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Profile 

Introduction 

Colombia occupies the northwestern region of 
South America and is the gateway nation to 
Central America. Its location makes it the only 
South American country to have ports on both 
the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea. While 
much of eastern Colombia is relatively 
unpopulated, the Cordilleran mountain range is 
home to three of the largest cities in South 
America: Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín.1 
Colombia’s total population of over 45 million 
people is surpassed only by Brazil and Mexico among Latin American countries.2  

Politically, Colombia has one of the region’s longest democratic traditions. Unfortunately, 
internal violent conflicts have also been something of a Colombian tradition as well. 
Local rural insurgencies staged by several guerilla groups during the last five decades 
have severely tested the government and military. Amid this background of ongoing 
conflict, paramilitary self-defense organizations have become increasingly active, raising 
the overall level of violence in Colombia. Drug cartels also emerged during the 1970s, 
using terrorism and bribery to shield themselves from interdiction efforts by local and 
national police, and the military. Ultimately the activities of all these groups began to 
overlap and work at cross-purposes, as revenues from drug trafficking became a favored 
means of both financing the insurgencies and fighting against them.3  

Today, the level of violence in Colombia has finally begun to decrease, as several guerilla 
organizations have either put down their guns or been weakened by desertions. 
Counternarcotics raids have also seen some recent success, although Colombian drug 
gangs continue to process the majority of the cocaine that enters the United States, and to 
supply most of the heroin sold in the eastern half of the U.S.4, 5    

Facts and Figures6 

                                                 
1 MongaBay.com. United Nations. “Largest Cities in South Amercia.” 2009. 
http://www.mongabay.com/igapo/South_America_cities.htm#table  
2 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Country Comparison: Population.” 2009. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/rankorder/2119rank.html?countryName=Colombia&countryCode=CO&regionCode=sa#CO  
3 Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Colombia.” May 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35754.htm  
4 Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Colombia.” May 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35754.htm  
5 The majority of heroin sold in the western half of the U.S. comes from and through Mexico. 
6 Information in this section comes from the following source: Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. 
“Colombia.” 13 May 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/CO.html  
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Location:   

Northern South America, bordering the Caribbean Sea, between Panama and Venezuela, 
and bordering the North Pacific Ocean, between Ecuador and Panama. 

Area: 

1,138,910 sq km (439,736 sq mi). 

Border Countries: 

Brazil 1,644 km (1,022 mi), Ecuador 590 km 
(367 mi), Panama 225 km (140 mi), Peru 1,800 
km (1,118 mi), Venezuela 2,050 km (1,274 mi).  

Natural Hazards: 

Highlands subject to volcanic eruptions; occasional earthquakes; periodic droughts. 

Climate 

Tropical along coast and eastern plains; cooler in highlands. 

Environment—Current Issues: 

Deforestation; soil and water quality damage from overuse of pesticides; air pollution, 
especially in Bogotá, from vehicle emissions. 

Population: 

45,644,023 (July 2009 est.)   
Median Age: 

27.1 years (2009 est.) 

Population Growth Rate: 

1.377% (2009 est.) 

Life Expectancy at Birth: 

72.81 years (2009 est.) 

HIV/AIDS—Adult Prevalence Rate: 

0.6% (2007 est.)  

Major Infectious Diseases: 
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Degree of risk: High 
Food or waterborne diseases: Bacterial diarrhea  
Vectorborne disease: Dengue fever, malaria, and yellow fever 

Water contact disease: Leptospirosis (2009) 

Nationality: 

Noun: Colombian(s)  
Adjective: Colombian  

Sex Ratio: 

At birth: 1.03 male(s)/female  
Under 15 years: 1.02 male(s)/female  
15–64 years: 0.95 male(s)/female  
65 years and over: 0.75 male(s)/female  
Total population: 0.96 male(s)/female (2009 est.) 

Ethnic Groups: 

Mestizo 58%, white 20%, mulatto 14%, black 4%, mixed black-Amerindian 3%, 
Amerindian 1%.  

Religions: 

Roman Catholic 90%, other 10%.  

Languages: 

Spanish 

Literacy: 

Definition: Persons age 15 and over who can read and write.  
Total population: 90.4%  
Male: 90.1%  
Female: 90.7% (2005 census) 
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Country Name: 

Conventional long form: Republic of Colombia 
Conventional short form: Colombia  
Local long form: Republica de Colombia      
Local short form: Colombia 

Government Type: 

Republic; executive branch dominates government structure. 

Capital: 

Name: Bogotá 

Administrative Divisions: 

32 departments (departamentos, singular—departamento) and 1 capital district* (distrito 
capital); Amazonas, Antioquia, Arauca, Atlántico, Bogotá*, Bolívar, Boyacá, Caldas, 
Caquetá, Casanare, Cauca, Cesar, Chocó, Córdoba, Cundinamarca, Guainía, Guaviare, 
Huila, La Guajira, Magdalena, Meta, Nariño, Norte de Santander, Putumayo, Quindío, 
Risaralda, San Andrés y Providencia, Santander, Sucre, Tolima, Valle del Cauca, Vaupés, 
Vichada. 

Independence: 

20 July 1810 (from Spain) 

National Holiday: 

Independence Day, 20 July (1810) 

Constitution: 

5 July 1991; amended many times.   

Legal System: 

Based on Spanish law; a new criminal code modeled after U.S. procedures was enacted 
into law in 2004 and reached full implementation in January 2008; judicial review of 
executive and legislative acts; has not accepted compulsory International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) jurisdiction. 

Suffrage: 

18 years of age; universal. 
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Government: 

Chief of state: President Álvaro Uribe Vélez (since 7 August 2002); Vice President 
Francisco Santos (since 7 August 2002); note—the president is both the chief of state and 
head of government. 

Head of government: President Álvaro Uribe 
Vélez (since 7 August 2002); Vice President 
Francisco Santos (since 7 August 2002) 

Cabinet: Cabinet consists of a coalition of the 
three largest parties that supported President 
Uribe’s reelection—the Partido Social de 
Unidad Nacional, Partido Conservador 
Colombiano, and Cambio Radical—and 
independents. 

Elections: President and vice president elected by popular vote for a four-year term 
(eligible for a second term); election last held 28 May 2006 (next to be held in May 2010). 

Election results: President Álvaro Uribe Vélez reelected president; percent of vote—
Álvaro Uribe Vélez 62%, Carlos Gaviria Díaz 22%, Horacio Serpa Uribe 12%, other 4%. 

Legislative Branch: 

Bicameral Congress or Congreso consists of the 
Senate or Senado (102 seats; members are 
elected by popular vote to serve four-year terms) 
and the House of Representatives or Camara de 
Representantes (166 seats; members are elected 
by popular vote to serve four-year terms). 

Elections: Senate—last held 12 March 2006 
(next to be held in March 2010); House of 
Representatives—last held 12 March 2006 (next 
to be held in March 2010). 

Election results: Senate—percent of vote by party–NA; seats by party—Partido Social de 
Unidad Nacional (PSUN) 20, Partido Conservador Colombiano (PC) 18, Partido Liberal 
Colombiano (PL) 18, Cambio Radical (CR) 15, Polo Democrático Independiente (PDI) 
10, other parties 21; House of Representatives—percent of vote by party–NA; seats by 
party—PL 35, PSUN 33, PC 29, CR 20, Polo Democrático Alternativo (PDA) 8, other 
parties 41. 
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Judicial Branch: 

Four roughly coequal, supreme judicial organs; Supreme Court of Justice or Corte 
Suprema de Justicia (highest court of criminal law; judges are selected by their peers 
from the nominees of the Superior Judicial Council, for eight-year terms); Council of 
State (highest court of administrative law; judges are selected from the nominees of the 
Superior Judicial Council, for eight-year terms); Constitutional Court (guards integrity 
and supremacy of the constitution; rules on constitutionality of laws, amendments to the 
constitution, and international treaties); Superior Judicial Council (administers and 
disciplines the civilian judiciary; resolves jurisdictional conflicts arising between other 
courts; members are elected by three sister courts and Congress for eight-year terms). 

International Organization Participation: 

Central American Bank for Economic 
Integration, Andean Community of Nations, 
Caribbean Community and Common Market 
(observer), Caribbean Development Bank, Food 
and Agriculture Organization, Group of 3, 
Group of 24, Group of 77, Inter-American 
Development Bank, International Atomic 
Energy Agency, International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (World Bank), 
International Civil Aviation Organization, 
International Chamber of Commerce, International Criminal Court, International  Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement, International Development Association, International 
Development Association, International Fund for Agricultural Development, 
International Finance Corporation, International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, International Hydrographic Organization, International Labor 
Organization, International Monetary Fund, International Maritime Organization, 
International Mobile Satellite Organization, International Criminal Police Organization 
(Interpol), International Olympic Committee, International Organization for Migration, 
Inter-Parliamentary Union, International Organization for Standardization, International 
Telecommunications Satellite Organization, International Telecommunication Union, 
International Trade Union Confederation, Latin American Economic System, Latin 
American Integration Association, Southern Cone Common Market (associate), 
Multilateral Investment Geographic Agency, Nonaligned Movement, Organization of 
American States, Agency for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, Permanent Court 
of Arbitration, Rio Group, United Nations, Union of South American Nations, United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development; United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, United 
Nations Industrial Development Organization, Union Latina, World Tourism 
Organization, Universal Postal Union, World Confederation of Labor, World Customs 
Organization, World Federation of Trade Unions, World Health Organization, World 
Intellectual Property Organization, World Meteorological Organization, World Trade 
Organization.    
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GDP—Real Growth Rate: 

3.5% (2008 est.) 

GDP—Composition by Sector: 

Agriculture: 9.4%  
Industry: 36.6% 
Services: 54% (2008 est.) 

Labor Force—By Occupation: 

Agriculture: 22.4%  
Industry: 18.8% 

Services: 58.8% (2005 est.)  

Telephones—Main Lines in Use: 

7.936 million (2007) 

Telephones—Mobile Cellular: 

33.941 million (2007) 

Radio Broadcast Stations:  

AM 454, FM 34, shortwave 27 (1999) 

Television Broadcast Stations: 

60 (1997) 

Internet Users: 

12.1 million (2007) 

Airports: 

991 (2008) 
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Airports—With Paved Runways: 

Total: 107 

Over 3,047 m (1.89 mi): 2  
2,438 to 3,047 m (1.51–1.89 mi): 8  
1,524 to 2,437 m (0.95–1.51 mi): 39  
914 to 1,523 m (0.57–0.95 mi): 46  
Under 914 m (0.57 mi): 12 (2008) 

Military Branches: 

National Army (Ejército Nacional), National Navy [Armada Nacional, includes Naval 
Aviation, Naval Infantry (Infantería de Marina, Colmar), and Coast Guard], Colombian 
Air Force (Fuerza Aérea de Colombia, FAC) (2008) 

Military Service Age and Obligation: 

18–24 years of age for compulsory and 
voluntary military service; service obligation: 18 
months (2004). 

International Disputes: 

Nicaragua: 

In December 2007, ICJ allocated San Andrés, 
Providencia, and Santa Catalina islands to Colombia under a 1928 treaty but did not rule 
on 82°W meridian as maritime boundary with Nicaragua.  

Venezuela: 

Managed dispute with Venezuela over maritime boundary and Venezuelan-administered 
Los Monjes Islands near the Gulf of Venezuela.  

Regional: 

Colombian-organized illegal narcotics, guerrilla, and paramilitary activities penetrate all 
neighboring borders and have caused Colombian citizens to flee mostly into neighboring 
countries; Colombia, Honduras, Nicaragua, Jamaica, and the U.S. assert various claims to 
Bajo Nuevo and Serranilla Bank. 
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Illicit Drugs: 

Illicit producer of coca, opium poppy, and 
cannabis; world’s leading coca cultivator with 
167,000 ha in coca cultivation in 2007 (a 6% 
increase over 2006), potentially producing 535 
mt of pure cocaine; the world’s largest producer 
of coca derivatives; supplies cocaine to nearly 
all the U.S. market and the majority of other 
drug markets; in 2005, aerial eradication 
dispensed herbicide  over 130,000 hectares, but 
aggressive replanting by coca growers means 
Colombia remains a key producer; a significant portion of narcotics proceeds are either 
laundered or invested in Colombia through the black market peso exchange; important 
supplier of heroin to the U.S. market; opium poppy cultivation is estimated to have fallen 
25% between 2006 and 2007; most Colombian heroin is destined for the U.S. market 
(2008). 
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Geography 

Introduction 

From towering mountain peaks capped with 
glaciers to lowland rainforests awash in a 
diversity of plant and animal life, Colombia is a 
jumble of geographic extremes. Much of its 
highly urban population lives in cities on the 
highland plains of the Andes Mountains, and 
along its Caribbean coastline. Given Colombia’s 
complex topography and the extreme climatic 
conditions in some areas, transportation between 
the urbanized areas has been problematic until 
relatively recent times, and some rural areas remain nearly as remote today as they were 
hundreds of years ago.  

Geographic Regions and Topographic Features 

Mountains 

Separating the western and eastern regions of 
the country are the northern ranges of the Andes 
Mountains. Within Colombia, the Andes divide 
into three roughly parallel branches. Moving 
from west to east, these are the Cordillera 
Occidental, the Cordillera Central, and the 
Cordillera Oriental. Steep river valleys divide 
the three Cordilleras; the Río Cauca lies between 
the Cordillera Occidental and the Cordillera 
Central, and the Río Magdalena separates the 
Cordillera Central from the Cordillera Oriental. Several volcanic peaks in the Cordillera 
Central are some of the highest points in Colombia, such as Nevado del Huila (5,750 m 
or 18,865 ft) and Nevado del Ruiz (5,400 m or 17,717 ft). The latter erupted in 1985, 
generating lahars (volcanic mudflows) that killed tens of thousands of people in its river 
valleys.  

