

infrastructure).  

According to Indepaz, which annually monitors the presence of narco-paramilitary 

groups in Colombia since 2006, and since 2008 provides municipal data5, San Juan de Arama had 

continuous presence of these actors since 2009. Primarily, those are the ERPAC and since 2012 

the Bloque Meta (one of ERPAC’s successors; from 2016 they are called Los Puntilleros). In 2010, 

the Águilas Negras had a short presence, and with its expansion into Meta Clan del Golfo also had a 

presence in San Juan de Arama since 2014. The municipality also had at least some FARC 

presence throughout the time period, although guerilla presence was sometimes interrupted 

(Indepaz 2015, 2012a, 2013a, 2012c, 2017, 2009; Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a).   

One important indicator for levels of violence are homicide rates as it is relatively easily 

comparable and observable. Annual reports covering this information are published by Medicina 

Legal (national forensic jurisprudence agency) and freely accessible; data is available on the 

municipal level from 2001 onwards.6 As is clearly visible in Graph 1, homicide rates are generally 

declining over time and while Meta is consistently above the national average, the difference is 

decreasing over time. In national comparison, Meta was among the most violent departments for 

several years until around 2011 (in 2006, Meta had the second highest homicide rate in Colombia) 

                                                 
5 The exception is 2015 for which no detailed data was available. 

6 Missing values for 2003 were complemented with information published in the report Trochas de Memoria 

(Comité de Impulso al Banco de Datos de Violencia Política del Suroriente Colombiano 2008). 
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but after that violence started to become more pronounced in other parts of the country. San 

Juan de Arama surpassed the departmental average in most of the years under investigation 

(although not to the same degree as Vistahermosa) and following the paramilitary demobilization 

homicides declined markedly, although some spikes appeared in 2011 and 2014 (INMLCF 2002-

2017). 

 

Graph 1. Homicide rates in San Juan de Arama, 2001-2016 (per 100,000 residents) (Source: 

Medicina Legal) 

 

 

Another valuable data source is the Conflict and Violence Panel of the CEDE municipal 

dataset which includes statistics by different agencies (Acevedo and Bornacelly 2018). According 

to National Police and DAS data between 2006 and 2010, San Juan de Arama experienced a total 

of 29 attacks on the civilian population by armed actors (out of which four attacks could be 

attributed to the FARC), as well as 29 incidents of offensive action7 by armed actors (18 FARC, 9 

unknown, 2 AUC). The Ministry of Defense also recorded 28 terrorist acts in the period 2006-

2013, the majority was attributed to the FARC. Their frequency was much lower in the period 

2011-2013 compared to 2006-2010, mainly due to a reduction in attacks by the FARC. Data on 

homicides shows the same trend of violence reduction (from 60 to 11)(similar to the Medicina 

Legal data), in part owing to a lower number of homicides committed by the FARC (from 9 to 0). 

Only three kidnappings by armed actors were registered during 2006-2013, two of which were 

attributed to the FARC. In addition to this data capturing number of incidents, it is possible to 

                                                 
7 Action of attack, or that serves to attack, in order to promote or generate an advance in fronts of fighting. 
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capture extent of victimization with the help of data in the RUV (Registro Único de Victimas) which 

registers victims of the Colombian armed conflict (see Table 4). Taking into consideration the 

most common forms of victimization, San Juan de Arama has the lowest numbers out of the 

three cases but considering its population size levels of victimization were high (e.g. the number 

of displaced victims during 2006-10 equals approx. a third of the total population). In accordance 

with the previously analyzed data sources, violence decreases significantly over the time period 

2006-2016. The only notable exception is the number of threats which increases sharply in the 

second half of the period.  

 

Table 4. Number of victims by type of victimization in San Juan de Arama 2006-2016 (Source: 

RUV/CEDE) 

 Period 

Type of victimization 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Threats 13 122 

Forced disappearance 60 14 

Forced displacement 3092 820 

Homicide 120 6 

Kidnapping 5 0 

 

Another state indicator is the IRV (Index of risk of victimization) published by Unidad 

Victimas which evaluates the risk of victimization of violations of human rights and international 

human law; it is available from 2010. According to this dataset, San Juan de Arama had high 

levels of risk for the entire period 2010-2016 (UARIV 2019a, 2019b). 

In addition to official statistics, an important source that provides disaggregated 

information on presumed perpetrators is the political violence dataset by the Jesuit research 

center CINEP (CINEP 2019) that relies on media coverage of violence in the context of the 

armed conflict. While relying on media coverage has some disadvantages (such as issues related 

to limited coverage in remote areas), it also has the advantage of being more inclusive than, for 

example, official national statistics. As CINEP considers the BACRIM a direct successor of 

paramilitary groups, violence committed by these groups is included in the dataset but classified 

as paramilitary violence (CINEP 2016).  

In San Juan de Arama, 16 incidents of political violence were recorded by CINEP, mainly 

committed by OCGs and FARC (7 and 5 incidents respectively) and two incidents each 
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attributed to the armed forces and unknown perpetrators. With such a low number of cases it is 

hard to establish tendencies or patterns but generally the most common forms were 

homicide/extrajudicial killings (19 victims, 12 by state forces, and all between 2006 and 2010) and 

threats. Both the FARC and neo-paramilitaries caused some forced displacement, but the latter 

appeared to use somewhat more violence and more often directly against people (also including 

torture). Incidents for the Colombian armed forces and the neo-paramilitaries are limited to the 

years 2006-2007, whereas the FARC committed violence sporadically between 2009 and 2015. 

While this may seem little in absolute terms, in relative terms violence was prevalent, in particular 

before 2011. 

In order to gain more specific insights into OCV, I turned to a report by the National 

Center for Historic Memory (CNMH) which analyzes the development of the paramilitary 

groups and its successor groups (post-demobilization armed groups or GAPDs), as well as their 

patterns of violence (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2016). While the focus is on general 

patterns and regional comparisons, it also provides a classification of levels of lethal and non-

lethal GAPD violence in the periods 2006-2010 (atomization) and 2011-2015 (recomposition). 

According to CNMH, San Juan de Arama experienced low levels of lethal violence in both 

periods, non-lethal violence in the form of displacement declined from medium to low levels and 

levels of threats were low. 

