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Profile 

Introduction 

Colombia’s diverse culture has been shaped by a variety of 
factors. Throughout the country, settlements are divided into 
separate clusters, partly due to the geography of the Andes 
Mountains. The mountains bisect the nation and create a wall 
between east and west, resulting in settlements in high 
mountains, remote valleys, jungles, and coastal lowlands.1 This 
settlement pattern led social and ethnic groups to develop 
separately. Besides being isolated geographically, the Columbian 
people have been deeply affected by Spanish colonization, 
which created enduring social division. Under the encomienda 
system, Spanish settlers received land grants while the native 
peoples were forced to provide labor.2 In addition, the Spanish 
brought Catholicism—with continuing repercussions for 
Colombia. Although the various populations mixed over time to 
create the dynamic culture that is now Colombia, it remains a highly stratified society. 

Colombia’s evolution as a nation has been marked by turmoil and civil war as political 
factions struggled for power. Alongside the instability caused by ideological warfare, 
drug trafficking has severely elevated the level of violence.3  Colombia’s illegal drug 
trade, organized by large cartels, became powerful in the 1970s and 80s, and 
assassinations of government officials who opposed them became common. Although the 
largest cartels have fallen apart, many smaller cartels still wield power and often ally 
themselves with various rebel factions. Political insurgencies have been reduced 
somewhat through effective government intervention, which has had a stabilizing effect 
on the economy.4  

                                                 
1 National Geographic. “Colombia.” c. 1996–2009. 
http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/places/countries/country_colombia.html 
2 Google Books. Streissguth, Thomas. Colombia in Pictures [p. 24]. 2004. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=nfklHSZJKqkC&pg=PA24&lpg=PA24&dq=encomienda+system+of+C
olombia&source=bl&ots=lR2d54KksB&sig=MwObH93hHuaF-
Kis8qewOjSc3jU&hl=en&ei=Oe9LSqjSMJOKMbr0gLMK&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=1 
3 BBC News. “Country Profile: Colombia.” 1 April 2009. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/country_profiles/1212798.stm 
4 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Profile: Colombia. “The Era of Insurgency, 
Counterinsurgency, and Narcotrafficking.” February 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
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Geography  

Colombia is South America’s fourth-largest 
country.5 For comparison, it is almost twice as 
large as the state of Texas.6 Colombia is located 
at the northwestern tip of South America, 
bordering the Caribbean Sea east of Panama and 
the Pacific Ocean south of Panama.  

Colombia covers an area of almost 1,139,000 sq 
km (439,770 sq mi). It lies at Panama’s southern 
end, sharing a border that is 225 km (140 mi) in 
length. Colombia’s southern end borders Ecuador for 590 km (367 mi) and Peru for 1,800 
km (1,118 mi). Its border with Brazil, which extends along much of Colombia’s 
southeastern side, is 1,644 km (1,022 mi) long. North of Brazil, Venezuela borders 
Colombia all the way to the Caribbean Sea, a distance of 2,050 km (1,274 mi).7  

Colombia is one of only two nations in South America that border the Atlantic and 
Pacific oceans (off Colombia, the Atlantic portion is called the Caribbean Sea).8 The 
Caribbean Sea extends along Colombia’s northwestern side (northeast of Panama) for 
1,760 km (1,094 mi). South of Panama, the Pacific Ocean borders Colombia’s western 
side for 1,448 km (900 mi). Part of Colombia’s geopolitical territory is found offshore. 
These island territories include the Isla de Malpelo in the Pacific Ocean, and San Andrés 
and Providencia in the Caribbean.9, 10, 11 English Puritans settled in the Caribbean island 
groups in 1629 and were later joined by planters and slaves from Jamaica. In 1822, these 
islands became part of Colombia.12  