Although the Cordillera Occidental and Cordillera Central descend long before reaching 
Colombia’s Caribbean coast, the Cordillera Oriental continues northward after splitting 
into two narrower ranges near the Venezuela border. One range continues northeastward 
into Venezuela, while the other range—the north-trending Sierra de Parijá—forms much 
of Colombia’s northern border with Venezuela.7 

                                                 
7 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Colombia: The Land: Relief.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126016/Colombia  
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To the west of the Sierra de Parijá, near the Caribbean coast, stand the Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta, an isolated range that is not part of the Andes chains. This range includes 
Pico Cristóbal Colón and Pico Simón Bolívar, Colombia’s two highest peaks at 
approximately 5,775 m (18,947 ft).8  

Plains 

West and north of the Andes ranges, the 
mountains descend into plains that lie along 
Colombia’s Pacific and Caribbean coasts. The 
relatively narrow Pacific coastal lowlands 
receive much precipitation and support 
rainforest conditions. The Caribbean coastal 
lowlands vary in climate and terrain, from 
rainforest in the southwestern parts to near-
desert conditions on the Guajira Peninsula in the 
far northeast. Both coasts feature mangrove 
swamps along low-lying tidal areas.9   

Two-thirds of Colombia is occupied by a vast plain, east of the Cordillera Oriental. This 
relatively unpopulated region is characterized by two types of natural vegetation. North 
of the Río Guaviare, the plains mostly consist of grasslands interspersed by riverine 
forests, a savannah-type complex known as the Llanos. South of the Guaviare, the region 
is forested and forms the northeastern limit of the Amazon rainforest.10  

Climate 

Most of Colombia lies within 10° of the equator; 
thus, seasonal differences in temperature are 
minimal. Instead, altitude defines the 
temperature of each region. At an elevation of 
2,640 m (8,660 ft), Colombia’s capital of Bogotá 
is located in a tierra fría (cold ground) zone 
[roughly 1,800 to 3,600 m (5,900 to 11,800 ft)], 
where the average monthly high temperatures 
vary only from 18 to 20°C (64 to 68°F) for the 
entire year.11, 12 Average monthly low 

                                                 
8 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Colombia: Supplemental Information: Researcher’s Note.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126016/Colombia  
9 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Colombia: The Land: Plant and Animal Life.” 2009. 
ttp://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126016/Colombia  
10 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Colombia: The Land: Relief.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126016/Colombia  
11 BBC News. Weather Centre. “Country Guide: Bolivia.” 2009. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT001650 
12 BBC News. Weather Centre. “Country Guide: Colombia.” 2009. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT001800  
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temperatures for Bogotá modestly fluctuate from 9 to 11°C (48 to 52°F). Similarly, 
coastal Barranquilla, elevation 100 m (330 ft), has monthly average high temperatures 
that vary only from 31 to 33°C (88 to 91°F), and average monthly low temperatures 
between 24 and 25°C (75and 77°F).13 Barranquilla lies in the low-altitude tierra caliente 
(hot ground) zone [0–900 m (0–3000 ft)].14 Between the tierra fría and tierra caliente 
zones, the mid-altitude tierra templada (temperate ground) zone [900–1,800 m (3,000–
5,900 ft)] provides moderate average temperatures at18–24°C (64–75°F) that make it 
ideal for growing coffee beans, the crop that helped initiate the growth of the tierra 
templada city of Medellín.15 

Precipitation follows three different patterns in Colombia. In the tropical rainforest 
regions of the Amazon basin, the northern Pacific coast, and the Río Magdalena valley, 
rainfall persists throughout the year and averages more than 2,500 mm (100 in) annually. 
The northern Pacific coast is the wettest of these regions; it includes the small town of 
Lloró, estimated to have the world’s highest annual precipitation at 13,300 mm (523.6 
in).16  In many parts of the Caribbean coastal lowlands and the Llanos region of the 
eastern plains, precipitation occurs mostly between May and early November—a tropical 
savannah rainfall pattern. 17,18,19 A third rainfall pattern occurs east of the Sierra Nevada 
de Santa Marta. Here the Guajira Peninsula, Colombia’s driest region, receives less than 
400 mm (15.7 in) of rain a year, mostly in October and November.20   

Rivers and Lakes  

Colombia has an extensive network of rivers, of 
which the economically most important has 
historically been the Río Magdalena. The 
Magdalena flows northward between the 
Cordillera Central and Cordillera Oriental before 
entering the Caribbean coastal lowlands, where 
it eventually flows into the sea near the city of 
Barranquilla. The Río Cauca is the main 
tributary of the Magdalena, and for much of its 
length its narrow river valley separates the 

                                                 
13 Weather2Travel.com. “Barranquilla Climate Guide.” c. 2005–2009. http://weather-to-travel.com/climate-
guides/index.php?destination=barranquilla  
14 BBC News. Weather Centre. “Country Guide: Bolivia.” 2009. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT001650  
15 Latin America: Regions and People. Kent, Robert B. “8. The Andes [p. 144].” 2006. New York: Guilford Press 
16 National Climatic Data Center, U.S. Department of Commerce. “Global Measured Extremes of Temperature and 
Precipitation.” 20 August 2008. http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/climate/globalextremes.html#highpre  
17 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Colombia: The Land: Climate.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126016/Colombia  
18 Weather2Travel.com. “Cartagena Climate Guide.” c. 2005–2009. http://weather-to-travel.com/climate-
guides/index.php?destination=cartagena  
19 Weather2Travel.com. “Barranquilla Climate Guide.” c. 2005–2009. http://weather-to-travel.com/climate-
guides/index.php?destination=barranquilla  
20 Encyclopedia of Deserts. Mares, Michael A., Ed. “Guajira [p. 256].” 1999. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press 
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Cordillera Occidental from the Cordillera Central. The Cauca ultimately flows into the 
floodplains of the Magdalena roughly 200 km (124 mi) due south of Barranquilla.21   

Colombia’s rivers on the eastern plains flow generally eastward off the slopes of the 
Cordillera Oriental. The rivers of the northern parts of the plains (i.e., the Llanos region) 
feed into the Río Orinoco, which serves as the Colombia–Venezuela border along the 
northward-flowing middle stretch. Prominent among Colombia’s Orinoco tributaries are 
the Ríos Arauca and Meta (which also serve as border rivers with Venezuela), and the 
Río Guaviare further south.  

The Amazon River (Río Amazonas) receives the river waters that flow through 
Colombia’s southeastern plains. Among these rivers are the Putumayo (which forms 
Colombia’s southern boundary with Peru), Caquetá, and Vaupés. The Vaupés briefly 
marks the boundary between Colombia and Brazil before flowing into the Río Negro, the 
largest of the Amazon tributaries. 

Most of the rivers flowing off the western slopes of the Cordillera Occidental are 
relatively short and rapid. Almost all, including the Paría, Mira, and San Juan, flow into 
the Pacific Ocean. A notable exception is the Río Atrato, which flows northward to the 
Caribbean Sea, because its path to the Pacific is blocked by coastal mountains. Before the 
Panama Canal was built, the Río Atrato was strongly considered as a route for a trans-
American isthmus canal.22  

Most of Colombia’s lakes are relatively small by world standards. The nation’s largest 
and highest natural lake is Laguna del Tota, which occupies 56 sq km (22 sq mi) of a 
Cordillera Oriental basin at an elevation of 3,015 m (9,980 ft).23  

                                                 
21 Colombia Handbook, 2nd Ed. Pollard, Peter. “Background: Land and Environment [p. 424].” 2000. Bath, England: 
Footprint Travel Guides 
22 CZBrats.com. Panama Canal Review. “Nicaragua, Atrato River Closely Rivaled Panama as Route for Intraoceanic 
Canal.” 5 April 1957. http://www.czbrats.com/Builders/atrato.htm  
23 HostelTrail.com. “Sogamosa.” 2009. http://www.hosteltrail.com/colombia/sogamoso/  
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Cities 

 

City Population Census 200524 Population Estimate 200725 

Bogotá 6,763,325 7,033,914 

Medellín 2,187,356 2,248,912 

Cali 2,039,626 2,139,535 

Barranquilla 1,109,067 1,114, 470 

Cartagena 845,801 871,342 

Cúcuta 566,244 582,332 

Bucaramanga 502,654 514,596 

Ibagué 465,859 481,790 

Soledad 455,029 502,736 

Soacha 393,006 426,648 

 

                                                 
24 CityPopulation.de. Brinkhoff, Thomas. “Colombia.” 21 November 2007. 
http://www.citypopulation.de/Colombia.html 
25 CityPopulation.de. Brinkhoff, Thomas. “Colombia.” 21 November 2007. 
http://www.citypopulation.de/Colombia.html 
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Bogotá 

Situated in a highland basin of the Cordillera 
Oriental, Bogotá is one of the highest capital 
cities in the world.26 The city was founded as 
Santafé de Bacatá by the Spanish 
explorer/conquistador Gonzalo Jiménez de 
Quesada in 1538. The new Spanish settlement 
was located on the site of Bacatá, the center of 
the indigenous Muisca culture. “Bacatá” was 
soon corrupted to “Bogotá.” By 1717 Santafé de 
Bogotá would become the capital of the new 
Spanish Viceroyalty of el Nuevo Reino de Granada (“the New Kingdom of Granada”), a 
vast colony encompassing modern-day Colombia, Panama, Ecuador, and Venezuela.27   

Santafé de Bogotá remained a capital city after the Spanish were overthrown in a revolt 
that culminated in 1819. During the initial period of independence, the city’s name 
became shortened to its modern-day version.28, 29 Despite Bogotá’s central political role, 
however, the city initially grew slowly.  Its development slowed by earthquakes, periodic 
epidemics, and geographic isolation.30, 31  

Bogotá began to emerge as a modern metropolis during the 1930s, when the city became 
a center of the nation’s growing manufacturing sector.  Expanding governmental services 
led to employment growth in the city’s public agencies. Continuing rural violence and 
decreasing demand for agricultural workers also led to a large peasant migration to the 
city during this time.32 In 1948, parts of the city were destroyed by massive riots known 
as El Bogotazo, triggered by the assassination of Liberal Party presidential candidate 
Jorge Eliécer Gaitán.33  

Today, Bogotá is a commercial, financial, educational, and cultural center, in addition to 
its continuing role as the nation’s political capital. Modern highways now connect the 
city with all major Colombian cities, and Bogotá’s El Dorado International Airport is by 
far the nation’s busiest. It is also the hub for Avianca, Colombia’s national air carrier.34  

                                                 
26 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Bogotá.” 2009. http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/71480/Bogota  
27 Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society. Safford, Frank; and Marco Palacios. “5. Crises of Authority, 1700–
1808 [p. 55].” 2002. New York: Oxford University Press 
28 Colombia, 4th Ed. Kohn, Michael. “Bogotá [p. 51].” 2006. Footscray, Victoria, Australia: Lonely Planet Publications 
29 Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society. Safford, Frank; and Marco Palacios. “8. Bolívar’s Colombia, 1819–
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Medellín  

Few cities have suffered through larger public 
relations problems than Medellín during the 
1980s and 1990s. The city became notorious 
then as the headquarters of the nation’s largest 
and most violent cocaine cartel, led by the 
ruthless Medellín native Pablo Escobar. For 
several years, the city had one of the world’s 
highest homicide rates. Escobar’s death in 1993 
and the collapse of his cartel generated only a 
gradual decline in the city’s crime rate, as the 
city continued to be wracked by violence between leftist guerrilla groups and right-wing 
paramilitary organizations. These groups often became the new employers of the former 
cartel hitmen who hailed from Medellín’s poorest barrios.35  

For many, this portrait of Medellín remains as the city’s lasting image, but today’s 
Medellín no longer resembles the city of the Escobar era. In recent years the murder rate 
has dropped by over 90% from its peaks in the early 1990s.36 Major investments have 
been made in the city’s infrastructure, particularly in some of the poorer neighborhoods, 
and social and educational training programs have been implemented to reintegrate 
former guerrilla fighters and paramilitary members into nonviolent pursuits.37, 38  

Medellín was founded as a mining town in 1675, but for much of its first two centuries 
the city was a sleepy provincial backwater, serving as the capital of Antioquia 
Department.39, 40 The city’s first major growth spurt came during the late 19th century, 
when it became a marketing center for the nearby coffee plantations that were emerging 
as part of a colonization effort. The railroad soon arrived, and then, in the early 20th 
century, a second boom occurred as Medellín became a major center of the textile 
industry.41 

Medellín has since developed a broad industrial base that includes food processing, 
metallurgical products, automobile manufacturing, chemicals, and rubber products.42 The 
city’s pride is its modern metro rail, the nation’s largest urban transportation system, 
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which even serves poorer neighborhoods in the surrounding hills with elevated cable cars 
that link to the main rail lines.43 

Cali 

Cali is the southernmost large city in 
Colombia’s mountain region. Unlike Bogotá and 
Medellín, the city has relatively close access to a 
major seaport—the city of Buenaventura, on 
Colombia’s Pacific coast. Founded in 1536 as 
Santiago de Cali by Spanish 
explorer/conquistador Sebastián de Belalcázar, 
Cali was a late bloomer, like Medellín. Until the 
early 20th century, the city was secondary in 
regional importance to Popayán, which is 
located south of Cali at a higher, more hospitable altitude.44 Cali’s early economy 
centered around ranching, and then the nearby sugarcane plantations.45 As railroad 
connections were made with Buenaventura and Cali became the capital of the newly 
created Valle del Cauca Department, Cali increasingly became a local commercial center. 
By the 1940s, a manufacturing sector developed, utilizing local agricultural resources in 
industries such as food processing, paper production, and textiles.46 The region’s 
agricultural productivity and industrial growth were supported by the construction during 
the 1950s of a large-scale water project for the upper Cauca River region, which 
generated hydroelectric power and helped bring marginally cultivatable farmlands into 
production.47  

Like Medellín, Cali was associated with a drug-trafficking cartel during the 1980s and 
1990s, albeit a much more low-profile organization that was more likely to use political 
bribery rather than violence as a means to avoid arrest or extradition.48 The Cali cartel 
was broken up only a few years after Pablo Escobar’s Medellín-based drug empire was 
crushed.49 
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For music lovers, Cali is known as one of the world’s salsa music capitals, and the city’s 
numerous salsotecas in the Juanchito district, located 12 km east of downtown, are 
among the best-known dance halls showcasing Cali’s top salsa performers.50, 51    

Barranquilla 

Barranquilla is Colombia’s largest coastal city 
and the nation’s leading port on the Caribbean 
Sea. It lies 15 km upstream from the mouth of 
the Río Magdalena. For much of the city’s early 
history, its importance as a port was 
overshadowed by Cartagena, which captured 
much of the river trade via the Canal del Dique 
(constructed by the Spanish, beginning in 1650). 
In the 1890s, a 15-km (9-mi) railway was 
completed, linking Barranquilla to the ocean 
pier at Puerto Colombia, the foremost Colombian seaport at that time.52 In the 1930s, an 
ocean canal was completed through the Magdalena’s mouth, further solidifying 
Barranquilla’s importance as a sea and river port.53 However, by the end of the 1940s, the 
Magdalena’s importance as a trade route declined as road improvements in the mountain 
regions and the development of the Pacific port of Buenaventura shifted much of 
Colombia’s trade to its western coast.54  

Nevertheless, the Barranquilla port continues to handle significant amounts of coffee and 
petroleum exports from Colombia’s interior, as well as cotton from nearby regions. 
Natural-gas pipelines from the fields in northern Colombia terminate here as well. In 
addition, manufacturing has become a significant part of the local economy, in industries 
such as textiles, clothing, shoes, beverages, chemicals, and cardboard.55  

Although Barranquilla is not a tourism magnet most of the year, the city’s 4-day Carnival 
celebration before the start of Lent is Colombia’s most festive celebration. In 2008, the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) recognized 
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the cultural importance of the Barranquilla Carnival by placing it on the organization’s 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity list.56  

Cartagena 

For much of Colombia’s early colonial history, 
Cartagena (technically, “Cartagena de Indias” to 
distinguish it from Cartagena, Spain) was one of 
the most important Spanish ports in the colony 
of New Grenada. Spanish galleons transported 
gold and other valuables taken from the 
Colombian interior, a lucrative trade that soon 
attracted British, French, and Dutch pirates. 
During the Spanish era, the port also became the 
main point of debarkation for African slaves 
being transported to sugar plantations and silver mines. Because of frequent pirate attacks, 
massive fortifications were built around the city’s port, much of which stands today. The 
huge defensive walls now enclose the cobbled streets of Cartagena’s “old city,” one of 
the most concentrated areas of colonial buildings from the era of the Spanish Main.57   