Based on the previously presented data, and in particular keeping in mind the difference 

between absolute and relative levels of violence, I categorize San Juan de Arama according to 

general levels of violence, and OCV in particular, as follows:  

  

Table 5. Summary table: levels of violence in San Juan de Arama  

 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Levels of social organization High High 

Hypothesized levels of violence Low Low 

Levels of violence High Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium Low 

 

Of course, it is important to consider whether the above consulted sources correctly 

reflect levels of violence, in particular OCV. While Colombia has a variety of statistics on crime 

and violence both by state agencies and other parties such as research institutions, they are often 

difficult to compare as they use different sources and rules for inclusion. Furthermore, many 

statistics suffer from a lack of information regarding the perpetrators of violence (either because 
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data is not disaggregated or information is not available), making it difficult to establish the share 

of violence committed by organized criminal groups such as the BACRIM. Many of the sources, 

in particular homicide statistics, also do not allow distinctions between intergroup contestation 

(criminal-on-criminal violence) or victimization of civilian populations, and encounter problems 

in correctly classifying violence as organized criminal violence or common crime (in particular 

due to OCGs having set up a system of “franchises” which in turn subcontract or integrate 

regional groups, local gangs and criminal networks (Indepaz 2017; Echandía Castilla 2013; Insight 

Crime n.d.)). Another very important caveat that one has to keep in mind regarding data on 

crimes, in particular political violence, is underreporting. This means that OCV often remains 

invisible to the public and authorities and actual numbers are likely higher than press reports and 

statistics reflect because many case are not reported, often due to fear of repercussions from 

armed actors (CINEP and Colectivo Sociojurídico Orlando Fals Borda 2011, Semana 2011a).  

However limited these sources are, they do provide valuable data that can be compared 

across municipalities. In addition, quantitative data was complemented by more qualitative 

reports to make more accurate evaluations of organized criminal violence. These generally 

analyze trends on the national, departmental or regional level (often lacking more extensive and 

detailed information on the municipal level), but consulting different sources and including both 

quantitative and qualitative data did allow to evaluate general patterns of violence. 

 

Vistahermosa 

As detailed below, Vistahermosa had high levels of OCV in the period 2006-2010, and low levels 

during the period 2011-2016. However, general levels of violence were at very high and high 

levels, respectively. 

According to Indepaz, Vistahermosa had continuous presence of narco-paramilitary 

groups since 2008, primarily ERPAC (until its partial demobilization in 2011), as well as its 

rivaling successor groups Libertadores del Vichada and Bloque Meta. After a short presence in 2011, 

Clan del Golfo established more permanent presence since 2014. In addition to OCGs, 

Vistahermosa also had particularly strong FARC presence which is among the historic 

strongholds of the guerilla (Indepaz 2015, 2012a, 2013a, 2012c, 2017, 2009; Fundación Ideas para 

la Paz 2013a). 

According to data by Medicina Legal (see Graph 2), Vistahermosa has experienced 

particularly extreme homicide rates well above the national and departmental averages; in 2006 its 

homicide rate was almost six times that of Meta (525). Nonetheless, the general decreasing trend 

of homicide rates following 2006 also applied to Vistahermosa, rates declined to approximately 

177 in 2011, and 31 in 2016.  
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Graph 2. Homicide rates in Vistahermosa, 2001-2016 (per 100,000 residents) (Source: Medicina 

Legal) 

 

 

Data from the Conflict and Violence Panel of the CEDE dataset shows that between 

2006 and 2010, Vistahermosa experienced a total of 60 attacks on the civilian population by 

armed actors (out of which five attacks could be attributed to the FARC), as well as 234 incidents 

of offensive action by armed actors (179 FARC, 54 unknown, 1 AUC) which far surpasses 

numbers in San Juan de Arama and Granada. Between 2006 and 2013 the number of terrorist 

attacks was very high in Vistahermosa (111), and as in the case of San Juan de Arama the 

majority was attributed to the FARC with lower frequency after 2011 (25 attacks) mainly due to a 

reduction in attacks by the FARC. Data on homicides shows the same trend of violence 

reduction from 303 homicides in 2006-10 to 113 in 2011-13 (similar to the pattern in Medicina 

Legal data), in particular owing a lower number of homicides committed by the FARC (from 54 

to 13 homicides). Twelve kidnappings by armed actors were registered during 2006-2013, with 

one half each attributed to the FARC and common crime, and no major difference before and 

after 2011. In addition to this data capturing number of incidents, it is possible to capture extent 

of victimization with the help of data in the RUV which registers victims of the Colombian 

armed conflict (see Table 6). Taking into consideration the most common forms of victimization, 

Vistahermosa emerges again as the most violent municipality (e.g. the number of displaced 

victims in 2006-10 equals almost the total population). As in the case of San Juan de Arama, 

violence decreases significantly over the time period 2006-2016, with the only notable exception 

being again the number of threats which increased sharply in the second half of the period.  
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Table 6. Number of victims by type of victimization in Vistahermosa 2006-2016 (Source: 

RUV/CEDE) 

 Period 

Type of victimization 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Threats 193 357 

Forced disappearance 270 23 

Forced displacement 20257 3331 

Homicide 627 105 

Kidnapping 41 23 

 

According to the IRV (Index of risk of victimization), another state indicator which 

evaluates the risk of victimization of violations of human rights and international human law; 

Vistahermosa had high levels of risk for the entire period data was available (2010-2016)(UARIV 

2019a, 2019b). 

Based on non-governmental data by CINEP, there were 213 incidents of political 

violence in Vistahermosa between 2006 and 2016, meaning that Vistahermosa emerges again as 

the most violent out of the three cases, both in absolute and relative terms. 

The greatest number of incidents is attributed to the state forces (77 cases) and in many 

cases incidents involved multiple victims. The most common form of violence by state forces 

were clearly extrajudicial killings (46 incidents with 58 victims), most of them in 2006-2007 but 

also arbitrary detentions, individual and collective threats, forced disappearance, and torture were 

common. In a great share of cases of extrajudicial killings, victims were legalized as “guerilla 

fighters killed in combat”, and in some cases victims were members of community organizations 

and leaders or targeted due to accusations of collaboration with the FARC. Threat to 

communities sometimes was also due to indiscriminate or inadequate violence during military 

operations or the establishment of camps close to civilian settlements.  