                                                 
5 Insight Guides. “Colombia – Geography.” No date. 
http://www.insightguides.com/insight/iguides_display.asp?sf_01=name_exact&st_01=colombia&sf2=head
ing_exact&st2=geography&sp_01=AND&sort=sectionsort&TAG=&CID= 
6 CIA World Factbook. “Colombia.” 13 May 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/CO.html  
7 CIA World Factbook. “Colombia.” 13 May 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/CO.html   
8 Daytranslations.com. “Colombian Geography: The Geography of Colombia.” No date. 
http://daytranslations.com/colombian_geography.aspx 
9 Mundoandino.com. “Natural Regions of Colombia.” 2009. 
http://www.mundoandino.com/Colombia/Natural-Regions-of-Colombia 
10 Suite101.com. “San Andres and Providencia: Colombia’s Caribbean Islands.” 6 October 2007. 
http://colombia-travel.suite101.com/article.cfm/san_andres_and_providencia 
11 The Encyclopedia of Earth. “Malpelo Island Flora and Fauna Sanctuary, Colombia.” 8 July 2008. 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Malpelo_Island_Flora_and_Fauna_Sanctuary,_Colombia 
12 Encyclopædia Britannica. “San Andrés y Providencia.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/520947/San-Andres-y-Providencia 
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Geographic Divisions and Topographic 
Features13, 14, 15 

Colombia consists of five natural regions (not 
counting its island territory). Spanning the 
country’s interior from southwest to northeast, 
three mountain chains form part of the Andes 
Mountains (which extend all the way down the 
western side of South America). East of the 
Andean range and covering northeastern 
Colombia is a highlands region known as the 
Llanos (plains).  In the southeast, the rainforests 
of the Amazon basin spread across the land. The other two principal natural areas are the 
Pacific coast (western Colombia) and the Caribbean coast (northwestern Colombia). 

Andes Mountains  

This massive mountain range splits at the Ecuadorian border in southwestern Colombia 
into three separate chains (called “cordilleras”) that extend through Colombia. The 
Cordillera Occidental is the westernmost of the three chains, is relatively low in 
comparison to the other two, and its peaks are not covered in snow throughout the year. 
One of its few passes, located approximately 1,520 m (4,987 ft) above sea level, connects 
the city of Cali with a route to the Pacific Ocean. The Cordillera Central is 800 km (497 
mi) long and the highest of the three ranges. Volcanoes topped with snow are scattered 
along these mountains; the highest peak is Nevado del Huila, at 5,750 m (18,865 ft) 
elevation. Both the Cordillera Central and the Cordillera Occidental extend as far north as 
the southern end of the Caribbean coastal region. The eastern range of the Andes, the 
Cordillera Oriental, extends in a northeasterly direction, then turns north along the 
Venezuelan border. These mountains are highly conducive to settlement. Three large and 
several smaller fertile basins exist in this range at elevations of 2,500–2,700 m (8,202–
8,858 ft), and these areas support economic activities such as mining and agriculture. The 
capital city of Bogotá lies in one of these basins, the Cundinamarca.16, 17 

Between the Cordillera Oriental and the Cordillera Central, the Río Magdalena traces a 
long path, creating the lush Río Magdalena Valley along its sides. The river begins in 

                                                 
13 Solar.physics.montana.edu. “Natural Regions of Colombia.” 2007. 
http://solar.physics.montana.edu/munoz/AboutMe/ColombianMusic/NaturalRegions/English_Natural_R.ht
ml 
14 Mundoandino.com. “Natural Regions of Colombia.” 2009. 
http://www.mundoandino.com/Colombia/Natural-Regions-of-Colombia 
15 Daytranslations.com. “Colombian Geography: The Geography of Colombia.” No date. 
http://daytranslations.com/colombian_geography.aspx 
16 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
17 Encyclopedia of Nations. “Colombia – Topography.” c. 2009. 
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Americas/Colombia-TOPOGRAPHY.html 
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southern Colombia along the border with Ecuador. The valley extends from deep in the 
south all the way to northern Colombia, broadening considerably in the lower valley 
(northwestern Colombia), as it reaches toward the Caribbean Sea.18 