Cartagena became the first area of New Granada to declare independence from Spain in 
1811, followed by several years of fighting and subsequent re-occupation by the Spanish. 
The city began to decline during the 1830s as Santa Marta, and later Barranquilla, began 
to usurp inland trade flowing on the Río Magdalena.58 A cholera outbreak in 1849 is 
estimated to have killed one-third of the population and further diminished Cartagena’s 
economic standing.59 Fortunately, the development of oil fields along the Río Magdalena 
valley in the early 20th century helped turn Cartagena’s fortunes around when a pipeline 
was built to Bahía de Cartagena.60 One of the nation’s largest oil refineries was built near 
the terminus of the pipeline, making the city the nation’s largest oil port. 61, 62  
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Environmental Concerns 

Colombia holds one of the world’s great 
depositories of forest lands, containing a vast 
variety of animal and plant life. Deforestation is 
an ongoing concern, despite the fact that over 
72% of Colombia’s total land area is included in 
protected areas.63 The government’s lack of 
authority in some of Colombia’s most forested 
regions, where guerrilla and paramilitary groups 
have concentrated their activities, partially 
explains why the efforts to define vast protected 
areas have often failed.64 Some of the threats to Colombia’s forests include illegal lumber 
and firewood harvesting in the Amazon and Chocó (Pacific coastal) forests, illicit 
cultivation of drug crops in isolated parts of national parks, overuse of pesticides, and use 
of herbicides to eliminate coca fields. The refinement of coca plants into cocaine, which 
usually is carried out in remote areas, has also introduced dangerous chemicals into local 
soil and water supplies.65  

Soil erosion, frequently resulting from deforestation, is one of Colombia’s severest 
environmental issues.  While soil erosion negatively affects agricultural yields, it also 
inhibits the local retention of water for human uses. As a result of this problem, it is 
estimated that 65% of Colombia’s cities and towns will face water shortages by 2015.66  

Air pollution in Bogotá, a metropolitan region of over 8 million people and 1.2 million 
automobiles, creates severe potential health problems, especially given the city’s high 
elevation and correspondingly lower atmospheric oxygen concentrations. The city has 
responded with public transportation initiatives, including the promotion of bicycling as 
an alternative, and was one of the world’s first major cities to institute (and enforce) 
annual car-free days. Non-motorized transport in the city rose from 8% in 1998 to 19% in 
2006.67 Sulfur dioxide levels remain high, however, even on car-free days, because of the 
high-sulfur-content diesel fuel produced by the national refineries. Ecopetrol, Colombia’s 
national oil company, has announced plans to reduce the sulfur content of Bogotá’s diesel 
fuel from 1,000 ppm to 50 ppm by December 2009. 68, 69   
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Natural Hazards 

Colombia’s volcanic peaks are part of the 
Andean Volcanic Belt, a section of the Ring of 
Fire that is made up of numerous volcanic 
mountain chains along the continental margins 
of the Pacific Ocean. In the Andean Volcanic 
Belt, the eastward-moving oceanic Nazca plate 
is pushed beneath the westward-moving 
continental South American plate.  This 
produces a chain of volcanoes that extend 
northward all the way to central Colombia. 
Although 15 sites in Colombia are thought to have exhibited volcanic activity since the 
end of the Ice Ages, only seven volcanoes have erupted in historical time. From northeast 
to southwest, these peaks are Nevada del Ruiz, Nevada del Tolima, Nevado del Huila, 
Puracé, Doña Juana, Galeras, and Cumbal.  

In 1985, an eruption of Nevado del Ruiz buried the downslope town of Armero under a 
mud and debris flow (lahar) produced by meltwaters from summit glaciers. 
Approximately 25,000 people lost their lives, making this volcanic eruption the world’s 
fourth most deadly volcanic eruption since 1500 C.E.70 Most recently, Galeras has been 
Colombia’s most active volcano, having rained volcanic ashes on the nearby city of Pasto 
in February 2009.71  

Colombia’s proximity to major plate boundaries also creates earthquake risks. In January 
1999, portions of the Central Cordillera cities of Armenia and, to a lesser extent, Pereira 
were destroyed by a magnitude 6.2 earthquake.72 This earthquake was the largest in 
Colombia’s history, leaving nearly 1,200 people dead, 8,000 people injured, and more 
than 100,000 structures damaged.73 In 1983, another devastating earthquake occurred 
further south in the city of Popayán, killing over 100 people and leaving 70% of the city’s 
buildings damaged.74  
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History 

Pre-European Colombia  

Spanish explorers near the turn of the 16th century were the first 
Europeans to explore what is modern-day Colombia’s Caribbean 
coast. At that time, the coastal and inland regions of modern-day 
Colombia were inhabited by numerous indigenous groups that 
loosely fell into three linguistic groups: the Chibcha, the Carib, 
and the Arawak.  

The Chibcha speakers generally inhabited highland areas such as 
the Cordillera Oriental, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, and 
the southern reaches of the Cordillera Central. However, some 
lowland Chibcha lived in the area near the Isthmus of Panama. 
Among the Chibchan indigenous groups were the Taironas, who 
practiced agriculture along the flanks of the Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta. They survived European-introduced diseases that 
almost annihilated other coastal peoples probably because the Taironas lived at higher 
elevations. In the Cordillera Oriental, the Muiscas were the dominant Chibchan people, 
organized into two confederations ruled by higher chiefs (the Zipa and the Zaque), whose 
domains were centered on the modern-day cities of Bogotá and Tunja.75 The reputed 
initiation for the Zipa chiefs—in which gold, emeralds, and other treasures were thrown 
into Laguna de Guatavita as an offering—is believed to be the origin of the El Dorado 
myth that drove the Spanish conquistadors’ quests for riches.76, 77   

The Carib-speaking peoples lived along the Caribbean coast and within the lower river 
valleys of the Magdalena and the Cauca. These tribes were known to the Spanish by their 
use of bows and poisoned arrows and were considered warlike.78 Only a few thousand 
Carib-speaking descendants survive, most of whom are part of the Yukpa tribe living 
along the northern Colombia–Venezuela border.79, 80 The Arawak-speaking tribes also 
lived in lowland areas, mostly in the eastern plains (the Llanos region and the Amazon 
basin), and the Guajira Peninsula. The Wayúu of the Guajira Peninsula, whose language 
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is known as Guajiro, are the only Colombian Arawakan group that continues as a 
substantial population of an indigenous people.81, 82 

Spanish Conquests 

The earliest European reconnaissance of the modern-day 
Colombian Caribbean coast came in 1499, when the Spaniard 
Alonso de Ojeda, accompanied by his cartographer and pilot 
Juan de la Cosa, sailed along the Guajira Peninsula.83 Over the 
next 10 years, several Spanish voyages by Ojeda, de la Cosa, and 
Rodrigo de Bastidas resulted in the first encounters with the 
indigenous peoples of the Colombian coastal regions, with 
sometimes unfortunate results for the Spaniards. A disastrous 
attempt by Ojeda and de la Cosa to establish a colony at 
Cartagena in 1509 left de la Cosa dead and Ojeda injured and 
forced into a hasty retreat.84 Sixteen years later, the Spanish 
colonization of Colombia began in earnest when Bastidas 
founded the port of Santa Marta. A second Spanish port on 
Colombia’s Caribbean coast was established in 1533 at 
Cartagena by Pedro de Heredia, and within a relatively short time it became the center of 
Spanish trade along the coast.85, 86  

From Santa Marta, a Spanish expedition led by Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada set out in 
1536 to venture up the Río Magdalena. Quesada’s party eventually abandoned the river 
when its currents became too swift for easy navigation. The expedition then had to carve 
its way up the slopes of the Cordillera Oriental, following the traces of an indigenous 
trade route. In March 1537, Quesada and his men reached the high mountain tablelands 
inhabited by the Muiscas. Not long thereafter, they were reaping emeralds and gold after 
having sacked the Muisca capitals near present-day Bogotá and Tunja.87, 88, 89    
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Quesada’s group was soon met by two other European parties, traveling along different 
routes originating from opposite directions. From the region of Quito, the Spaniard 
Sebasián de Belalcázar, a lieutenant of Peru conqueror Francisco Pizarro, traveled 
northward to the Cordillera Central settlement of Popayán, and then traversed first 
eastward and then northward through the upper Río Magdalena Valley. Meanwhile, the 
German Nicolás Federmann reached the plains of Cordillera Oriental after two years of 
hard travel through the eastern plains from his base on the Venezuelan coast.90   

Early Spanish Colonialism 

In 1549, Santafé de Bogotá became the seat of 
an audiencia, a Spanish legislative and judicial 
council for administering Spain’s new colonial 
holdings in the Americas. However, the 
Cordillera Oriental’s isolation from other 
mountain regions to the west and from the 
Caribbean coast limited Bogotá’s effective 
administrative reach. By 1563, an audiencia 
established in Quito gave the modern-day 
Ecuadoran capital administrative control over 
western Colombian highland towns, such as Popayán, Pasto, and Cali.91 In the Cordillera 
Oriental, it soon became clear that local gold-producing sites were few, and thus 
agricultural products and textiles woven by the indigenous populations became the core 
of the region’s economy. The labor of the indigenous peoples was secured through the 
encomienda tributary system that served as virtual slavery for the Indian peasants 
beholden to the Spanish deputies (encomenderos) who received these tributes.92, 93 

To the west, in the Cordillera Occidental, Cordillera Central, and the Río Cauca valley, 
gold mining remained important for a longer period of time. Initially, the indigenous 
people were employed in mining operations, which partly explains their more rapid 
population decline relative to the indigenous people of the eastern mountains. As a result, 
African slaves were imported to work in the western gold mines.94 In both the eastern and 
western portions of the Colombian Cordilleras, the indigenous peoples increasingly 
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became culturally assimilated with the Spanish, primarily through the Roman Catholic 
Church and intermarriage.95 

Colombia’s Caribbean coast was dominated during the early colonial period by the port 
of Cartagena, where gold was the principal export and slaves the most valuable import. 
After 1650, the Canal del Dique helped provide a cheap all-water route inland from 
Cartagena to the river ports of the Magdalena, but poor maintenance inhibited the canal’s 
usefulness for long periods of time. Ultimately, the high costs of transporting agricultural 
products, such as wheat, from the interior highland regions would increasingly cause 
Cartagena to look toward North America for these food supplies.96 

The Viceroyalty of New Granada 

The early 18th century brought the Spanish Bourbons to power 
in Spain after a 12-year war of succession. It also ushered in an 
era in which Spain would become embattled in a series of wars 
with England. Spain’s increasing needs to finance its military 
ventures led to reforms that aimed to increase the value of its 
colonial outposts in the Americas. The Bourbon rulers put in 
place measures to increase economic output from the New 
World and to strengthen administrative efficiency in order to 
improve revenue collection. As part of the latter goal, the 
Viceroyalty of New Granada was carved out of the former 
Viceroyalty of Peru. The new viceroyalty eventually included 
most of Panama, Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador. Santafé de 
Bogotá became the new viceregal capital, thus furthering its 
importance as a colonial governmental center despite its 
remoteness from much of its administered territories. 

Later, the Bourbon reforms expanded the number of Spanish and Spanish-American ports 
that could trade with Cartagena. One effect of this policy was to increase demand for 
New Granadan exports that were not silver or gold. Previously, the tight Spanish 
monopoly on Cartagena trade focused exclusively on New Granadan gold payments for 
Spanish imports. The monopoly also meant that New Granadan exports of non-bullion 
items were, by necessity, forced to be carried out through unofficial (contraband) means. 
However, British blockades on Caribbean shipping during its numerous wars with Spain 
lessened the effectiveness of the new free trade reforms, and contraband shipping 
continued as the norm during these periods of conflict.97     
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The Late Colonial Period 

Over time, increasing divisions developed between the 
American-born Spaniards, known as creoles, and the Spanish-
born Spaniards, who inevitably held the highest administrative 
positions within the viceroyalty and were charged to secure 
revenues for the Spanish Crown. Tax levies and governmental 
fiscal monopolies on New Granadan products, such as tobacco, 
sparked protests during the second half of the 18th century, 
culminating in the Comunero Revolt of 1781. This spontaneous 
rebellion began in the small Cordillera Oriental town of Socorro 
as a reaction against rising tobacco and polling taxes. Ultimately, 
it spread all the way to Santafé de Bogotá, where the rebels 
presented a list of 35 demands, including greater creole 
participation in governmental administration and increased 
protections for the lands of the indigenous people.98, 99 The 
city’s archbishop, the highest ranking official still in the capital, quickly agreed to the 
rebels’ requests, but the Spanish viceroy later declared these concessions invalid after the 
rebel leaders had dispersed from the capital.100 

During the 1790s and the first decade of the 1800s, Spain and England were almost 
constantly at war. In New Granada, some of the creole elites, who now formed an 
American-born merchant class, became increasingly frustrated by the frequent 
interruptions in regional trade due to Spanish-English hostilities. Meanwhile, other 
educated creoles began to discuss and disseminate new political ideas emanating from 
France and the United States. While active rebellion did not occur during this period, 
muted criticisms and general dissatisfaction with the relationship between New Granada 
and its Spanish overlords were never far from the surface.101        

Independence  

In 1808, Napoleon Bonaparte overthrew the Spanish monarchy, generating shock waves 
throughout the Spanish Empire. Within a few years, New Granada began to fragment, as 
movements began in several cities to form regional governments separate from the 
Spanish Crown. The first modern-day Colombian city to do so was Cartagena in June 
1810, followed weeks later by several other cities, including Santafé de Bogotá.102 July 
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20, the date in 1810 when Bogotáns removed their Spanish governors, is celebrated today 
as Colombia’s Independence Day.103  

Regional rivalries and infighting over the form of central 
government soon preoccupied the leaders of the newly 
autonomous regions. Some favored a loose, provincially oriented 
federalist system while others argued for a strong, centrally 
administered government. Meanwhile, the Spanish royalists 
began to regroup and started retaking some of the autonomous 
regions. Even the Venezuelan revolutionary leader Simon 
Bolívar, who took control of Cartagena’s Magdalena Valley 
forces in 1812, was unable to unite the badly divided rebel forces. 
He resigned his post in 1815 and went into exile in Jamaica.104 
That same year, Spanish King Ferdinand VII, who had returned 
to the throne following Napoleon’s defeat, sent a huge military 
force to Venezuela, where a successful siege of Cartagena was 
launched from.105 By 1816, most of the populated areas of New 
Granada had returned to Spanish control, and the remnants of the independence forces re-
established themselves in the inhospitable grassland plains of the Llanos.106 

From 1816 to 1819, the Spanish exacted vengeance on many rebel leaders and their 
supporters, peasants and notables alike. The harsh retribution led to bitter anti-Spanish 
reactions from many New Granadans, including some who had not been active in the 
initial independence movement. A turning point came in 1819 when Bolívar, who had 
returned to Venezuela in 1816, led a rebel army that defeated a large Spanish force at the 
Battle of Boyacá, near Bogotá. Although pockets of royalist resistance, especially near 
the southern city of Pasto, continued to fight for several years, the Spanish defeat at 
Boyacá marked the beginning of the end for the 
Spanish colony of New Granada.107   

Gran Colombia 

Even as fighting against royalist forces 
continued in some regions, revolutionary 
congresses were being held in the cities of 
Angostura (modern-day Ciudad Bolívar in 
Venezuela) and Villa del Rosario (now part of 
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the large city of Cúcuta) to plan the government and constitution of the new Republic of 
Gran Colombia. As in the earlier independence movement, opposing sides favored either 
a loose federalist structure or a centralized regime. Bolívar, the new republic’s first 
president, successfully lobbied to adopt the centralist system. The Villa del Rosario 
congress also selected Bogotá as the republic’s capital, a choice that rankled many 
Venezuelan delegates.108   

Gran Colombia, which originally encompassed virtually all the modern countries of 
Colombia, Panama, Venezuela, and Ecuador, was not to last long in its initial form. 
Bolívar, who spent many of the republic’s early years fighting the Spanish in Peru, 
became enmeshed in a rancorous political conflict with Gran Colombia’s vice-president, 
Francisco Paula de Santander, one of Bolívar’s former generals. As acting president 
during the Venezuelan Bolívar’s absence, Santander, a native of modern-day Colombia, 
became a symbol for Venezuelan resentments against the lawyers and administrators in 
Bogotá.  