The FARC is also responsible for a large share of political violence in the municipality (61 

cases) but forms of victimization differ from the armed forces. Most commonly, the guerilla 

threatened individuals or groups (often families) and frequently caused forced displacement. 

Many displaced to avoid forced recruitment of themselves or family members (in particular 

minors and young adults), due to accusations of collaboration with the paramilitaries or state 

forces, and due to risks related to land mines. The FARC is also responsible for several 
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assassinations (14), kidnappings (6), injuries and deaths due to landmines (3), and some cases of 

torture (4).  

Around a fifth of incidents are attributed to the paramilitaries (47), the most common 

form of violence being intentional homicides (20 incidents with 25 victims), individual and 

collective threats (25), forced disappearances (10), and forced displacement (9). Targets of 

violence were frequently accused of having links to or collaborating with the guerillas and many 

targets were community leaders. One important aspect to note in the case of Vistahermosa is that 

in a number of incidents state forces and paramilitaries collaborated or acted with mutual 

knowledge, even after the presumed demobilization of the latter (they are separated here 

according to primary perpetrator). 

There are also twenty-eight incidents in which the perpetrating group could not be 

determined (20 “without information”, 8 “combatants”), including cases of deaths or injury due 

to landmines, assassinations, threats, forced displacement and kidnappings. Also in these cases, 

community leaders appear to have been common targets. After 2010, high levels of violence 

started to decline, the trend applies to all different actors (state forces, FARC, paramilitaries). 

 Aiming for more specific insights into OCV, I used classifications by the CNMH, 

according to which Vistahermosa had high levels of lethal violence in 2006-2010 but low levels in 

2011-2015. Displacement as a form of non-lethal violence saw a decline from very high to 

medium levels, and throughout the period 2006-2015 levels of threats were low (Centro Nacional 

de Memoria Histórica 2016).  

Based on the previously presented data, I categorize Vistahermosa according to general 

levels of violence and OCV as follows:  

  

Table 7. Summary table: levels of violence in Vistahermosa  

 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Levels of social organization Medium Medium 

Hypothesized levels of violence Medium Medium 

Levels of violence Very high High 

Levels of OCV High Low 
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Granada 

As demonstrated in the following, Granada had medium levels of OCV and general violence 

during both 2006-2010 and 2011-2016.  

Granada had continuous presence of narco-paramilitary groups since 2008, primarily 

ERPAC (until its partial demobilization in 2011), as well as its rivaling successor groups 

Libertadores del Vichada and Bloque Meta (since 2016 coalition called Los Puntilleros). In 2013, it also 

saw the presence of Los Rastrojos and since 2016 of Clan de Golfo. In addition to OCGs, Granada 

also had at least some FARC presence throughout the time period (Indepaz 2015, 2012a, 2013a, 

2012c, 2017, 2009; Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a). 

According to data by Medicina Legal, Granada experienced very high homicide rates 

previous to 2006 but afterwards they declined and were generally around the departmental 

average, in contrast to the other two municipalities (see Graph 3). 

 

Graph 3. Homicide rates in Granada, 2001-2016 (per 100,000 residents) (Source: Medicina Legal) 

 

 

According to the CEDE dataset, out of the three cases Granada experienced the highest 

number of attacks on civilian population by armed actors (84) during 2006-2010, only one attack 

could be attributed to the AUC while in the remaining attacks the perpetrator is listed as 

unknown. In contrast, the municipality registered the lowest number of offensive actions by 

armed actors (2 FARC, 10 unknown). Compared to the other two municipalities, Granada had a 

moderately high number of terrorist acts, however in Granada’s case the share of attacks 

committed by the FARC was low (5 cases) and the number of attacks increased (8 attacks in 

2006-10, 27 in 2011-13). MinDefensa recorded 13 kidnappings, most of them in the period 2006-
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2010 (11 cases). In the case of homicides, the same trend of violence reduction applies (although 

to a lesser degree: 173 in 2006-10, 94 in 2011-13), but in contrast to the other two cases none of 

the homicides were attributed to the FARC. Based on data in the RUV which registers victims of 

the Colombian armed conflict, Granada experienced quite high levels of victimization (see Table 

8). In comparison with the other two municipalities, however, levels of victimization are 

moderate in relative terms. As in the other two cases, violence was much lower during 2011-16 

compared to previous years, with the only notable exception being again the number of threats 

which increased sharply in the second half of the period.  

 

Table 8. Number of victims by type of victimization in Granada 2006-2016 (Source: 

RUV/CEDE) 

 Period 

Type of victimization 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Threats 59 329 

Forced disappearance 99 10 

Forced displacement 2075 1422 

Homicide 478 97 

Kidnapping 14 4 

 

According to the IRV (Index of risk of victimization) which evaluates the risk of 

victimization of violations of human rights and international human law; Granada had medium 

high levels of risk in 2010, and medium levels from 2011 onwards (UARIV 2019a, 2019b). 

Non-governmental data by CINEP provides more insights on general patterns and 

perpetrators. From 2006 to 2016, CINEP registers 55 incidents of political violence in Granada. 

Four of these were attributed to the Colombian armed forces in 2006 and 2007. Extrajudicial 

killings were the most common form of violence (31 victims) and victims were often legalized as 

“guerilla fighters killed in combat” (as in Vistahermosa). Seven incidents were attributed to the 

FARC but violence was predominantly limited to attacks against or damage to private goods and 

public infrastructure between 2012 and 2014. A much larger share of political violence was 

committed by narco-paramilitary groups, more precisely 25 incidents were recorded. Violence 

committed by these groups appears to be most prevalent in the years after demobilization, 

between 2006 and 2009. The most common forms were extrajudicial killings (13 victims) and 

threats against individuals or groups, but some incidents of forced displacement, torture and 
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forced disappearance are also recorded. Frequently, these groups targeted community leaders and 

activists, as well as those they suspected to collaborate or have links with the FARC. It is 

important to note that there is also a large number of incidents (18) in which the perpetrator 

could not be clearly established, meaning that it could not be determined to which armed group 

perpetrators belong. The most common form of violence were assassinations (12 cases with 13 

victims, concentrated in 2009 and 2012) and threats, and many incidents targeted community 

leaders. 