Pacific Coast 

Marshy lowlands, jungle vegetation, and low, 
rugged hills and mountains make up the 
southern part of the Pacific coastal area. Farther 
east, the low mountains give way to the slopes 
of the Cordillera Occidental, the westernmost 
branch of the Andes Mountains. Most of the 
streams along this coast flow from the hills west 
to the Pacific. The Río Atrato, is an exception, 
however, as it flows northward as far as the 
Golfo de Urabá near Panama. It is the largest 
river in the area and is navigable for much of its length. Near the Panamanian border, the 
Atrato Swamp forms a swath of mud and wet ground, 65 km (40 mi) wide.19 

Caribbean Coast 

The Caribbean coastal region consists of lowlands that extend north from around the 
Golfo de Urabá (near where Panama and Colombia meet) to the Venezuelan border. At 
the northern end of the region, the Guajira Peninsula is comprised of dry and semiarid 
land, unlike the surrounding swampy territory that is dotted with lakes and streams. To 
the south, folded and stratified rock forms a thin branch of the Cordillera Oriental along 
the Venezuelan border. Near the Guajira Peninsula’s southern end, along the Caribbean 
and inland to the south, stand the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. A small, isolated block 
of mountains composed of granite, its steep 
slopes prevent attempts at cultivation. This 
range holds Colombia’s tallest mountains, Pico 
Cristóbol Colón and Pico Simón Bolívar, rising 
5,775 m (18,947 ft) in elevation.20,21 

Grassland Plains (Llanos) 

Colombia’s plains east of the Andes Mountains 
are divided into the Llanos region north of the 

                                                 
18 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
19 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands: 
Pacific Lowlands.” 1988. http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
20 Encyclopedia of Nations. “Colombia – Topography.” c. 2009. 
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Americas/Colombia-TOPOGRAPHY.html 
21 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
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Río Guaviare and the Amazon rainforest to the south. The Llanos is an open area of 
grasslands, largely flat and unbroken by highlands. The Spaniards named this savanna 
territory “Llanos” during their 16th century exploration and conquest of the region.22 The 
Río Guaviare and other rivers to its north flow through the Llanos from the interior 
toward the east, emptying into the drainage of the Río Orinoco, Colombia’s largest 
river.23  Much of this area is used for raising sheep and cattle, which can graze on the 
plentiful grass.24 

Amazon Rainforest 

Rainforests spread across Colombia from the eastern slope of the Andes to the borders of 
Venezuela and Brazil on the east, and Peru and Ecuador on the south. Throughout most 
of this region, the land is covered with tropical rainforests, called selva. In the southeast, 
the jungles are so dense that they are of little economic importance. In other areas, 
however, the forests yield marketable products such as rubber, hardwoods, platinum, and 
gold.25, 26  

Climate  

The southern part of Colombia straddles the 
equator, which moderates a climate that is 
tropical and unmarked by seasonal changes. 
Although the year-round temperature varies 
little, the amount of rainfall is affected by 
elevation and wind patterns. Near the equator, 
trade winds converge and rise to produce storms 
and intense precipitation. Rainfall exceeds 2,500 
mm (100 in) yearly in the tropical rainforests 
that lie in the Amazon region to the south and 
also along Colombia’s northern Pacific Coast and through the central Río Magdalena 
Valley. The average temperature in these areas is 23°C (74°F) during the year. More 
sparse areas of rainforest are also found on the Caribbean coast, along the southern 
coastline of the Pacific Ocean, and in some interior regions.27, 28  

                                                 
22 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Orinoco River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109566 
23 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
24 The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. “Colombia: Land.” 2008. 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/topic/Colombia.aspx 
25 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
26 The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. “Colombia: Land.” 2008. 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/topic/Colombia.aspx 
27 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Climate.” c. 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
25348 
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Dry and wet seasons alternate in the Atlantic lowlands (off the Caribbean Sea). Here and  
in areas of the Río Magdalena Valley, annual rainfall varies between 1,000 and 1,800 mm 
(40–70 in). Most rain occurs between May and October. A dry season characterized by 
wind and dust occurs between November and April. 29 