In 1826, the Venezuelan General José Antonia Paéz led a rebellion against Gran 
Colombia that forced Bolívar’s return. Bolívar attempted to formulate a new constitution 
granting him a life presidency; he believed that only a leader with supreme authority 
could keep Gran Colombia from splintering. After failing to achieve such a document at a 
congress held in the mountain town of Ocaña, Bolívar effectively took dictatorial control 
over Gran Colombia, declaring himself the Liberator President. This act resulted in an 
assassination attempt against him in 1828.109  

As Gran Colombia’s fortunes declined, so did Bolívar’s health. His death in 1830, after 
resigning his duties earlier that year, was followed shortly by Gran Colombia’s 
dissolution into the separate states of New Granada (modern-day Colombia and Panama), 
Venezuela, and Ecuador.110  

Conservatives, Liberals, and Civil War 

In the decade after Bolívar’s death, political alliances developed 
in New Granada that had their origins in the Bolívar era and 
continued for much of the 19th and 20th centuries. In 1832, 
following a military takeover that lasted only a few months 
around Bolívar’s death, Santander was elected president of New 
Granada and returned from exile in Europe. Santander’s 
followers, who later became the forefront of New Granada’s 
Liberal Party, were strong proponents of a republican 
constitution guaranteeing essential rights. They favored a 
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federalist system—granting increased powers to the provinces—rather than a government 
with strong central authority. The Santanderistas also generally supported moves to rein 
in the military and the Roman Catholic Church, institutions that they viewed as overly 
sympathetic to autocratic rule.111  

On the other side of the political divide were supporters of Bolívar, as well as moderate 
liberals who favored a more accommodating stance toward Bolívarans, the military, and 
the church. Ultimately, these two groups formed the New Granadan Conservative Party. 
In the 1836 presidential election, a moderate candidate, José Ignacio Márquez, narrowly 
defeated Santander’s hand-picked successor candidate, General José María Obando. By 
1840 Obando, feeling that he was politically persecuted by some of the Márquez 
government’s military leaders, staged a rebellion in southern Colombia that spread in 
regional mutations to most of the populated areas of New Granada and continued until 
May 1842.112 This so-called “War of the Supremos” (a reference to the local rebellion 
leaders who conferred great authority upon themselves during the conflict) furthered the 
strong political divisions emerging between the “liberals” and “conservatives.” 

Liberal Ascendancy 

During most of the 1840s, the New Granadan presidency was 
held by two former Bolívar generals, Pedro Alcántara Herrán 
and Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, who began removing the 
governmental monopoly on tobacco sales. This successfully 
developed New Granada’s first non-gold export commodity, 
which in turn helped finance the introduction of steamboats on 
the lower Río Magdalena.113  

In the presidential election of 1848, the Liberal candidate José 
Hilario López won a narrow victory over his Conservative rivals. 
Several reformist measures were passed during the López regime, 
including the abolition of slavery and a shift of taxing authority 
to the provinces.114 Issues related to the interests of the church 
continued to galvanize partisan passions, and on several 
occasions from 1851 onward, helped spark anti-government insurrections in pockets of 
the country.115      
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In 1852 General Obando, who spent several years in political exile in Peru after his role 
in the War of the Supremos, was the overwhelming victor in the presidential election. 
However, he soon was confronted by an unlikely alliance of conservatives and radical 
liberals who passed a new constitution in 1853 that weakened his presidential powers.116, 
117 The following year, the New Granadan government experienced its first coup, but one 
that was staged by Obando’s supporters and was apparently meant to ultimately reinstate 
Obando into a presidency with dictatorial powers.118 Obando backed out after the coup 
was set in motion, and presidential power briefly passed to General José María Melo, the 
coup leader.     

A Conservative Party government returned to power in 1855 after a countercoup restored 
constitutional rule, but another civil war in 1859 brought about another three years of 
bloody conflict. Order of sorts was finally restored in 1863 at which time a new federalist 
constitution was enacted that renamed New Granada the United States of Colombia. 
During this time, several anti-clerical measures were carried out by the government of 
General Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, a former conservative president in the 1840s who 
by the early 1860s was firmly liberal in his beliefs. All real estate held in perpetuity by 
the church was seized by the government and sold on the open market.119  

The Regeneration 

Liberal governments remained in power until 1880, a period that 
was marked by instability as empowered provinces fought 
among themselves over territorial and economic issues.120 The 
period from 1880 to 1895 is now known as the Regeneration, in 
which Conservative governments, mostly under President Rafael 
Núñez, restored relations between the church and state and 
instituted numerous economic reforms. The government 
established the first national bank, invested in new industries, 
and increased tariffs on imports. A new, more centrist 
constitution also led to yet another name change for the 
country—the Republic of Colombia—which remains the official 
name.121  
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This era was also the period when coffee emerged as the Colombia’s leading export. 
However, this important crop proved vulnerable to major price swings, and coffee prices 
declined steeply in the 1890s. As economic instability ensued, political instability closely 
followed, especially after Núñez’s death in 1894. Five years later, Colombia once again 
entered a period of civil war known as the War of One Thousand Days. Estimates of the 
deaths in this conflict range from 60,000 to 130,000.122 Shortly after the conclusion of the 
war, Colombia lost its province of Panama. Its residents, with the support of the U.S. 
Navy, declared independence when the Colombia Congress rejected a treaty with the U.S. 
government to build a canal across the isthmus.123, 124, 125 The U.S. eventually 
renumerated USD 25 million to the Colombian government in 1921 for the loss of 
Panama.126 

The End of the Conservative Era 

The 1920s were a boom period in Colombia. Coffee exports 
continued to grow, and the government coffers expanded from 
the associated trade duties. At the turn of the century, Colombia 
provided about 3% of the world’s coffee, but by 1923 this had 
grown to 10%.127 Outside investment by companies from the 
U.S. also established oil and bananas as new, valuable export 
commodities. Labor unionism rose in this period, which 
provided the Liberal Party, out of power from 1880 to 1930, a 
new electoral base to draw from.128   

One of the most notorious events of this era occurred in 1928, 
when a strike by banana workers on the Caribbean coast against 
the U.S.-based United Fruit Company led to the Colombian 
military firing upon the strikers. One of the political 
repercussions of what came to be known in Colombia as the “banana massacre” was the 
defeat of the Conservative government by the moderate Liberal candidate Enrique Olaya 
Herrera in the 1930 presidential election. He was followed to the presidency in 1934 by 
the more radical Liberal candidate Alfonso López Pumarejo, who promoted a series of 
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reforms known as the “Revolution on the March.”129 Among these measures was a land 
law act in which peasant squatters could obtain title to the land they were working if the 
absentee landowner was not using it productively.  

La Violencia  

Liberal control of Colombia’s government continued until 1946, 
when a split within the Liberal ranks allowed the moderate 
Conservative candidate Mariano Ospina Pérez to narrowly win 
the presidential election. One of the Liberal candidates was Jorge 
Eliézer Gaitán, who had first come to national attention in 1928 
when, as a junior congressman, he delivered fiery speeches 
denouncing the relationship between the Colombian government 
and United Fruit.130 After the 1946 election, politically 
motivated violence began to ominously increase in the 
countryside after several decades of relative calm. Gaitán’s 
assassination in 1948—occurring only two hours before he was 
scheduled to meet with a young Cuban law student named Fidel 
Castro detonated an explosion of violence around Colombia that 
lasted for most of the next decade.131 In Bogotá, the rioting that 
was unleashed immediately after Gaitán’s death was staggering; much of it targeted 
churches and other symbols of the Conservative Party.132  

Ultimately, La Violencía, as this period came to be known, transformed into a guerrilla 
war that spread throughout the countryside. The violence proved particularly brutal for 
those in rural areas and smaller towns, and triggered an exodus of the Colombian 
peasantry to the urban areas. In 1950, the doctrinaire Conservative Laureano Gómez won 
an uncontested presidential election (it was boycotted by the Liberals). Within a few 
years, he was pushing for a new constitution that Liberals and even many Conservatives 
felt would give him dictatorial powers.133 Gómez was eventually removed from office by 
the military in 1953—Colombia’s only coup in the 20th century. 

The National Front 

Coup leader General Gustav Rojas Pinilla remained in power until 1957, when an 
economic crisis precipitated his resignation. A military junta ruled for the next year as 
Liberal and Conservative politicians negotiated a power-sharing arrangement: The two 
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main parties would alternate the presidency for the next 16 years and would have equal 
representation in the nation’s Congress and in cabinet positions. The fruits of these 
negotiations were first displayed in the presidential election of 1958, when Liberal leader 
Alberto Lleras Camargo assumed the presidency by winning the noncontested election. 
The National Front, as this arrangement was known, ushered in a long-awaited period of 
relative political peace for Colombia. Unfortunately, however, other forces outside the 
political mainstream would soon initiate further violence in Colombia.  

Guerrilla Movements and Paramilitary Organizations 

Beginning in the 1960s and through the present day, many areas 
of rural Colombia, and even some urban areas, have been under 
the direct or indirect control of various leftist guerrilla 
movements. Best known of these groups is Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), a Marxist-inspired group 
founded in 1964 by Manuel Marulanda, a veteran of the guerrilla 
wars of the la Violencia era.134 Other leftist guerrilla groups that 
emerged during the 1960s included the Ejército de Liberación 
Nacional (ELN) and the Ejército Popular de Liberación 
(EPL).In the 1970s and 1980s, the Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-
19) became a high-profile guerrilla movement responsible for 
the 1985 seizure of Bogotá’s Palace of Justice, which resulted in 
the deaths of 11 of Colombia’s 21 Supreme Court justices.  

Colombia’s fight against the nascent guerrilla groups was complicated by the rise of 
right-wing paramilitary organizations, which were employed by local land holders, and 
later drug lords, to protect against guerrilla attacks. Some of these organizations—most 
notably, the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC)—became 
more feared than the guerrilla groups in parts of the country. 

The Post–National Front Era 

Free elections returned to Colombia in 1974, and Liberal 
candidates have generally fared better than Conservatives, 
having won five of seven elections since then.135 (The two most 
recent elections have been won by an independent candidate.) 
The ongoing struggles against guerrilla insurgencies and drug 
cartels have greatly preoccupied the nation during this time. 
Several rounds of negotiations with guerrilla and paramilitary 
groups have generally been fruitless but have resulted in 
occasional successes—most notably, the agreement negotiated 
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during the term of current president Álvaro Uribe Vélez for the AUC to disarm.  

Colombia during the 1980s and 1990s was inundated by a wave of violence and political 
intimidation that sprang from the activities of increasingly powerful drug cartels. In the 
mid-1990s, the cocaine cartels operating out of Medellín and Cali were successfully 
broken up. The drug trade in Colombia continues, however, only in a more decentralized 
fashion that is frequently embedded into the operations of the remaining guerrilla groups 
in the country, such as FARC.136  Colombia’s military, strengthened by large amounts of 
U.S. assistance under Plan Colombia, has had recent success against FARC, and the 
guerrilla group is believed to have only half as many foot soldiers as in 2002. 137, 138 A 
lenient government-sponsored desertion policy for low-level FARC fighters has also 
contributed to the weakening of the organization.139  
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Economy 

Introduction 

Colombia’s economy can trace its roots to the 
nation’s dramatic surge in coffee exports during 
the first half of the 20th century. The 
mountainous coffee-growing regions were 
generally far from coastal ports, so the nation’s 
rail and road systems were developed largely to 
improve the transport of coffee beans to 
market.140,141 Coffee export revenues financed 
the machinery and raw materials that helped 
spur Colombia’s industrial development.142   

In the 1990s, Colombia’s economy began to diversify, so poor coffee crops or declines in 
world coffee prices no longer brought the economy to a near-halt. Oil and coal now lead 
export revenues, and a substantial manufacturing sector helps to buffer the effects of 
price drops in these energy commodities. Colombia has experienced above-average 
economic growth since 2005 and is presently the fifth-largest economy in Latin America, 
behind Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and Venezuela.143 The global financial crisis that 
began in 2008 has recently reversed Colombia’s economic growth, but Colombia’s 
economy may be less adversely affected than those of many nations.144   

Industry and Manufacturing 

Industrial development in Colombia did not begin in earnest until the Great Depression of 
the 1930s and the subsequent years of World War II. During this time, restrictions on 
imported goods provided incentive for the development of local industries to supply 
consumer needs. Following the war, tariffs were used to shield industries from cheap 
imports and to help develop new industries to provide goods for the domestic market (an 
industrial development strategy known as import substitution).145 Foreign reserves 
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accumulated from coffee exports provided the financial resources to acquire raw 
materials and capital goods (e.g., machinery) to spur industrial growth.146  

In the 1990s, trade barriers were lowered in part to expand exports beyond agricultural 
products—mainly coffee. Many Colombian industries have since proved competitive in 
regional and world markets, including textiles and clothing, chemicals, processed foods 
and beverages, and vehicles.147 Industrial output presently makes up 35–37% of 
Colombia’s gross domestic product (GDP).148,149 Within the industrial sector, 
manufacturing contributes about 15% of GDP.150,151  

The main manufacturing centers have been the four largest cities: 
Bogotá, Medellín, Cali, and Barranquilla.152 All these cities have 
a broad industrial mix, although some have become associated 
with certain industrial sectors. Medellín has long been a hub for 
clothing and textile factories.153 Cali has traditionally been the 
center of Colombia’s sugar mills and, more recently, the ethanol 
production plants that also use the sugar grown in the 
surrounding region.154 Bogotá has the most diversified 
manufacturing economy and dominates production in several 
sectors, including pharmaceuticals and the automotive 
industry.155, 156   

Agriculture 

Agriculture’s importance to Colombia’s economy has lessened 
in recent years. In 1987, agricultural production was responsible for nearly 21% of GDP, 
but by 2008 this had dipped to an estimated 9.4%.157, 158 Despite its shrinking role in the 
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economy, agriculture continues to be the main livelihood for rural Colombians;  
nationwide, it still provides more employment than industry.159  

Colombia’s wide variety of soils and temperature ranges (which vary with altitude) allow 
for much crop diversity. Coffee remains the most important legal cash crop, representing 
nearly 6% of export revenues in 2006.160 Cut flowers are second in  agricultural export 
value, with most floral shipments to the U.S.161, 162 Cut flower exports were aided by a 
1991 agreement allowing Andean countries to ship flowers duty-free to the U.S. as part 
of an incentive program to shift coca-growing regions to legal crops (cocaine is derived 
from coca).163, 164  

Other important Colombian cash crops include 
bananas, sugarcane, and cocoa beans. Oil palm, 
which is used to produce 60% of the cooking oil 
consumed domestically, is also an important 
source of export revenue.165 The primary grain 
products grown in Colombia are rice and maize 
(corn); the former is the primary source of 
calories and proteins for the country’s poorest 
citizens.166, 167 Cassava, plantains, and potatoes 
are also important crops that are rich in 
starches.168 Colombia’s many cattle ranches supply beef for domestic consumption and 
export.  