Providing specific insights into OCV, the CNMH classified Granada as having medium 

levels of lethal violence in 2006-2010 but low levels in 2011-2015. Displacement as a form of 

non-lethal violence saw a decline from high to medium levels, levels of threats increased from 

low levels in 2006-2010 to high levels in 2011-2015 (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 

2016). In addition, Fundación Ideas para la Paz (2013a) states that (in 2012) homicides in 

Granada were often assassinations attributed to the BACRIM operating there, and some selective 

killings related to disputes within the Bloque Meta. 

Based on the previously presented data, and in particular keeping in mind the difference 

between absolute and relative levels of violence, I categorize Granada according to general levels 

of violence and OCV as follows:  

 

Table 9. Summary table: levels of violence in Granada  

 2006-2010 2011-2016 

Levels of social organization Low Low 

Hypothesized levels of violence High High 

Levels of violence Medium Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium Medium 

 

Evaluating the hypothesis 

Results from the first part of the analysis are summarized in Table 10. The findings show that 

values of the dependent variables, meaning levels of OCV, do not correspond consistently with 

the predictions made based on my theoretical argument. Comparing the three municipalities 

during the period 2006-2010, neither general levels of violence nor levels of OCV follow the 

predicted values based on levels of social organization. In contrary to my predictions, less socially 

organized Granada had lower levels of OCV than more socially organized Vistahermosa, as well 

as lower levels of general violence than the other two more socially organized municipalities. 

However, during the period 2011-2016, observed values of OCV lend some support to the 
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hypothesis, meaning that more organized San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa experienced low 

levels of OCV, in contrast to Granada. Before being able to evaluate more implications for the 

hypothesis and theoretical framework proposed in this thesis, I will analyze data regarding the 

causal mechanism and control variables. 

 

Table 10. Summary table: levels of violence 

Variable San Juan de Arama Vistahermosa Granada 

Social organization High Medium Low 

Hypothesized levels 

of violence 
Low Medium High 

 2006-2010 

Levels of violence High Very High Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium High Medium 

 2011-2016 

Levels of violence Medium High Medium 

Levels of OCV Low Low Medium 

 

Interactions between civilians and armed actors and their cost-benefit implications 

While it was not the aim of this study to investigate in detail the proposed causal mechanism, I 

set out to collect at least some data to add some context and nuance. A rigorous test of the causal 

mechanism would require other methods such as process-tracing.  

Some of the sources suggest that OCGs do indeed build local orders, and provide some 

insights into the logic of their violent and non-violent strategies. In many Colombian regions it is 

not the state that regulates life and has the monopoly on the use of violence. Instead criminal 

groups wield significant social and political control in their areas of influence, have established 

criminal governance, and set up repressive social orders and rules about the use of violence and 

that allow them to benefit (Garzón et al. 2016; Restrepo, González, and Tobón 2011; Verdad 

Abierta 2009c). While OCGs in Colombia aim for territorial control, they are generally not in 

direct opposition to the state, although they challenge or sometimes substitute state control on 

the local level (e.g. using their capacity for violence for dispute resolution)(Restrepo, González, 

and Tobón 2011). Generally, the BACRIM use a mixture of positive and negative incentives, 

meaning selective incentives like money or political power, as well as the threat and use of 

violence, to recruit members and establish and maintain control. This applies to both how they 

interact with civilian populations, as well as local and state authorities (Verdad Abierta 2009b, 
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2009a, 2009c; Restrepo, González, and Tobón 2011). In the past years, there has also been an 

increasing trend of targeting leaders and defenders (including members of the juntas) to hinder 

their work—which interferes with OCGs’ activities and the power of traditional powerholders—

and to achieve social control and control over the communities (Álvarez Vanegas 2019; 

Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2018). In Meta, they have also increasingly tried to co-opt or coerce 

local authorities such as the juntas to further their criminal activities (e.g. extorsion of oil 

companies)(Semana 2015; Garzón et al. 2016). Some of the communities analyzed here are not 

under OCG but rather FARC control which established its own social orders. 

 More detailed insights into how OCGs interact with local communities, in particular in 

non-violent ways, are unfortunately not available. In particular assessments about civilian 

strategies were not possible as available information was restricted to a few instances mentioned 

in the CINEP database (e.g. juntas requesting information on disappeared or killed community 

members, or human rights commissions denouncing civilian victimization), as well as reports on 

larger-scale mobilizations, for example, in support of the peace process (Agencia Prensa Rural 

2013) or against abuse by state forces (Agencia Prensa Rural 2007, 2014; Durango 2008), and on 

activity of civil society, for example, workshops on human rights (Agencia Prensa Rural 2015). 

 

Considering other influences 

Civil war violence 

As evidenced by the data below, Vistahermosa emerged as having been affected the most by civil 

war violence, followed by San Juan de Arama. While Granada has also been affected, it was so to 

a much lower degree than the other two cases. Furthermore, all three municipalities saw 

pronounced reduction of violence as part of the armed conflict with the beginning of peace 

negotiations between the FARC and the Colombian government. 

According to data from Kaplan (2017), all three municipalities experienced high levels of 

violence during La Violencia (the previous civil war) but differed in levels of violence during the 

period 1990-2005 (i.e. as part of the current armed conflict). Based on CINEP data, Kaplan 

calculated political homicide rates on the municipal level. According to his categorization, 

Granada and Vistahermosa experienced high but somewhat similar levels of political violence, 

whereas San Juan de Arama experienced very high levels of political homicides. According to 

Kaplan (2017, 66), FARC activity was also more pronounced in San Juan de Arama and 

Vistahermosa than in Granada in the period 1999-2005. The investigative group CERAC (2014) 

also provides a categorization of Colombian municipalities by how strongly they were affected by 

the armed conflict between 2000 and 2012 based on whether municipalities had continuous 

presence of armed actors and the average of conflict events in comparison to the national 
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average. According to CERAC, San Juan de Arama and Granada had lower intensity of violence, 

and Vistahermosa experienced higher intensity of violence (compared to national conditions), 

and all municipalities experienced some years without armed actor presence during this period.  

Other sources consulted for this analysis also state that the Ariari region, and in particular 

Vistahermosa, have been one of the prioritized regions of the military strategy against the FARC, 

meaning that a great proportion of violence took place in the context of high contestation and 

armed confrontation between FARC and the military, which in turn account to a large degree for 

high homicide rates (Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a, 2013b). 

Furthermore, data discussed in the previous section also shows that violence between and 

committed by different armed actors in the context of the civil war (primarily state forces and 

FARC) have an important impact on the municipalities, and account for a large share of violence. 