Along the Caribbean from the Gulf of Morrosquillo (south of Cartagena) to the Guajira 
Peninsula at Colombia’s northeastern tip, dryer climatic conditions prevail. In this region 
of low plains, two short periods of rainfall occur—one in April and another between 
October and November. The rains are moderate, usually not exceeding 760 mm (30 in) 
yearly. Temperatures are warmer here, with an average of 27°C (81°F) and often higher. 
At the northern end of the peninsula, the climate is close to that of a desert. 30 

The climate in Colombia’s mountainous region is affected directly by elevation, and the 
temperature zones (pisos térmicos) are defined by it. Most Colombians live either in the 
zone known as tierra templada (900–2,000 m or 3,000–6,500 ft), or in the higher zone 
known as the tierra fría, at 2,000–3,000 m (6,500–10,000 ft) elevation. The city of 
Bogotá is located in the tierra fría zone. Although rain falls here an average of 223 days 
per year, the level of rainfall is low, approximately 1,000 m (40 in) yearly, and the 
average temperature is 14°C (57°F). A higher zone, the páramos, is around 3,000–4,000 
m elevation (10,000–15,000 ft). The yearly average temperature in this zone is 10°C 
(50°F). In the high mountainous zone above this, snow and ice prevail year-round. 31 

Rivers32 

The Río Magdalena is Colombia’s most 
important river in terms of the socioeconomic 
activity that it supports in its path. Most of the 
nation’s people live along this river, which 
begins in the southern Andes Mountains and 
flows northward between the Cordillera Central 
and the Cordillera Oriental. The river forms a 
narrow valley near its beginning and then a wide 
valley as it proceeds north. The Magdalena 
eventually combines with the Río Cauca, its 
main tributary, which flows north between the Cordillera Occidental and the Cordillera 
Central. The combined river (still called the Magdalena) empties into the Caribbean Sea 

                                                                                                                                                 
28 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ).” c. 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9042625 
29 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Climate.” c. 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
25348 
30 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Climate.” c. 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
25348 
31 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Climate.” c. 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
25348 
32 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
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south of the Guajira Peninsula. Altogether, the drainage basin of the Río Magdalena and 
the Río Cauca covers approximately 260,000 sq km (100,000 sq mi), or one fourth of 
Colombia’s surface area.33 

East of the Andes, the Río Guaviare is a dividing line, roughly separating the grassland 
plains (Llanos) from the Amazon rainforest region. It flows from a point on the 
southeastern slope of the mountains toward the east and drains into the Río Orinoco, 
which receives waters from other rivers of the northern plains. The Orinoco flows in an 
arc for 2,740 km (1,700 mi) from its headwaters in northern Brazil. It forms part of the 
Colombia–Venezuela border before it shifts into Venezuela and eventually drains into the 
Atlantic Ocean.34  

Other rivers lying to the north of the Río Guaviare follow its general west-east pattern. 
From the eastern-central slope of the Andes, the Río Meta flows eastward, roughly 
parallel to the Guaviare for much of its journey.  The Rio Meta forms part of Colombia’s 
border with Venezuela before it empties into the Río Orinoco.35  

South of the Río Guaviare, the eastward-flowing 
rivers empty into the basin of the Amazon River 
(Río Amazonas). The Amazon begins in 
southern Peru, flows at least 6,400 km (4,000 
mi), and empties into the Atlantic Ocean off 
northeastern Brazil. For a brief section, it runs 
along the southern border of Colombia. It is 
South America’s largest river and the world’s 
largest drainage system; its basin covers an area 
of 7 million sq km (2.7 million sq mi).36 A large 
rainforest covers more than two thirds of the 
basin and also represents approximately one half of the rainforest that remains on the 
Earth.37 Several rivers or streams flow out of Colombia and into the Amazon, including 
the Río Putumayo and the Río Caquetá (the latter changes its name in Brazil). The Río 
Putumayo begins at the southeastern end of the Andes in Colombia and flows eastward, 
forming Colombia’s southern border with Peru. It joins the Amazon in Brazil. The Río 
Caquetá begins north of the Putumayo and roughly follows a parallel path, also joining 
the Amazon in Brazil. Another large tributary of the Amazon, the Río Negro (called the 
Guainía in Colombia) forms part of the border between Colombia and Brazil before it 
joins the Amazon in Brazil. 