Illegal crops, such as coca and poppies, are a quite profitable income source in some 
areas of Colombia. During the 1980s, Colombia was more a processing center and 
shipping point for cocaine rather than a grower of coca plants. As crackdowns occurred 
against growers in adjacent countries, however, more acreage in Colombia became 
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dedicated to coca plants, especially in the southwestern and central regions of the eastern 
plains. A November 2001 study by the United Nations Drug Control Program and anti-
narcotics agencies of the Colombian government found that nearly 75% of Colombia’s 
coca plant acreage was in the departments of Putumayo, Guaviare, Caquetá, Meta, and 
Vichada.169   

Banking and Currency 

Colombia’s unit of currency is the Colombian 
peso; the official abbreviation is COP but is 
sometimes informally abbreviated COL$.170 
Paper money is issued in denominations ranging 
from COP 1,000 to COP 50,000. As of mid-July 
2009, these values corresponded to USD 0.50 
and USD 25.00, respectively.171 Prior to 
September 1999, the Colombian peso followed a 
slowly moving exchange rate band that was 
pegged to the dollar. The national bank has since 
allowed the exchange rate to float, to help achieve national economic goals.172, 173  

Counterfeiting has been a national problem. . Beginning in 1997, the government was 
forced to withdraw from circulation the newly introduced COP 1,000 coin due to the 
large number of counterfeit versions that quickly sprang into usage. A new 1000 peso 
coin was introduced in 2002, designed to be harder to imitate.174   

The Bank of the Republic (BanRep, or Banco de la República) is Colombia’s central 
bank and issues all currency. It also sets reserve rates and independently carries out 
monetary policy as determined by the BanRep Board of Directors, also known as the 
Monetary Board (Junta Monetaria).175, 176 Unlike central banks in some countries, the 
Bank of the Republic does not have a supervisory role over the larger banking system. 
These duties are carried out by the government’s Superintendency of Banks. The nation’s 
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two largest commercial banks are Bancolombia and Banco de Bogotá. They, like most 
banks in Colombia, navigated fairly well through the financial crisis that struck many 
banks in the United States and other countries during 2008–2009.177 A Colombian bank 
crisis in 1998–2001 had brought oversight reforms and tighter lending practices to the 
Colombian banking industry As a result, fewer problem loans and other troubled assets 
were on their books when the U.S. credit crisis hit a decade later.178 

Trade 

Since 2004, Colombia has generally shown a 
small trade deficit while its total exports and 
imports have doubled. In 2008 (the most recent 
year with complete statistics), Colombia’s large 
trade surpluses with the U.S./Canada, and the 
region of Latin America and the Caribbean, 
were mostly offset by trade deficits with East 
Asian countries.179  

Colombia’s exports are dominated by 
petrochemicals, with crude and refined oil shipments combined accounting for nearly one 
third of export revenues in 2008. Other important exports (by revenue shares) were coal 
(12.2%), coffee (5.1%), cut flowers (2.9%), gold (2.4%), and ferro-nickel alloys 
(2.3%).180 Note that these percentages may vary sharply from year to year because of 
price fluctuations in the global market. For example, the prices for petrochemicals and 
gold increased significantly during 2008, whereas unit prices of ferro-nickel alloys 
tumbled dramatically from the highs of the previous year.181   

Colombia’s leading imports tend to be finished manufactured goods for consumers or 
businesses. In 2008, the imports were led by automobiles and trucks (6.8% of import 
value), refined oils (3.8%), aircraft (3.2%), computers and computer peripherals (2.9%), 
and television cameras and mobile phones (2.6%).182 The leading agricultural import is 
maize (2.4%).  

The United States is by far Colombia’s most important trading partner for exports and 
imports, followed by Venezuela and Ecuador for exports, and Mexico and China for 
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imports.183, 184 Roughly 38% of Colombia’s 2008 export revenues were generated by 
products shipping to the United States. (If illegal drug exports are considered, this 
percentage becomes even larger.) In return, over 27% of the total value of Colombian 
imports are products from the U.S. (2006 data).185 In the most recent statistics, nearly 
70% of Colombia’s revenue from exports to the United States came from shipments of 
coal and oil. The two countries signed a bilateral free-trade agreement in 2006, but it has 
yet to be ratified by the U.S. Congress because of some congressional representatives’ 
concerns that the Uribe government has not done enough to halt violence against 
Colombian union organizers.186    

Investment 

The Colombian government passed laws in the 
early 1990s to ease foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in the economy, and the country quickly 
experienced a rapid increase in FDI.187 Large oil 
discoveries and the entrance of foreign banks 
spurred the initial jump in FDI, followed later in 
the decade by a wave of privatizations and sales 
of foreign concessions in the oil, coal, gas, 
electricity distribution, and telecommunications 
sectors. Between 1998 and 2002 foreign 
investment slowed, because government-initiated privatizations decreased, the oil fields 
entered a mature output phase, and narco-terrorist kidnappings and other violence 
heightened the risk concerns of foreign investors.188   

In 2005, FDI increased dramatically when two large Colombian companies—a brewer 
and a tobacco manufacturer—were purchased by foreign investors.189 Foreign investment 
in the mining and oil sectors also revived   since 2003 because of increasing commodity 
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prices, favorable regulatory and tax changes, and an improving security situation within 
the country.190  

The effects of foreign investment in Colombia have been generally positive. Oil and 
mining exports have increased from the infusion of foreign capital. In other sectors, such 
as retail services and telecommunications, increased competition from foreign-financed 
companies has forced local businesses to modernize and expand their operations. 
Technology transfers by foreign investors have also helped to improve the competiveness 
of many manufacturing and telecommunications businesses in Colombia.191  

The United States is the largest source of foreign investment in Colombia, much of which 
is concentrated in the oil and coal industries.192 Spain, and to a lesser extent, Mexico, 
account for significant amounts of foreign investment in Colombia. Other sources of FDI 
include the territory of Anguilla, and Panama; because both are tax havens, the true 
sources of those investments are not known.193  

Energy and Mineral Resources 

Energy 

Colombia enjoys a wealth of natural resources, especially in 
areas related to energy production. Of these, oil is the most 
mature industry, with the first oil field having been discovered in 
1918.194 Colombia is currently a net exporter of crude oil and is 
the fourth-largest producer of oil in South America, trailing 
Venezuela, Brazil, and Argentina.195 But the nation’s refining 
capacity (concentrated in two refineries in Barrancabermeja and 
Cartagena) cannot meet domestic needs, so Colombia is a net 
importer of refined oil products.196  
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In 2008, oil production finally increased, after 5 years of level output that had followed a  
steady decline that began in 2000.197, 198 Five major pipelines, all owned by the state oil 
company Ecopetrol, carry  oil from the producing fields to refineries and shipment points. 
These pipelines have been the frequent target of terrorist bombs, although in recent years 
the number of pipeline attacks has declined.199  

Roughly 18% of Colombia’s energy needs are met using natural gas, which is primarily 
supplied by producing fields on the Guajira Peninsula.200, 201 Another 30% of Colombia’s 
energy is provided by numerous hydroelectric plants on its Cordilleran rivers.202, 203  

Coal production has expanded rapidly over the last two decades and has become an 
important energy export. Much of this coal is the highly desirable low-sulfur, low-ash 
variety that commonly fuels power plants. Only 8% of domestic energy consumption 
comes from coal, which allowed Colombia to quickly become the world’s fifth-largest 
coal exporter.204, 205 A large part of Colombia’s coal is extracted from the El Cerrejón  
mine on the Guajira Peninsula, the world’s largest open-pit coal 
mine.206    

Minerals 

Colombia is also richly endowed with numerous reserves of 
metallic and nonmetallic minerals. The nation is the world’s 
sixth-largest producer of nickel and platinum; much of the nickel 
is subsequently blended with iron and refined as ferro-nickel 
granules, an important export product. Gold and emeralds, which 
have been associated with Colombia since the days of the 
Spanish conquistadors, continue to be mined and contribute 
significantly to the economy. In fact, Colombia remains the 
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world’s top emerald supplier despite recent drops in production rates. Copper, iron ore, 
and silver are also mined in various areas of Colombia.207 

The construction and fertilizer industries have made cement and phosphate rock 
important parts of Colombia’s industrial minerals sector. The country’s reserves of 
phosphate rock are particularly extensive and make up an estimated 2% of the world’s 
total. Cement production in Colombia boomed between 2004 and 2007, increasing by 
nearly 30%.208     

Standard of Living 

Colombia’s GDP per capita is near the middle of 
the scale for South American countries, behind 
Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, Uruguay, and 
Brazil, and equal to Suriname.209 However, there 
is large income disparity in Colombia. 
Nongovernmental organizations estimate that 
45% of Colombia’s wealth is shared by just 10% 
of the population.210 Many of the remaining 90% 
of Colombians lie at the other end of the income 
scale. Government statistics show that the 
poverty rate, although declining, is still at 44%.211 Colombia’s large income divide also 
displays a significant rural vs. urban pattern, which is common for developing economies 
with a fairly large percentage of people still employed in the agricultural sector. Rural 
areas of Colombia have poverty rates that are over three times larger than those in urban 
areas.212 This ratio has declined while many rural poor, who have been displaced by the 
continued guerrilla war in the countryside, have relocated to cities—also contributing to 
Colombia’s rapid urbanization over the last few decades.213   

In some standard-of-living measures, Colombia has made significant strides. Educational 
levels have risen sharply in a relatively short time (although, as with all such measures, 
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there is a large gap between urban and rural figures). In 1999, for example, 54% of 
children of secondary school age were actually attending secondary schools, and by 2007 
that had increased to 67%. The increase in children receiving secondary schooling also 
contributes to a fairly large gap in the literacy rates of adults (92.7%) and youth (98%).214  

Colombia’s health delivery standards have also shown large improvements since the 
1980s. A 1993 law shifted some of the cost of health care from providers to employees. 
Subsequently, the percentage of Colombians covered by private managed-care programs 
rose from 21% to 66% (2005).215 One negative result of the new system, however, has 
been a high level of fraud by health care providers, who in many cases have continued to 
be paid insurance premiums for patients that are no longer enrolled in their program.216    

Tourism 

The widely publicized violence springing from 
Colombia’s guerrilla groups, their paramilitary 
adversaries, and ruthless drug rings has 
significantly dampened its tourism potential 
until recently.217 Tourism receipts account for 
only about 1% of GDP, although the sector is a 
valuable source of foreign currency.218 Since 
Álvaro Uribe became president, the number of 
foreign tourists  has jumped from less than 
570,000 in 2002, to about 1.5 million in 2008 
(which includes a 25% increase over 2007).219, 220, 221 Two countries—the United States 
and Venezuela—account for over 40% of the foreign travelers.222     

Since 2006, many visitors have arrived via cruise ships, which now call on the ports of 
Cartagena, Santa Marta, and Colombia’s Caribbean island of San Andrés.223 Cartagena 
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receives roughly 10% of Colombia’s foreign visitors, making it the second-most popular 
destination for foreigners behind Bogotá (most foreign visitors to the capital are believed 
to be business travelers).224 Other locations  that have been promoted by the nation’s 
tourism officials are Santa Marta (the jumping-off point for Colombia’s first luxury eco-
tourism development, in Tayrona National Park at the coastal base of the Sierra Nevada 
de Santa Marta), and Leticia (Colombia’s gateway to the Amazon River basin).225 
“Coffee tourism,” based out of Bogotá, has also been successfully marketed as a 
specialized tourist activity.226  

Transportation 

Most overland passenger and cargo traffic is carried on the road system, despite the fact 
that Colombia has one of Latin America’s lowest rates of paved roads per person. 
Colombia’s geography has dictated that most main roads generally run north–south, 
although some east–west connecting highways link the major cities of the Cordilleras. 
The eastern plains and most of the western coastal region have no paved roads and only a 
few unpaved roads.227  

Colombia has over 2,600 km (1,615 mi) of rail lines that are in use. Approximately 2,000 
km (1,240 mi) of rail lines were upgraded between 2004 and 2006, representing two main 
parts of the system: the main line connecting Bogotá to the Caribbean coast, and the 
network linking Cali and its nearby coffee regions to the Pacific port of Buenaventura.228   

Colombia’s seaports transport roughly 80% of 
the nation’s international cargo. Buenaventura is 
the primary port on Colombia’s Pacific coast, 
and it handles about 65% of the nation’s 
imports.229 The main ports on the Caribbean 
coast are Cartagena (which handles much of 
Colombia’s oil exports), Barranquilla, and Santa 
Marta. On the Guajira Peninsula, Puerto Bolívar 
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is the port for the nearby El Cerrejón coal fields.230   

Most international air travel arrives via Bogotá’s El Dorado International Airport. This 
airport is also a hub for the nation’s domestic passenger service, much of which is 
provided by Avianca, the national air carrier. Virtually every significant city in Colombia 
has its own airport, and several of these have regularly scheduled international flights. 
The largest of these regional airports are located in Medellín, Cali, and Barranquilla.     