Referring back to the data previously discussed (in particular the CINEP and CEDE data), it also 

becomes apparent that violence committed as part of the armed conflict was much higher in the 

period 2006-2010, whereas it dropped significantly in period 2011-2016. This is not only visible 

in general decline in violence but more specifically also in the decline of violence committed by 

the FARC and state forces. For San Juan de Arama, CINEP records a decline in incidents of 

political violence from 13 (2006-2010) to three (2011-2016), as well as a decline in number of 

political homicide victims from 19 to zero. In Vistahermosa, the number incidents declined from 

196 (2006-2010) to 17 (2011-2016), and number of political homicide victims from 106 to three. 

For Granada, political violence decreased from 35 incidents (2006-2010) to 20 (2011-2016), and 

the number of political homicide victims from 19 to twelve. While numbers provided by 

MinDefensa (part of CEDE dataset) differ from those reported in the CINEP data, they also 

show a marked decline in homicides in general and in particular by the FARC in San Juan de 

Arama and Vistahermosa (no FARC homicides were reported for Granada in 2006-2013). Data 

by Medicina Legal also confirms that throughout the time period, the share of sociopolitical 

violence in homicides decreased in Colombia (14.6% in 2007, 5.9% in 2012)(INMLCF 2008, 

2013). 

As already mentioned before, during the time period investigated here civil war violence 

and criminal violence overlap, and the state, guerilla groups and OCGs do not act in isolation 

from each other but interact to varying degrees. However, some of the trends throughout the 

period allow at least some estimations of the extent of violence as part of the conflict. When 

peace negotiations started and the government changed its strategy, levels of violence started to 

decline as a result of unilateral ceasefire agreements by the FARC, less armed confrontations 

between the guerilla and state forces, and a decrease in violence committed by FARC against 

local populations (MinJusticia and UNODC 2016; Escobedo et al. 2016). Also according to 
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Medicina Legal, the reduction in homicide rates can in part be attributed to armed actors’ change 

from indiscriminate violence to more selective violence to obtain social, political, economic and 

territorial control (INMLCF 2008) and in the context of the peace negotiations and agreement 

between the Colombian government and the FARC guerilla but other risk factors such as 

organized crime persist (INMLCF 2017). 

 

Table 11. Summary table: levels of violence and civil war violence 

 San Juan de Arama Vistahermosa Granada 

Variable 2006-2010 

Social organization High Medium Low 

Levels of violence High Very High Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium High Medium 

Civil war violence High Very High Medium 

 2011-2016 

Social organization High Medium Low 

Levels of violence Medium High Medium 

Levels of OCV Low Low Medium 

Civil war violence Medium Medium Low 

 

As visible in Table 11, civil war violence appears to predict levels of OCV, as well as 

general levels of violence, in both time periods. One possible interpretation may be that it is not 

variation in social organization that causes different levels of OCV, but rather how high violence 

is generally in a community, for example due to armed conflict. However, I argue that another 

interpretation of the results is more likely: it may be that community organizations are less likely 

to be able to influence armed actors (both traditional and criminal) in contexts of very high 

violence where they are simply overwhelmed, but in conditions of moderate confrontation and 

violence they are better able to act and protect their communities. During the period 2006-2010, 

high levels of civil war violence in particular in San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa may have 

rendered community strategies ineffective, therefor also impeding their ability to influence 

OCGs. However, as civil war violence reduced in the period 2011-2016, San Juan de Arama and 

Vistahermosa—which have higher levels of social organization than Granada—also had lower 

levels of OCV. In this scenario, civil war violence would emerge as a moderating variable. 
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Strategic importance 

Another important factor for understanding OCV is the strategic importance of the 

municipalities for armed actors and the state as it may influence how determined OCGs are to 

secure access and control, how prepared they are to use violence and how they react to civilian 

resistance. As I will detail in the following, all three municipalities have strategic importance to 

OCGs, although for different reasons.  

One of the key components of organized crime in Colombia is the illicit drug trade, 

meaning that coca cultivation, processing locations, and trafficking routes have high importance. 

According to data in the CEDE dataset covering the period 2000-2016, Granada had no relevant 

coca cultivation, whereas both San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa had coca cultivation 

throughout this period. Vistahermosa is one of the most important municipalities for coca 

cultivation in the department as it is among the top producers, and San Juan de Arama has some 

but comparatively low importance (see Graphs 4 and 5). Due to strong eradication and crop 

substitution efforts by the state, coca cultivation in Meta has been decreasing and shifting to 

other departments of the country (Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a) but in recent years it 

showed trends of renewed expansion (although staying below previous levels in the department). 

In addition to coca cultivation, Vistahermosa had also marginal importance in marihuana and 

poppy cultivation (MinJusticia and UNODC 2016). San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa have 

also low and medium importance for the processing of coca as reflected in coca laboratories 

(MinJusticia and UNODC 2016).  

Meta has lost some of its importance in coca cultivation, however, it remains an 

important trafficking corridor for drugs and arms both on the national and international level. 

While Vistahermosa has the most importance in illicit crop cultivation, San Juan de Arama and 

Granada play a key role as trafficking routes. One important route from the southeast of Meta 

crosses through San Juan de Arama, and Granada is part of several trafficking routes, primarily 

from the southeast of Meta and from neighboring Guaviare, and generally has high importance 

for the realization of criminal activities in the region (MinJusticia and UNODC 2016; Fundación 

Ideas para la Paz 2013a). In Meta, coca cultivation is primarily dominated by the FARC, whereas 

the BACRIM have dominance over processing and trafficking activities (Fundación Ideas para la 

Paz 2013a). According to the newspaper Semana (2016), the expansion of the AGC into Meta is 

also primarily due to the group’s interest in accessing coca areas in neighboring departments 

(now mainly under FARC domination) which would make them the rulers of Colombia's coca 

trade.  
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Graph 4. Area with coca cultivation in San Juan de Arama, 2000-2016 (in hectares) (Source: 

CEDE) 

 

 

Graph 5. Area with coca cultivation in Vistahermosa, 2000-2016 (in hectares) (Source: CEDE) 

 

 

In addition to the coca trade, Meta and the Ariari region are also strategically important 

due to economic activity in the extraction of mineral oil and gas and the mining sector. Meta is 

among the top oil-producing departments in Colombia (CINEP and Colectivo Sociojurídico 

Orlando Fals Borda 2011; Indepaz 2013b). The Ariari region is also among the most productive 

regions for agriculture and Meta has been affected by land grabbing (Fundación Ideas para la Paz 

2013a). These economic sectors matter as both the FARC and BACRIM finance themselves 

through extorsion of the productive sector, contractors of the municipal administration and oil 

companies (Garzón et al. 2016). According to FIP (2013a), cases of extorsion have been 

increasing in Meta, affecting the productive Ariari region but also in particular Granada which in 

2012 concentrated 9% of extorsion cases in the department.  
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It is also important to note that the western municipalities, including Vistahermosa, have 

particular military importance for the state and the FARC as they have been traditional guerilla 

strongholds. 