Economic Outlook 

After three years of economic expansion and annual GDP growth  between 5.7% and 
7.7% (well above the regional average), Colombia’s economy, like most in the world, 
slowed considerably in 2008 as a global financial crisis triggered widespread recession.231 
As the slowdown carried into 2009, unemployment began to rise while industrial 
production hit a 10-year low.232 Export revenues have also declined significantly, 
reflecting the lessened demand for Colombian products in traditional markets—mainly, 
the United States, Colombia’s top trading partner. National income has also declined 
because of a reduction in remittances from Colombians working construction jobs in 
Spain.233      

Once the threat of recession became apparent, the government 
took several steps to reduce its severity as it became real. The 
central bank cut basic interest rates several times between 
December 2008 and June 2009, reversing the course from pre-
recession interest rate hikes, which were designed to lower 
inflation.234, 235 A government stimulus plan involving subsidies 
for purchasers of homes and appliances was also announced in 
the second quarter of 2009.236    

Economic data emerging in mid 2009 suggested that the drop in 
demand in Colombia was mild compared to that in other 
countries. This is helping Colombia’s economy avoid some of 
the worst effects of the global economic slowdown. Economists 
expect the Colombian economy to show modest contraction in 
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2009, followed by a 2.5% increase in GDP in 2010. Of course, all such economic 
projections are subject to external factors, such as the degree and timing of U.S. 
economic recovery, that are difficult to forecast with a high level of certainty.237   

International Organizations 

The nations of Latin America are divided into several 
multinational trade blocs. Colombia is one of four full members 
of the Andean Community of Nations (Comunidad Andina), 
with Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru. (Venezuela was a member until 
2006, when the government of Hugo Chávez pulled out in 
protest of the free trade agreements that both Colombia and Peru 
had negotiated with the United States.238)  The Andean 
Community has been a free-trade zone since 1993, and it has 
been in negotiations for several years to extend such a zone to 
the nations in Mercosur (Mercado Común del Sur), another  
trade bloc whose members are in the southern and eastern parts 
of South America.239, 240 Until December 2008, when Bolivia 
was suspended for failing to cooperate in counter narcotics 
operations, all four members of the Andean Community received 
special trade preferences with the United States, under the 1991 Andean Trade Preference 
Act and its subsequent amendments.241   

In addition to the Andean Community, Colombia is a member of a smaller trade bloc, 
known as the G-3, with Mexico and, until 2006, Venezuela. Venezuela’s departure has 
not affected the free-trade agreement between Mexico and Colombia, which over 10 
years’ time has almost completely eliminated trade tariffs between the two countries, 
with the exception of the automobile and agricultural sectors.242   
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Society 

Introduction 

“Diversity” is a word that inevitably arises when discussing Colombian society. The 
country’s culture is marked by several divisions along regional, ethnic, and class lines. 
These splits are the result of geographical 
factors and historical patterns.  

Regional differences, although less pronounced 
than in the past, are still evident. One example is 
the Antioqueños (popularly called paisas), the 
people of Antioquia Department and the coffee-
growing regions to the south in the Cordilleras 
Central and Occidental. The paisas live in a 
region that was geographically and culturally 
isolated from the eastern Colombian highlands 
for several centuries.243 Perhaps because of that 
long isolation, even today paisas are sometimes characterized as being resistant to change 
(culturally conservative). Also, they are known for their entrepreneurial instincts—a 
result of decades of relative economic self-sufficiency.244   

Ethnic Groups  

Most Colombians are descended from three broad groups. There 
are the indigenous tribal peoples (“Amerindians”) whose 
ancestors inhabited Colombia prior to the Spanish conquest. 
Another group is the white Europeans, most of whom are of 
Spanish origin. Then there are the black Africans who were 
brought to Colombia as slaves during the colonial era. As a 
result of several centuries of intermarriage, roughly three 
quarters of Colombians have a mixed heritage. It is estimated 
that 58% of the population are mestizos (European and 
Amerindian ancestry), another 14% are mulattos (European and 
African ancestry), and 3% are of African and Amerindian 
ancestry. Whites of European ancestry represent 20% of the 
population, while the remaining 5% is divided between blacks of 
African descent (4%) and Amerindians (1%).245 Note that these 
percentages are inexact estimates and will vary from one source to another.   

                                                 
243 Syracuse University. Parsons, James J. “The Historical Preconditions of Industrialization—Medellín Reconsidered 
[p. 1].” 1974. http://sites.maxwell.syr.edu/clag/yearbook1974/parsons.pdf  
244 Colombia, 4th Ed. “Northwest Colombia: Paisa Country [p. 160].” 2006. Footscray, Victoria, Australia: Lonely 
Planet Publications. 
245 Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Colombia.” May 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35754.htm 



 
52

Regional variations in these percentages are common. The Caribbean and Pacific coastal 
regions of Colombia have traditionally had larger percentages of Afro-Colombians 
(blacks, mulattos, and black-Amerindians). In particular, the Department of Chocó, 
running south along the Pacific coast from the Panamanian border, has an Afro-
Colombian majority. Most Amerindians are found in rural, often remote areas, where 
they have avoided assimilation. Unfortunately, Chocó and many of the southern and 
eastern rural areas have also become the strongholds of guerrilla, paramilitary, or 
narcotics groups in recent years. As a result, Afro-Colombians and Amerindians have 
disproportionately been displaced by the violent actions of these organizations.246     

The Colombian constitution of 1991 and two laws passed in 1993 granted indigenous 
groups and Afro-Colombians numerous rights that had not been acknowledged by the 
state. Among these were territorial, cultural, and language rights. In 1999, Colombia’s 
Roma population (sometimes referred to as “gypsy”) was also recognized as a national 
ethnic group.247    

Language 

Spanish is the national language of Colombia.  Colombian 
Spanish is considered one of the “purest” versions in Latin 
America of the Castillian Spanish of Spain, in terms of accent 
and grammar. Nevertheless, many different expressions 
(“Colombianisms”) have filtered into common speech.248 

Approximately 80 indigenous languages continue to be spoken 
in Colombia. Some of these languages are only active among 
several dozen speakers.249, 250 The most robust of Colombia’s 
indigenous languages is Wayuu (also known as Wayuunaiki or 
Guajiro), which is still spoken by over 100,000 people on the 
Guajira Peninsula.251 It is one of the few indigenous languages 
that is increasing in use.252 Other active native languages with 
more than 50,000 speakers are Emberá, which has several 
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dialects among the indigenous tribal people of Chocó Department, and Páez, a southern 
highland language believed to be unrelated to any other.253   

Religion 

Roman Catholicism continues to be the dominant religion in 
Colombia. Although the government does not keep statistics on 
religious affiliation, other sources estimate that 80–90% of 
Colombians exist in name at least as Roman Catholics. Christian 
Protestant groups represent another 10% to 15% of the 
population. Among these are the Seventh Day Adventist Church 
(261,000 members), the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day 
Saints (Mormons; 150,000), Anglican Church (50,000), and 
Presbyterian Church (50,000).254  

Other religions in Colombia have significantly fewer adherents. 
Colombia’s Jewish population is estimated at 5,000 people, 
mostly in Bogotá.255, 256 An estimated 10,000 Muslims, most of 
whom are of Lebanese, Syrian, or Palestinian descent, worship at 
the nation’s mosques.257 The Omar Ibn Al-Khattab mosque in the small city of Maicao on 
the Guajira Peninsula is the largest mosque in Colombia, and the second largest in Latin 
America.258 Animist religions are still practiced in some of the more remote areas by 
indigenous groups, while blends of Christian and animist traditions are practiced by some 
Afro-Colombians within Chocó Department.259      

Despite Roman Catholicism’s centuries of preeminent status in Colombia, the country 
has no national religion. The 1991 Colombian constitution guarantees freedom of belief 
and bans discrimination on the basis of religious affiliation.260  
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Cuisine  

Colombians’ lunchtime meal (almuerzo) is the largest of the day. It is usually two courses, 
starting with soup. The main course usually consists of a beef, chicken, or fish dish, 
accompanied by vegetables, rice, pasta, red beans, or lentils. Salads and fried plantains 
are sometimes part of the main course, with a fruit drink or soda as the refreshment.261  

The soup course is often the stew-like sancocho, which mixes meat or fish with large 
pieces of potatoes, plantains, and/or cassava root, sliced pieces of corn on the cob, and 
other vegetables. In Bogotá, ajiaco is the traditional soup. It consists of chicken, three 
types of potatoes (one is the small, yellow Andean potato known as papa criolla), and 
sliced corn on the cob discs. The soup is distinctively flavored with the herb guascas, 
which in much of the world is considered an invasive weed (known in the U.S. as 
“gallant soldier”). 262   

Accompanying many Colombian meals or sometimes eaten as a snack, arepa is a 
cornmeal patty that is cooked in various ways, including grilling, frying, or baking the 
dough. As a snack, arepa is often served with a cheese or egg filling.263   

Regional specialties include bandeja paisa, an Antioquia Department meal that features 
grilled minced beef, red beans, a fried egg, fried pork rind or chorizo (sausage), and an 
arepa.264 On the Caribbean coast, fish and seafood dishes are common, including cazuela 
de mariscos al coco, a stew of shellfish and whitefish cooked in a coconut milk 
broth.265,266  

Coffee is the national drink and is served either 
black (tinto) or with milk (pintado or perico). 
Another option is café con leche, which is 
mostly milk with some coffee added.267 A 
favorite sweet drink is aqua de penela, which is 
made by melting chunks of unrefined sugar in 
hot water. Lime or lemon juice, milk, and/or 
chunks of cheese are sometimes added to the 
drink.268 Colombians also have their own hot 
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chocolate drinks, always whisked with the special (molinillo) utensil. Often the chocolate 
has spices added such as cloves and cinnamon. Or there is the special “chocolate 
santafereño,” a cup of hot chocolate with a mild white cheese melted into it.269  

Desserts are quite popular as well, and some of these are associated with particular 
holidays or special occasions. One such dessert is natilla, a sweet custard-like concoction 
thickened with cornstarch that is frequently served during Christmas time.   

Traditions: Celebrations and Holidays  

Colombia observes many holidays, most of 
which have a Christian connection. The 
Christmas season traditionally starts on 
December 7, the Día de las Velitas (“Day of the 
Candles”), in which candles and paper lanterns 
are lit in the evening in honor of the Virgin 
Mary. The following day, is the Inmaculada 
Concepcíon (“Immaculate Conception”). In the 
days leading to Christmas, many families 
decorate Christmas trees and set up nativity 
scenes. Gifts are exchanged after midnight on Christmas Eve, and often the celebration 
will continue until early the next morning.270, 271 On January 6, twelve days after 
Christmas, Los Reyes Magos (“Epiphany—The Three Magi”) marks the end of the 
Christmas season.  

One of the most festive holidays is Carnaval, which precedes the forty days of Lent that 
lead to Easter. The city of Barranquilla holds a four-day Carnaval festival that is one of 
the largest in the world. Music, dancing, costumes, parades, and masquerades bring the 
city’s usual activities to a halt during this period. The seemingly nonstop partying finally 
ends on the Tuesday before Ash Wednesday (which is the start of Lent) with the 
symbolic burial of Joselito Carnaval, a character who represents the festival’s gaiety.  

Easter week (Semana Santa) in Colombia includes the national holidays of Holy 
Thursday and Good Friday, although many people take the entire week off. While large 
numbers of Colombians continue to observe the religious traditions of this week, many 
other Colombians use the time off to visit family or to vacation in resort areas.272   
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Other religious holidays that are also national holidays in Colombia include Día de Todos 
los Santos (“All Saints’ Day”; November 1), Corpus Christi (May or June), La Ascención 
del Señor (“Ascension”; June), and the feast days of San José (March 19) and San Pedro 
y San Pablo (June 29). Non-religious national holidays include Día de Año Nuevo (“New 
Year’s Day”; January 1), Día del Trabajo (“Labor Day”; May 1), Día de la 
Independencia (“Independence Day”; July 20), and Día de la Raza (“Day of the Race”, 
celebrating indigenous cultures; October 12).   

Arts 

Literature 

Colombia enjoys a well-regarded tradition in the language arts, even though few of its 
novelists and poets have achieved enough financial success to work full-time on their 
literary pursuits.273 One of the earliest Colombian writers to achieve renown was Jorge 
Isaacs (1837–1895). Isaacs was principally a poet but is remembered today for his only 
novel, María, a romantic tale set in the Valle del Cauca region of Isaac’s childhood. 
Isaacs’ contemporary, Rafael Pombo (1833–1912), was a poet and diplomat and is 
frequently referred to as the father of Colombian romanticism, a style popular during the 
19th century.274 Pomboalso was a children’s writer, and his whimsical stories and fables 
are as popular and widely read today as they 
were during his time.275   

Colombian literature of the 20th century is 
dominated by the towering figure of Gabriel 
García Márquez (born 1928). He was born in the 
near-coastal town of Aracataca, widely 
considered to be the inspiration for the fictional 
town of “Macondo,” a setting in several of his 
stories and novels. García Márquez began his 
career as a journalist while writing short stories 
on the side.276 His first novel One Hundred 
Years of Solitude, published in 1967, brought both fame and fortune, becoming the 
second-most selling Spanish novel of all time (behind Cervantes’ Don Quixote).277 In the 
novel, realism is freely enmeshed with fantastical elements, a technique that has become 
known as “magical realism.” García Márquez’s later novels, such as Love in the Time of 
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Cholera and Autumn of the Patriarch, have also achieved great literary and popular 
success. In 1982, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.    

García Márquez was far from the only Colombian writer of his generation to gain 
notoriety. Álvaro Mutis (born 1923), who has lived most of his later life in Mexico, is 
both a poet and novelist, best known for his novellas that follow the travels and 
adventures of Maqroll el Gaviero (“Maqroll the Lookout”). These books, all written 
between 1986 and 1993, have garnered Mutis literary awards in Latin America, Europe, 
and the United States.278, 279 

Music  

Colombia’s musical traditions are as varied as its people and geography. Colombia’s 
Pacific coast, with a history of strong African influences, is associated with the complex 
drum- and marimba-driven rhythms of currulao.280 Along the Caribbean coast, where 
African, Spanish, and indigenous cultures mixed and the port cities provided influences 
from the entire Caribbean basin, two major musical forms have emerged: cumbia and 
vallenato. In traditional cumbia, African drums provide the driving rhythms to European-
style melodies and harmonies played on gaitas and the flauta de millo, wind instruments 
of indigenous origin.281 Modern cumbia songs may also be accompanied by guitar, 
accordion, bass, and sometimes brass instruments.282, 283  Vallenato music is a roughly 
100-year-old descendant of cumbia, characterized by its use of the European-introduced 
accordion. Modern vallenatos by artists such as Carlos Vives and Jorge Celedón feature 
electronic instrumentation as well and are among the most popular songs in Colombia.284, 

285  

                                                 
278 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Mutis, Álvaro.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9104622  
279 Bomb Magazine, Vol 74. Goldman, Francisco. “Alvaro Mutis.” Winter 2001. 
http://www.bombsite.com/issues/74/articles/2374  
280 A Small Trip Through Colombian Music. Muñoz, Andrés. “The Currulao.” 15 October 2007. 
http://solar.physics.montana.edu/munoz/AboutMe/ColombianMusic/NaturalRegions/Pacifico/English_Currulao.html  
281 A Small Trip Through Colombian Music. Muñoz, Andrés. “The Cumbia.” 15 October 2007. 
http://solar.physics.montana.edu/munoz/AboutMe/ColombianMusic/NaturalRegions/Caribe/English_Cumbia.html  
282 Colombia, 4th Ed. “The Culture: Cumbia – The Rhythm of Colombia [p. 36].” 2006. Footscray, Victoria, Australia: 
Lonely Planet Publications 
283 A Small Trip Through Colombian Music. Muñoz, Andrés. “The Cumbia.” 15 October 2007. 
http://solar.physics.montana.edu/munoz/AboutMe/ColombianMusic/NaturalRegions/Caribe/English_Cumbia.html  
284 Culture and Customs of Colombia. Williams, Raymond Leslie; and Kevin G. Guerrieri. “7. The Performing Arts [p. 
73].” 1999. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press 
285 A Small Trip Through Colombian Music. Muñoz, Andrés. “The Cumbia.” 15 October 2007. “The Vallenato.” 15 
October 2007. 
http://solar.physics.montana.edu/munoz/AboutMe/ColombianMusic/NaturalRegions/Caribe/English_Vallenato.html  