Based on this data I conclude that all three municipalities have significant strategic 

importance for OCGs. As more temporally disaggregated data is unavailable, I only made an 

overall evaluation for the entire period 2006-2016. It is also important to note that this evaluation 

is based on objective indicators of strategic importance (to provide additional information as a 

control variable), and subjective perceptions by OCG about the importance of San Juan de 

Arama may differ. Nonetheless, apparently similar strategic importance of the municipalities 

suggests that this factor does not explain variance in the outcome variable of organized criminal 

violence. 

 

Contestation 

Levels of contestation are a key factor in determining levels of violence both between armed 

groups and towards the civilian population. Based on the information detailed below, all three 

municipalities had moderate levels of contestation, with some episodes of contestation but also 

periods of relative calm, mainly due to maturation of criminal economies in which different 

OCGs and the FARC increasingly cooperate.  

The three municipalities are situated in an area that was contested between FARC and 

paramilitaries where their respective main influence areas met (Echandía Castilla 2013). Following 

the paramilitary demobilization, different dissident and successor groups competed for former 

AUC territories and in the three municipalities the ERPAC emerged as the dominant OCG. In 

the interest of their criminal activities, ERPAC and the regional FARC fronts formed alliances to 

avoid confrontation and cooperate in the cocaine trade. In general, the FARC was more involved 

in coca cultivation and production of coca paste, whereas narcotrafficking and criminal groups 

managed trafficking and commercialization, this “division of labor” facilitated cooperation 

(Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a; Echandía Castilla 2013; MinJusticia and UNODC 2016; 

Indepaz 2012b).  

However, the partial demobilization of the ERPAC in 2011 was followed by increased 

contestation, primarily between the rivaling successor groups Libertadores del Vichada and Bloque 

Meta (in part with supported through alliances with the AGC), but also due to the FARC’s 

interest in retaking areas that were under ERPAC domination (including areas of 

Vistahermosa)(Fundación Ideas para la Paz 2013a; Indepaz 2015). According to Verdad Abierta 

(2016a), in 2016, San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa were controlled both by the FARC and 

BACRIM, whereas Granada was dominated by different BACRIM.  
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While several NSAGs operate in the territory, due to the maturation of criminal 

economies in Colombia, confrontation between groups is reducing, in particular between FARC 

and BACRIM who made agreements on distribution of territory and tasks. In 2016, the FIP 

registered no active conflicts between these two in the Ariari region, and some continued 

disputes between OCGs were located in other municipalities in Meta. In the last years, Meta has 

developed into a zone of coexistence instead of competition, also due to significant weakening of 

some OCGs by state operations. In this context, the conflict between Libertadores del Vichada and 

Bloque Meta reduced after death of the former’s leader at the end of 2015, leading the state to call 

the new structure Los Puntilleros (but it is disputed whether they really form one group)(Álvarez 

Vanegas et al. 2017; Escobedo et al. 2016; Garzón et al. 2016).  

In contrast to the emerging cooperation of NSAGs, the state has intensified its 

confrontation with OCGs. While the Uribe administration (2002-2010) focused on the fight 

against guerillas, the Santos administration (2010-2018) recognized the BACRIM as one of the 

country's biggest threats and intensified measures to stop them which also included involving the 

military in fighting the largest of these groups (labelled GAO by the government), among them 

Libertadores del Vichada and Bloque Meta (Semana 2011b; El Espectador 2012).  

Based on this information, I conclude that all three municipalities had moderate levels of 

contestation involving the OCGs throughout the period 2006-2016. Evaluations are based on the 

occurrence of contestation between different NSAGs and NSAGs and the state, in particular 

OCGs, but there may be some differences in regard to scale of contestation, i.e. how violent and 

widespread violence was and how much it affected civilians. Nonetheless, this factor does not 

appear to explain variance in the outcome variable of organized criminal violence in the three 

cases. 

 

State capacity 

As detailed below, San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa are characterized by low state capacity 

and Granada by medium levels of state capacity due to historic institutional weakness, FARC 

presence (in particular in the former two), and unsustainable policies. 

Meta has historically been a region with institutional weakness, political exclusion, and 

lack of access to basic services, as well as low credibility of institutional presence (MinJusticia and 

UNODC 2016). In particular the La Macarena region (including San Juan de Arama and 

Vistahermosa) has seen a total absence of the state and quasi complete hegemony of the FARC 

in the past, leading to deep disbelief, distrust and even animosity of the population towards the 

authorities. As part of the Seguridad Democrática policy (democratic security), the state started a 

new advance in 2007 that aimed to dislodge the FARC from its strongholds and strengthen the 
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state and licit economies (citizen participation, security, economic and social development, 

infrastructure). This policy also included San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa (MinJusticia and 

UNODC 2016; Semana 2009).  

 The state’s actions have often put it at odds with local populations for various reasons. 

For example, its strategy of forced eradication in response to growing coca production triggered 

resistance by campesinos (farmers) whose livelihoods depended on illicit crops. In particular in 

Ariari there was resistance and communities demanded that the state improve conditions in the 

region to allow them to join licit economies. In particular in Vistahermosa, mistrust of 

institutions is strong due to violence and inactivity of state authorities and forces during the civil 

war, as well as widespread corruption (MinJusticia and UNODC 2016; Gómez 2017).  

 Strategies against organized violence and crime and in particular victimization of civilian 

population are also thwarted due to the state’s incapacity to administer justice. For example, it is 

estimated that between 2005 and 2010 the level of impunity for homicides in Colombia was at 

96% (Garzón Vergara 2016). In the context of increased threats against displaced and those 

reclaiming their lands, Semana (2013) also reported that victims criticize that in many cases 

authorities do not take denunciations seriously (or even claim that they are invented) and provide 

insufficient means of protection. This impunity and lack of clarification increases lack of 

confidence in state authorities.  

In general, state policies against OCGs and their local influence have not been 

sustainable: state force operations against OCG are not followed by long-term presence of the 

state, meaning that while the state has been able to take out some leaders or groups, vacancies are 

quickly filled by new leaders and actors. Furthermore, OCGs in Colombia have shifted strategies 

away from swaying politicians and state agents on the national level (as the paramilitaries did) to 

influencing local and regional authorities to secure their interests and steer away national 

attention (or sometimes towards rival groups), and they threaten democratic processes through 

influencing local and regional elections (Meta is one of the regions at risk) (Garzón et al. 2016; 

Semana 2013a, 2011d, 2011c; El Espectador 2013). According to the UN, in Meta there is high 

occurrence of acquiescence, tolerance and even coexistence of some members of the security 

forces with OCGs, due to corruption and threats (Semana 2011a). 

Low state capacity is expected to favor criminal violence and inroads for criminal groups 

but in this case it does not covary with levels of OCV (2006-2010) or covary in the opposite 

direction than expected (2011-2016), meaning that San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa had low 

state capacity but levels of OCV were also low (see Table 12). However, general levels of violence 

appear to covary with state weakness to some degree (2006-2010). State capacity does thus not 

appear to explain levels of OCV as expected, in contrast social organization may be able to 
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reduce OCV in spite of low state capacity. Another interpretation may be that this may also be due 

to increased need for autonomous community organization in regions where the state does not 

provide important services and order, whereas communities that enjoy better provision of state 

services do not rely as strongly on local institutions. As a consequence, state capacity may also 

predict levels of social organization. 

 

Table 12. Summary table: levels of violence and state capacity 

Variable San Juan de Arama Vistahermosa Granada 

Social organization High Medium Low 

Hypothesized levels 

of violence 
Low Medium High 

 2006-2010 

Levels of violence High Very High Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium High Medium 

State capacity Low Low Medium 

 2011-2016 

Levels of violence Medium High Medium 

Levels of OCV Low Low Medium 

State capacity Low Low Medium 

 

Socioeconomic factors 

Similar to low state capacity, unfavorable socioeconomic conditions may negatively impact levels 

of violence. While Granada had average socioeconomic conditions in Colombia, San Juan de 

Arama and Vistahermosa faced less favorable conditions. 

The most comprehensive measure for socioeconomic conditions that is available on the 

municipal level is a measure called NBI (necesidades básicas insatisfechas, unsatisfied basic needs) and 

it is published by the national statistics agency DANE. It aims to assess whether the basic needs 

of the population are met (and thereby also assess poverty) and includes a set of indicators: 

access to housing (housing quality, overcrowding), sanitary services (availability of drinking water, 

excreta disposal system), education (school attendance) and income (probability of insufficient 

income in a household)(DANE 2011). The extent to which these basic needs are met is 

calculated as a percentage, where higher percentages reflect a greater lack of basic necessities and 

therefor worse socioeconomic conditions. As part of the general census of 2005, this information 
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is available on the municipal level for all three cases, and also disaggregates data between the 

municipal capital and the remaining areas (the latter generally have less access to important 

services). While Granada’s NBI level is similar to the national and departmental levels, 

socioeconomic conditions in the more rural municipalities of San Juan de Arama and 

Vistahermosa are less favorable (see Table 13). 

 

Table 13. NBI (unsatisfied basic needs) in percentage in 2005 (Source: DANE) 

NBI National Meta San Juan d.A. Vistahermosa Granada  

Total 27.8 25 39.4 53.9 27.6  

Mun. capital - 20.4 32.1 44.12 25.2 

 

Table 14. Summary table: levels of violence and socioeconomic conditions 

Variable San Juan de Arama Vistahermosa Granada 

Social organization High Medium Low 

Hypothesized levels 

of violence 
Low Medium High 

 2006-2010 

Levels of violence High Very High Medium 

Levels of OCV Medium High Medium 

Socioec. conditions Low Low Medium 

 2011-2016 

Levels of violence Medium High Medium 

Levels of OCV Low Low Medium 

Socioec. conditions Low Low Medium 

 

Bad socioeconomic conditions are expected to favor criminal violence and inroads for 

criminal groups but similar to state capacity this cannot be consistently observed in the data, 

meaning that San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa had less favorable socioeconomic conditions 

but also lower levels of OCV than Granada (see Table 14). Socioeconomic conditions thus do 

not appear to explain levels of OCV as expected; in contrast, social organization may be able to 

reduce OCV in spite of unfavorable socioeconomic conditions.  
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Discussion: Explaining patterns of violence in Meta 

As described in more detail in the theory section, previous research has until now identified two 

main factors that determine civilians’ ability to resist violence, namely (1) social organization and 

institutions that allows for coordinated collective action, and (2) armed actors’ sensitivity to 

civilians. According to Kaplan (2007), three factors shape and produce different levels of 

sensitivity: (1) internal group characteristics (such as ideology and norms about the use of 

violence), (2) relative dependence of armed actors on civilians with respect to its resource base 

determining its discipline and concern for reputation, and (3) situational factors such as the 

group’s time horizon and security situation. Contrary to argument that OCGs do not have the 

necessary sensitivity to civilians (Kaplan 2017), I argued that OCGs may expose this 

characteristic for a number of reasons, therefore making violence-reducing civilian strategies 

possible. As a result, I theorized that civilian communities with high levels of social organization 

should be more likely to mount successful collective strategies that influence costs and benefits 

for organized crime groups to use violence and thereby experience lower levels of violence than 

communities with low levels of social organization. Accordingly, I hypothesized that 

communities with higher levels of social organization would exhibit lower levels of OCV. 

The empirical findings described above are summarized in Table 15 for the periods 2006-

2010 and 2011-2016.8 As discussed before, the findings show that values of the dependent 

variables, meaning general levels of violence and OCV, do not correspond consistently with the 

predictions made based on my theoretical argument. Comparison of the three municipalities 

during the periods 2006-2010 and 2011-2016 suggests that the hypothesis was only supported in 

the latter period.  