 
58

Joropo is a traditional music of the Llanos region, which stretches across northeastern 
Colombia into western Venezuela. Featuring the cuatro (a small, 
four-stringed guitar), harp, and maracas, this music traditionally 
follows a waltz-like 3/4 rhythm.286 As with the other forms of 
traditional Colombian music, modern joropo forms may often 
include nontraditional instrumentation. In the mountainous 
interior of Colombia, bambuco is probably the best known of 
several traditional musical styles. In its purest form, a bambuco 
ensemble consists of a tible (12-string guitar), mandolin, and 
guitar, with the mandolin carrying the melody line. The 
bambuco rhythms mirror those of the coastal currulao, without 
the marimba and drums.287    

Although not native to Colombia, salsa music is performed 
throughout the nation, with the salseros (salsa night clubs) of 
Cali and Barranquilla at the heart of the southern and northern 
salsa scenes, respectively.288 Barranquilla is also the hometown of the pop singer Shakira, 
who is the most popular Colombian musician of all time. Her crossover success 
performing in both Spanish and English has made her one of the world’s most 
recognizable entertainers.289 

Traditional Dress  

Modern Colombians, especially urban dwellers, dress much the 
same as anywhere else in the Western world. In rural areas, 
clothing is more likely to be homemade and is often worn in the 
fields and at home. In these agricultural regions, men’s shirts and 
women’s skirts are usually loose-fitting for greater comfort.290 
More elegant versions of peasant clothing are sometimes seen, 
but usually only during holiday festivals or folklorico events. In 
cooler areas of the interior highlands, men and women may wear 
the traditional ruana, a woolen poncho that runs from basic 
monochromatic peasant style to more colorful versions for 
middle- and upper-class women.291  
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Hats are still commonly worn in many areas of the country. Along the Caribbean coast 
and adjacent savannah regions, the sombrero vueltiao commonly adorns vallenato 
performers and traditional dancers. In the interior highlands, the tapia basada of the 
Boyacá plains has permutated into numerous variants, with names such as the Palmeado, 
Rancher, High Crown, Common, and Cowboy.292   

Some indigenous peoples continue to dress in their traditional styles. Among these are the 
Gumbianos, who live in a highland area near the city of Popayán. Guambiano men wear a 
blue anaco (knee-length wraparound cloth), a blue or gray poncho, a red scarf (usually 
hanging open), and a bowler-like felt hat. Guambiano women dress in a skirt, with a blue 
cape instead of a poncho. Their necks are adorned with multiple strands of tiny white 
beads.293 

Folk Crafts and Folklore 

In areas of Colombia, the indigenous populations continue to craft ceramics, wood 
carving, metal works, baskets, jewelry, and textiles that reflect their cultural traditions. 
Many of these items continue to be made using techniques that have changed little over 
the centuries.294 Some of these objects are used in everyday village life, whereas others 
serve a more decorative function. Whatever the ultimate purpose, the continued creation 
of these crafts maintains connections to pre-Colombian traditions that otherwise would 
have been lost in many parts of Colombia. Yet virtually every corner of Colombia has 
been touched by European or African culture, and the modern “traditional” folk arts of 
Colombia incorporate those influences as 
well.295    

One prominent example of a traditional 
Colombian craft that continues to be produced is 
the sombrero vueltiao. This hat even serves as a 
national symbol of Colombia. (The Colombian 
Olympic team wore such hats during the 
opening ceremonies of the 2008 Summer 
Olympics.296) The Zenú people of northern 
Colombia first made the sombrero vueltiao 
centuries ago, braiding fibers collected from the 
caña flecha, a type of tall cane found near the rivers and swamps of the savannah region 
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where the Zenú lived. The fibers, which are leaf stems dyed black in clay or bleached 
white by the sun, are intertwined using different types of braids that reflect elements of 
Zenú beliefs about the origin of the world and universe. Over time, representations of 
animals, hacienda life, and religious iconography have been woven into many of the hats, 
creating headwear that represents a slice of both Colombian and Zenú cultural history.297    

Numerous folk tales and legends continue to be told in Colombia. Some of these are of 
purely indigenous origin, while others mix elements from Colombia’s three ethnic 
traditions (indigenous peoples, Afro-Colombians, and Europeans). The origins of 
Colombian geographic features are sometimes incorporated into these tales. For example, 
the twin mountain peaks of Fura and Tena, which lie just north of the emerald deposits 
near Muzo City, are the subject of one such story. In it, the “blond, blue-eyed” character 
named Chisgo clearly symbolizes the Spanish conquistadors who spent over 20 years 
subduing the fiercely resistant Muzo Indians.       

Sports and Leisure 

Colombia is no different than the rest of Latin 
America in its passion for the game of fútbol 
(soccer). As a spectator and participant sport, it 
is unrivaled in Colombia. The national team has 
had sporadic success on the international scene, 
having appeared in four World Cup tournaments 
(including three in a row during the 1990s). But 
only once (1990) did they advance into the 
second round of the tournament.298 All of the 
1990s teams were led by midfielder Carlos 
Valderamma, the only Colombian soccer player ever named South American Footballer 
of the Year (1987, 1993).299  

Other popular spectator sports in some areas in Colombia include bullfighting, bicycle 
racing, basketball, boxing, tennis, and automobile racing.300, 301 An increasing number of 
golf courses in Colombia, as well as the worldwide professional success of 
Medellínnative Camilo Villegas, has increased interest in that sport.302 Baseball is 
popular along the Caribbean coast, which is home to a professional winter league. Eight 
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Colombians, most of whom hail from Cartagena, have played major league baseball.303 
Of these players, Edgar Rentería and Orlando Cabrera have achieved the most success. In 
2004, they were opposing shortstops in the World Series, in which Cabrera’s Boston Red 
Sox defeated Rentería’s St. Louis Cardinals.  

A unique recreational activity in Colombia is the game of tejo, loosely based on an 
ancient game of the Muisca tribes who inhabited the highlands near present-day Bogotá. 
In the modern game, a weighted disk is thrown at a target, which is embedded in a box of 
clay and loaded with tiny packets of gunpowder in the center. Tejo is often played outside 
beer halls, and drinking, betting, loud music, and generally good-natured taunting 
frequently punctuate the proceedings. Tournament versions of the game are played more 
formally, without alcohol or music, and sportsmanship is encouraged.304    

Gender Issues 

Opportunities for women have increased greatly in Colombia, particularly in large urban 
areas. Nonetheless, the nation remains a male-dominated society. Nowhere is this 
inequality more evident than in the business world, where women find it difficult to 
circumvent the informal male networks within which many business deals are 
concluded.305 Such barriers are less pronounced within government, and many women 
now hold prominent positions.   

Visitors to Colombia often note the exaggerated emphasis on the 
beauty of Colombian women. There is a vast array of highly 
publicized beauty pageants that crown queens of seemingly 
every segment of the economy, from coal to bananas.306 Even 
women’s prisons hold contests to determine the most beautiful 
among the incarcerated.307 This “institutional commodification 
of feminine beauty” has been blamed by some for creating 
unrealistic role models for young women and contributing to the 
inability of Colombian women to be taken seriously in hiring for 
some positions.308 Other observers, however, argue that the 
beauty pageants provide a type of power to young Colombian 
women, providing greater access to well-paid jobs as TV hosts 
or soap opera actresses that otherwise might be closed off to 
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them. They note that for young Colombian women, beauty is simply one way to get 
ahead in a male-dominated society, just as lower class Afro-Colombian or indigenous-
featured males have used their soccer prowess as a way to move past their societal 
barriers.309  

                                                 
309 BBC News. Trujillo, Alicia. “Beauty and Power in Colombia.” 30 September 2005. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4295124.stm 



 
63

Security   

Introduction 

Few nations have suffered through a national 
nightmare like that which has engulfed 
Colombia since the 1980s. Two conflicts, one a 
guerilla war and the other a battle for control of 
Colombia’s lucrative drug trade, helped unleash 
a spiral of violence that was further fed by 
paramilitary militias who terrorized civilian 
populations thought to be sympathetic to either 
of the guerilla forces or even to left-of-center 
causes (such as trade unions). Millions of 
Colombians, mostly in rural areas, were forced to flee their homes and villages due to the 
threatening presence of one or more of these groups in their region. Massive human 
rights abuses by all sides in these conflicts, including in some cases the Colombian 
military, have contributed to an image of Colombia as a lawless land teetering on the 
edge of becoming a failed state. 

This image, however, reflects more the Colombia of the 1990s than the country as it is 
today. While guerilla groups, paramilitary organizations, and drug-trafficking activities 
are still significant problems, particularly in rural regions, Colombia has nonetheless 
made significant improvements in its overall security environment over the last decade. 
The 70% popularity rating of President Uribe—despite an ongoing “para-political” 
scandal that has tied many of his supporters to outlawed paramilitary groups—is mostly a 
reflection of the decreased level of violence in the country since he became president.310  

Increased internal security has not translated into more secure external borders, however. 
The success of Colombia’s anti-guerilla and anti-drug trafficking campaigns has driven 
many of the guerilla group units to safer and more remote havens near (and sometimes 
across) the nation’s border regions, thus increasing the potential for conflict between 
Colombia and its neighboring states.  

Military and Internal Security 

Colombia’s military spending has increased greatly since Álvaro Uribe became president 
in 2002, going from USD 2.6 billion in 2001 to USD 9.8 billion in 2008. Tax increases 
on the wealthiest Colombians have financed some of this increase, as has U.S. military 
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aid provided to the Plan Colombia program through a legislative appropriation approved 
in 2001 and subsequent annual funding 
allotments.311,312,313  

The Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas 
Armadas de Colombia—FAC) consist of three 
branches: the Army (Ejército Nacional), Navy 
(Armada Nacional), and Air Force (Fuerza 
Aérea Colombiana). As of 2009, active military 
personnel are estimated to number 260,000.314 
The paramilitary National Police (Policía 
Nacional) is responsible for urban security and 
law enforcement, and its total force strength is 
130,000. Under the Colombian constitution, the president serves as commander-in-chief 
of both the FAC and National Police, both of which are organizationally administered by 
the Ministry of National Defense.315  

All Colombian men are required to serve in the Armed Forces after they either reach the 
age of 18 or graduate from high school. In practice, not all high-school graduates are 
needed, so a draft determines who will serve. Those graduates who are selected in the 
draft serve 12 months in a non-combat role (although some draftees avoid this service by 
paying a bribe), while non-selected graduates are required to pay a fee to complete their 
military obligation. Drafted non-high-school graduates serve at least 18 months of 
military duty, of which 12 months is designated for combat duty.316   

U.S.-Colombian Relations 

The United States and Colombia have very strong economic, political, and military 
relations with each other. The two countries are also linked by the large number of 
native-born Colombians who now live in the U.S.  The most recent U.S. Government 
census revealed that approximately 510,000 native-born Colombians lived in the U.S. as 
either naturalized American citizens (206,000) or non-naturalized residents (304,000), of 
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which over 50% resided in either Florida or New York. No other South American 
country had as many of its native born living in 
the United States.317  

Much attention has been given to the U.S.’s 
partnership with Colombia in its battle against 
drug cartels—most notably, through the roughly 
USD 6 billion of anti-narcotics aid provided 
since 2000 under the Plan Colombia program.318 
In 2002, some of the U.S. aid to Colombia was 
targeted toward anti-terrorist actions as it 
became increasingly clear that the activities of 
the Colombian guerilla and paramilitary groups 
were interlaced with the country’s drug trade.319      

Economic links between the two countries include significant amounts of trade (the U.S. 
is Colombia’s top trading partner) and over USD 10 billion in U.S. foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in Colombia (making the U.S. the largest source of FDI in Colombia). 
Much of this FDI is directed towards Colombia’s coal and petroleum economic sectors. 
Altogether, approximately 250 U.S. companies currently do business in Colombia.320 

The sticking point in U.S.-Colombian relations remains a free-trade agreement that has 
yet to be ratified by the U.S. Congress. Concerns about Colombia’s human rights 
record—in particular, the relatively few prosecutions of those responsible for a wave of 
assassinations of Colombian trade union members—has derailed Congressional approval 
since the treaty negotiations were completed in November 2006.321 Since then, the 
disarmament of most of Colombia’s paramilitary members seems to have contributed to a 
decrease in the number of killings of trade unionists, although continued death threats 
result in the Colombian government having to provide protection for nearly 2,000 trade 
union officials.322,323  
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Relations With Neighboring Countries  

Panama 

Panama, once a part of the Republic of 
Colombia, shares a land border with Colombia 
that has no road or rail linkages. The border sits 
astride a sparsely populated region known as the 
Darién Gap, the missing link in the Pan-
American Highway that runs in official and 
unofficial segments from Alaska southward to 
the southern tip of South America. The Darién 
Gap is a wild region, where many swamps and 
dense rain forests have long discouraged the 
development of transportation infrastructure. Nonetheless, despite its remoteness (or 
perhaps because of it) the guerilla-war violence and drug activities taking place in 
Colombia have periodically spilled over into Panama. Colombian paramilitary groups 
have crossed the border in search of FARC encampments, while Panamanian officials 
have intercepted cocaine shipments in the Darién jungles.324  

Colombian President Álvaro Uribe has strongly lobbied for the construction of a road 
bridging the Darién Gap, which would thus link Panama and Colombia and, by extension, 
South America and Central America.325 However, many in Panama express wariness 
about such a connection. Among the arguments advanced against the construction of a 
road across the Darién Gap—besides financial and environmental concerns and potential 
negative impacts on the indigenous tribal groups of the region—is a fear that better 
transportation would be likely to further intensify the activities of Colombia’s drug 
dealers and guerilla-war combatants in Panama.326 There are also fears among 
Panamanian ranchers that hoof-and-mouth disease, a major problem in the cattle industry, 
would spread to Panama if cattle-carrying trucks were allowed to cross over from South 
America.327  

Ecuador 

Ecuador’s relations with Colombia were once reasonably close, and the two countries 
still retain strong economic links. However, since March 2008, the two nations have been 
locked in a political standoff.  The trigger for this freezing of relations was a cross-border 
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raid by the Colombian military directed at FARC leaders encamped just across the border 
in Ecuador. The raid resulted in the death of senior FARC commander Raul Reyés and 
the capture of several FARC computers. Both Ecuador and Venezuela, whose president 
Hugo Chávez is an ally of Ecuadorian president Rafael Correa, quickly cut their 
diplomatic ties with Bogotá and moved troops 
close to their borders with Colombia.328,329  

The Colombian government soon after released 
the contents of documents, claimed to have been 
found on the seized computers, that appeared to 
be offers of logistical support from Ecuador’s 
Minister of Internal and External Security 
Gustavo Larrea to the FARC commanders.330 
Ecuadorian government officials did 
acknowledge contacts with FARC, but claimed 
that these conversations were strictly for the 
purposes of hostage release.331 Ultimately, the crisis subsided and Venezuela restored 
diplomatic relations with Colombia. Ecuador, however, has yet to renormalize its 
relationship with Bogotá.  

Additional controversy emerged in July 2009 when Colombian media released a video 
segment from 2008 in which a well-known FARC leader stated that his group had 
supplied money to Correa’s election campaign, a charge denied by both Correa and 
FARC representatives.332 At about the same time, a diary allegedly kept by Reyés prior to 
his death surfaced and indicated that payments had indeed been made to Larrea and other 
government officials.333   

Several other issues continue to strain relations between the two countries. One of these 
is Colombia’s decision to allow the United States to use seven of its military bases. 
Negotiations on the Colombian basing rights began after Ecuador earlier decided not to 
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renew a lease allowing U.S. use of its air base at Manta.334 Ecuador also has criticized 
Colombia’s herbicidal aerial spraying of suspected coca fields along the two countries’ 
joint border. Finally, Ecuador continues to demand reimbursement from Colombia for its 
costs in receiving Colombian refugees who have fled southward to escape the violence in 
their home regions.335        

Peru 

Among the four Andean Community countries, 
Peru is Colombia’s closest ally.336 The two 
nations have strong trade ties, even though their 
mutual border lies in the Amazonian Basin 
hinterlands of both countries and has no road or 
rail connections. Both countries have retained 
close relations with the United States even as 
relations between the U.S. and the other two 
Andean Community countries (Bolivia, Ecuador) 
have become increasingly strained.337,338  

Both Peru and Colombia have long faced similar problems with guerilla movements and 
cocaine trade. In southern Peru, the Shining Path (Sendero Luminiso) guerilla movement 
has been able to revive itself using a technique borrowed from Colombia’s FARC 
guerillas: retooling itself as a drug-smuggling operation with a Maoist bent.339 Despite 
the lack of border crossings between the two countries, the border is nonetheless heavily 
policed by the Peruvian military to keep Colombian guerilla units from entering their 
country.340    

Brazil 

                                                 
334 Colombia Reports. Alsema, Adriaan. “Improved Colombia-Ecuador Ties Depend on Uribe: Correa.” 16 
August 2009. http://colombiareports.com/colombia-news/news/5445-improved-colombia-ecuador-ties-
depend-on-uribe-correa.html  
335 BBC News. Painter, James. “Colombia War Colours Regional Ties.” 24 January 2008. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4675485.stm  
336 Andina. “President Garcia Lauds Uribe’s Efforts to Strengthen Democracy in Colombia.” 4 August 
2009. http://www.andina.com.pe/Ingles/Noticia.aspx?id=lDnYEGSjKzo=  
337 Federation of American Scientists. Congressional Research Service. Seelke, Clare Ribando. “Ecuador: 
Political and Economic Situation and U.S. Relations [pp. 5,6].” 21 May 2008. 
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RS21687.pdf  
338 Wikileaks. Congressional Research Service. Seelke, Clare Ribando. “Bolivia: Political and Economic 
Developments and U.S. Relations [pp. 14-16].” 14 November 2008. 
http://wikileaks.org/leak/crs/RL32580.pdf   
339 New York Times. Romero, Simon. “Cocaine Trade Helps Rebels Reignite War in Peru.” 17 March 2009. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/18/world/americas/18peru.html?_r=2  
340 SmartTraveller.gov.au. “Travel Advice: Peru.” 20 August 2009. http://www.smartraveller.gov.au/zw-
cgi/view/advice/Peru  



 
69

Brazil and Colombia share a remote border that either crosses or 
aligns with all of Colombia’s main rivers that flow into the 
Amazon (including the Amazon itself). Brazil, which shares 
borders with every other South American nation with the 
exception of Ecuador and Chile, has found it difficult to police 
its more remote and inhospitable border regions. For this reason, 
Brasília and Bogotá signed an agreement in March 2009 
allowing mutual overflight privileges of up to 50 km (31 mi) to 
each other’s security forces when in “hot pursuit” of guerilla 
groups or drug traffickers. This agreement, which came only a 
few days after the Colombian military attack on the FARC 
encampment in Ecuador in which Raul Reyés was killed, thus 
offers Brazil a de facto border enforcement presence in the form 
of the Colombian security forces that the Brazilian government 
could not otherwise hope to provide on its own.341    

Overall, political relations between the two nations have improved in recent years.342 
During this time, the Brazilian government under President Luis Inácio Lula da Silva has 
steered a generally pragmatic course in its foreign relations with its South American 
neighbors, stressing regional cooperation and economic integration no matter whether 
with the leftist government of Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez or the rightward-leaning Uribe 
government.343 Nonetheless, the Lula government has, at times, seemed more in 
sympathy with Chávez’s anti-U.S. stances than Colombia’s pro-U.S. policies, although 
most observers have detected a shift to a more balanced approach during Lula’s second 
term, which began in 2007.344 Notably Brazil, despite some initial reservations, has not 
challenged Colombia on its decision to allow U.S. limited access to some of its military 
bases, contrary to the reactions of Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador.345      

Economically, Brazil is the dominant partner in its relationship with Colombia. Revenues 
from Brazilian exports into Colombia are nearly ten times the amount that Colombia 
receives from its exports into Brazil.346     
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Venezuela 

During the last decade Venezuela and Colombia 
have had stormy, off-and-on political relations. 
The long-running guerilla war in Colombia has 
been a significant contributor to these tensions, 
as both FARC and ELN, the primary combatants 
against the Colombian government, have had a 
strong operational presence in the border region 
between the two countries. Drug traffickers, 
often one and the same as the guerilla groups, 
have also operated on both sides of the border. 
Colombia has frequently complained that the Chavéz government turns a blind eye to the 
activities of these organizations. More recently, Bogotá has accused elements within the 
Venezuelan government of taking an even more active role in supporting FARC, 
including charges of financial and materiel support and assistance in drug trafficking 
operations.347,348 

Venezuela restored diplomatic relations with Colombia following a brief break-off of 
such relations in protest of the March 2008 Colombian military raid in Ecuador. After 
that restoration, a thaw between the two nations seemed to emerge. Chavéz, in June of 
that year, even urged FARC to cease their resistance, a striking comment by a leader who 
had previously been supportive in his comments about the group.349 However, slightly 
over a year later, in July 2009, relations between Colombia and Venezuela were frozen 
following new Colombian accusations of Venezuelan arms support to the FARC 
guerillas.350 In addition, Venezuela continued to lead the charge against U.S. use of 
Colombian military bases, ominously warning that such an agreement between the U.S. 
and Colombia “could generate a war in South America” and threatening a total break-off 
in diplomatic relations with Colombia. 351,352      

Despite the political friction between the two countries, there exists strong economic 
linkage between Colombia and Venezuela that could damage both countries’ economies 
if the war of words escalates to a break-off in trade ties, as Chavéz has threatened to do. 
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Colombia exported a little over USD 6 billion in goods to Venezuela in 2008, accounting 
for approximately 15% of Venezuela’s imports and 16% of Colombia’s exports.353,354 
Much of these exports to Venezuela were consumer goods such as food. The ability of 
Caracas to find competitively priced import substitutions from other Latin American 
countries would be very important, given Venezuela’s already high inflation rate.355       

Terrorist Groups 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia, or FARC) 

The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC as the 
group is commonly known (its Spanish acronym), is Latin 
America’s largest and best equipped insurgency group. The 
organization arose in 1964 from the remnants of armed peasant 
self-defense groups that emerged during the years of La 
Violencia (1948–1958) and later did not demobilize. From its 
inception until March 2008, FARC was led by Antonio Marin, 
better known by his nom de guerre Manuel Marulanda Velez. 
The group originally embraced a Marxist ideology, but its 
ideological emphasis has lessened in recent years as criminal 
activities, such as drug trafficking and kidnap-for-ransom, have 
become a larger part of the group’s activities.356 

At one point in the 1980s, FARC did start up a political arm 
known as the Patriotic Union (Unión Patriótica, or UP), but numerous assassinations of 
UP politicians by the paramilitaries of drug cartels led to the UP’s decline.357 FARC as a 
whole has seen its strength lessen in the last five years as the Colombian government has 
waged a strong counteroffensive in the group’s strongholds located in the southern and 
eastern parts of the country.358 The Colombian government estimated in 2008 that the 
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group had between 6,000 and 8,000 active fighters, down significantly from an estimated 
16,000 fighters in 2001.359 (The U.S. government estimates of FARC strength are 
somewhat higher: 9,000–12,000.360)  The group also experienced the deaths of three of its 
main leaders in 2008, including co-founder Manuel Marulanda Velez. Another blow 
came in July 2008 when FARC’s high-value kidnap victims—former Colombian 
presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt and three American hostages—were rescued by 
the Colombian military. Despite these setbacks, however, FARC retains its ability to 
carry out deadly attacks and kidnappings in both rural and urban areas, as exemplified by 
two bombings in August 2008 that killed a total of 11 civilians in the cities of Ituango 
(Antioquia Department) and Cali.    

National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberación Nacional, or ELN) 

Like FARC, the National Liberation Army 
(ELN) emerged in the early 1960s. In its early 
manifestation, it was a group composed of 
students, leftist intellectuals, and radical 
Catholic clergy inspired by the Fidel Castro’s 
Cuban revolution and the revolutionary 
doctrines of Che Guevara.361 ELN has since 
managed to survive several setbacks at the hands 
of government forces, but it has never been able 
to achieve anywhere near the military strength 
of FARC.362 Most of ELN’s most highly publicized activities have been kidnappings and 
attacks against infrastructure, such as oil pipelines and electrical distribution networks. 
More recently, the ELN has been generating revenue from taxation of illegal narcotics 
operations in its strongholds, an activity eschewed earlier in ELN’s history due to moral 
objections to drug trafficking by the group’s long-time leader Manuel Pérez, a former 
priest.363 Since Pérez’s death in 1998, ELN has been led by Nicolás Rodríguez, aka 
“Gabino.”  

The recent counterinsurgency campaign waged by the Colombian military has had a 
noticeable effect on ELN’s operational capacity. From an estimated peak of 5,000 
fighters in the early 1990s, current estimates on ELN’s strength are in the range of 1,500-
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2000 active combatants.364,365  ELN has also been hurt by a fractured central command, 
with many units now reportedly ignoring Rodríguez’s orders. Continuing conflicts with 
FARC, in some cases over drug turf, have had a negative effect on the group’s 
capabilities as well.366 The ELN held peace talks with the Colombian government 
between 2005 and 2007, but no agreement was ever reached and the talks have now been 
suspended.367     

Paramilitary Groups 

The largest of Colombia’s paramilitary groups 
was the United Self-Defense Forces of 
Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, 
or AUC), which reached a demobilization 
agreement with the Colombian government in 
2003. The AUC, an umbrella organization of 
smaller paramilitary groups originally engaged 
to defend against the guerilla insurgencies, was 
responsible for numerous massacres and 
assassinations. Over time, the activities of the 
AUC (e.g., political intimidation, extortion, drug trafficking) resembled more those of an 
organized crime syndicate than a counterinsurgency militia. In 2001, the AUC was 
designated a Foreign Terrorist Organization by the United States Government.368  

By 2007, most of the AUC central command had turned themselves in and an estimated 
31,000 AUC members had handed in their guns.369 Critics of the demobilization program 
protested the light penalties placed on AUC leaders in exchange for their surrender. The 
Uribe Government countered that without such an inducement, there would have been no 
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motivation for the AUC to demobilize and the violence carried out by the group would 
have continued.370  

Colombian paramilitarism is not a thing of the past, however. At a time when a large 
number of Colombian legislators are under investigation or on trial for past or present 
associations with paramilitary groups, a new wave of paramilitary groups has been 
gaining strength.371 These neo-paramilitary organizations, which include some 
“demobilized” former AUC members, are mostly engaged in criminal activities and are 
only occasionally involved in fighting FARC or ELN guerillas. Estimates of the 
membership in these new paramilitary groups vary widely, ranging from 3,000 to 9,000 
fighters.372   

Other Security Issues 

Colombia’s external and internal security issues are complexly interwoven. So, too, have 
the guerilla war and the drug war become often indistinguishable. With a significant 
portion of the cocaine trade having been shifted to FARC or paramilitary groups,373  
Colombian security forces now fight a war against narco-terrorist organizations that have 
largely lost any popular support, support they may once have had as either being agents 
working for social and political change (FARC, ELN) or defensive forces fighting against 
local intimidation by guerilla groups (paramilitary groups).374 At the same time, 
Colombia’s most trying security issues with its neighbors are now with Venezuela and 
Ecuador, whose borders have frequently become the front lines in the ongoing 
guerilla/drug war battles. Meanwhile, the conflict’s toll on Colombia’s population creates 
conditions ripe for exploit by both the current combatants and other criminal 
organizations.    

Displacement and Poverty 

                                                 
370 Wikileaks. Congressional Research Service. Seelke, Clare Ribando; and June S. Geittel. “Colombia: 
Issues for Congress [p. 12].” 12 January 2009. http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32250  
371 Wikileaks. Congressional Research Service. Seelke, Clare Ribando; and June S. Geittel. “Colombia: 
Issues for Congress [p. 12].” 12 January 2009. http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32250  
372 Wikileaks. Congressional Research Service. Seelke, Clare Ribando; and June S. Geittel. “Colombia: 
Issues for Congress [p. 10].” 12 January 2009. http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32250  
373 The U.S. Government Accountability Office estimates that about 60% of Colombian cocaine destined 
for the United States comes from FARC drug operations. See U.S. Government Accountability Office. 
“Drug Control: U.S. Counternarcotics Cooperation With Venezuela Has Declined.” July 2009. 
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d09806.pdf 
374 BBC News. “Colombians in Huge FARC Protest.” 4 February 2008. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/7225824.stm  



 
75

One of the enduring legacies of the years of conflict in Colombia 
is the nation’s staggering number of displaced citizens. It is 
estimated that somewhere between 3 million to 4.6 million 
Colombians are internally displaced persons (IDPs), representing 
between 6 to 10 percent of the nation’s total.375 This number of 
IDPs is surpassed only by Sudan among the world’s nations.376 
Colombia’s indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations, who 
often live in the rural, isolated regions (long favored for coca 
cultivation and guerilla group hideouts), represent a 
disproportionate share of Colombia’s IDPs.  

Most of the displaced, over 90% of whom are from rural areas, 
end up in urban slums such as Soacha, a Bogotá suburb that 
receives many of Colombia’s rural IDPs.377,378  Soacha’s 
rampant unemployment, dire poverty, and lack of adequate educational and health 
facilities provide favorable conditions for the development of youth gangs that ultimately 
become recruitment pools for organized crime groups, paramilitary organizations, and 
left-wing militias.379  Similar conditions hold in other IDP districts of large Colombian 
cities.380  
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