Analysis of additional information points to the existence of a moderating variable: civil 

war violence appears to suppress the theorized link between social organization and levels of 

OCV. Based on empirical results, I conclude that community organizations may be less likely to 

be able to influence armed actors (both traditional and criminal) in contexts of very high violence 

where they are simply overwhelmed, but in conditions of moderate confrontation and violence 

they are better able to act and protect their communities. This interpretation would be in line 

with a finding by Kaplan (2017, 125) that the effect of juntas interacts with conflict intensity, 

suggesting that “the violence-reducing effect of juntas weakens as conflict intensity increases”. 

High levels of general violence may also reduce OCGs’ sensitivity to civilians by influencing their 

                                                 
8 Disaggregated categorizations were made for the dependent variables (general levels of violence, levels of 

organized criminal violence) and the first control variable (civil war violence), whereas categorizations for social 

organization, and the remaining control variables were not disaggregated temporarily. 
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time-horizon and security situation. As a consequence, Kaplan’s (2017) assertion that OCGs are 

not sensitive to civilian population may only hold in contexts of high violence. 

 

Table 15. Summary table of results 
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I draw further support for my hypothesis from the analysis of state capacity and 

socioeconomic conditions. As discussed earlier, San Juan de Arama and Vistahermosa had lower 

levels of OCV than Granada during the second period, in accordance with my hypothesis, even 

though values of state capacity and socioeconomic conditions would predict the opposite 

outcome. This finding strengthens my conclusion that higher social organization does indeed 

reduce levels of OCV.  

The decrease in OCV from 2006-2010 to 2011-2016 may also reflect a change in strategy 

by OCG. By more selectively targeting community leaders, and in particular juntas members (as 

described above), they may be able to establish social and political control by reducing 

communities’ ability to act and by coopting or taking over the juntas. This would reduce the need 

of widespread physical violence. However, as there is little insight into the reasoning of these 

groups, it is not possible to know for certain. On the other hand such changes need not 

necessarily eliminate the impact of social organization. Based on the empirical findings I therefor 

modified the causal path as reflected in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Path diagram based on empirical findings 

 

As discussed in more detail in previous sections, availability and quality of data limit to 

some degree the certainty about empirical and theoretical conclusions. One important limitation 

concerns the categorizations; on one hand they were based on limited information, on the other 

hand they may blur important variation. Furthermore, the temporal division may also obscure 

within-period variation, and for some variables it was not possible to disaggregate data into the 

two sub-periods. While these are valid concerns, I argue that they impact how detailed my 

analysis could be, but do not influence the general pattern and findings that I could draw from 

the data. Rather, as this is a study in a field with little previous research, problems and limitations 

encountered in the present study should serve to inform future research. A key lesson from my 

research is that future research would likely require fieldwork and interviews to collect better 

data. For example, when I consulted a number of experts in Colombia for the purpose of 

locating appropriate information on the local level, it appeared that often such information is 

simply not available as documents that can be accessed from abroad. 
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In sum, I argue that this study lends tentative evidence that social organization reduces 

levels of OCV, and future research is required to test the causal mechanism, as well as collect 

more detailed and valid data. Future research is also required to better evaluate the 

generalizability of these findings. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to address the research gap emerging from the literatures on civilian self-

protection and autonomy during armed conflict and on organized criminal violence, and to test 

whether mechanisms explored in the former may also apply to organized groups. More precisely, 

I aimed to illuminate how community characteristics and civilian strategies influence violence 

committed by organized crime groups. While some authors argue that such groups should be 

insensitive to civilian attempts to limit criminal actors’ influence in their communities and reduce 

violence committed against them, this assumption was not tested. However, previous research 

and theory demonstrated similarities between traditional armed actors and organized criminal 

groups, for example, in the use of strategic violence and establishment of alternative social 

orders. Therefore, I argued that organized criminal groups may be influenced by organized 

civilian communities, and furthermore that civilian communities with high levels of social 

organization should be more likely to mount successful collective strategies and thereby 

experience lower levels of organized criminal violence than communities with low levels of social 

organization.  

 In order to test this hypothesis, I conducted a structured focused comparison of three 

Colombian municipalities during the period 2006-2016. The results lend some tentative support 

to my hypothesis that higher levels of social organization lead to lower levels of organized 

criminal violence. However, clear conclusions are limited by a number of factors, most 

importantly limited data availability.  

 The present study contributed to the general field by extending research on civilian 

victimization and civilian agency by demonstrating that social organization does not only matter 

in contexts of armed conflict (as previously theorized and tested) but is also an important factor 

in reducing organized criminal violence, and not only in urban contexts. It can therefore serve as 

a foundation for more extensive research. In the context of Colombia, it would be interesting to 

expand the sample by including cases with relevant indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations 

(which had to be excluded from the present study), as they are highly organized and often located 

in particularly violence-affected regions with high importance of illicit economies (Kaplan 2017, 

chap. 5). Furthermore, the methodological set-up of a qualitative comparative case study made it 

hard to judge the extent to which social organization explains levels of OCV and to control for 
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other causal factors, which could be addressed in a quantitative study. Additionally, process-

tracing studies would allow to better understand and test the theorized causal mechanism. As 

discussed before, I contend that future research would benefit from fieldwork, interviews and 

archival work to discover how communities and OCGs interact on local level (and capture less 

visible dynamics). It is also important to increase generalizability by testing the link between 

social organization and organized criminal violence in other regions, countries and contexts 

(including such without ongoing armed conflict). Lastly, while this study provided some evidence 

that social organization reduced organized criminal violence and points to the benefit of 

strengthening local capacity and institutions for preventing violence, it would be premature to 

make strong policy recommendations at this point. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1. Map of juntas per communities by municipality in Colombia (reproduced from 

Kaplan, 2017, p. 119) 
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Appendix 2. Intensity of narco-paramilitary presence (2008-first semester of 2017) (reproduced 

from Indepaz 2017, 23) 
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Appendix 3. Indigenous population in Colombia (Map source: OCHA, 2008; data: DANE 

Census 2005) 
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Appendix 4. Afro-Colombian population in Colombia (reproduced from OCHA, 2008, data 

sources: DANE Census 2005) 
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Appendix 5. Detailed map of Meta, Colombia (reproduced from OCHA 2006) 
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