                                                 
33 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Drainage and Soils.” 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-25347 
34 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Orinoco River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109566 
35 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Colombia: A Country Study. “Andean Highlands.” 1988. 
http://countrystudies.us/colombia/33.htm 
36 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Amazon River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109565 
37 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Amazon River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109565 
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Major Cities 

Bogotá 

Located in the mountainous region of central 
Colombia, the city of Bogotá lies 2,640 m 
(8,660 ft) above sea level.38 Bogotá is the 
nation’s capital and largest city, with a 
population estimate of over 7 million.39 It is the 
site of Colombia’s first representative council, 
which local citizens created in 1810 to oppose 
the authority of the Spanish government.40 

Bogotá is a city of contrasting cultural 
influences (Spanish, Indian, and English), of wealth alongside extreme poverty, and of 
modern as well as traditional lifestyles. Universities, futuristic high-rise buildings, 
theaters, and extensive labor barrios and slum areas are interspersed in the urban mix. 
Colombia’s largest exporters and coffee producers have their main offices here, and daily 
business activities include a stock market, industries, and enterprises involved in emerald 
trading. Large, ornate churches and museums are plentiful in the city. The Museo del Oro 
holds over 30,000 pre-Columbian gold works of art, and the Museo Nacional de 
Colombia contains a collection of archaeological items revealing Colombia’s ethnic past 
and history.41 

Medellín42 

The second largest city in Colombia, Medellín is 
located in the Cordillera Central mountain range, 
northwest of Bogotá. Dating to 1616, Medellín 
experienced economic growth during the 
country’s coffee boom and later became a textile 
manufacturing center. Today it is also an 
industrial area, as well as a region where flowers, 
especially orchids, are commercially grown.  

                                                 
38 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia: The Land – Climate.” c. 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
25348 
39 Last census in 2005; CityPopulation. Brinkhoff, Thomas. “Colombia.” 
http://www.citypopulation.de/Colombia.html  
40 U.S. Department of State. Background Note: Colombia. “History and Political Conditions.” May 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35754.htm  
41 About.com. Hamre, Bonnie. “Bogotá, Colombia: City of Contrasts, City of History.” c. 2009. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/cs/southamerica/a/ColBogota.htm 
42 About.com. Hamre, Bonnie. “Medellín, Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/cs/southamerica/p/ColMedellin.htm 



 
12

Medellín also became well known as the center of Colombia’s drug cartels that began 
operating in the 1970s. To process and sell cocaine, the cartel used airplanes, drug labs a 
refueling site on an island, and a well-organized network. The leader of the Medellín 
cartel, Pablo Escobar, was eventually killed by the Colombian police, and Medellín has 
since been rebuilding itself as a tourist destination.43 

Cali44 

Founded in 1536, Cali is Colombia’s third largest city. It grew and prospered as a result 
of sugar and coffee production in the area. Cali is located in southwestern Colombia, at 
995 m (3,264 ft) in elevation. It is the site of rich archeological and cultural influences 
and artifacts, many on display at the city’s numerous museums. Several homes, or 
haciendas, belonged to sugar barons and now function as museums where the process of 
sugar production is on display. 

This city was the operational center of the Cali 
cartel, a large drug cartel that competed with the 
Medellín group. The leaders of the Cali cartel 
invested their drug profits in legitimate 
businesses as well as political protection, deeply 
influencing the city’s political and business 
establishment. Generally, the Cali cartel leaders 
operated in a less conspicuous manner than the 
leaders of the Medellín cartel and eventually 
dominated the cocaine trade. They hired 
engineers to produce sophisticated communications equipment that could not be 
infiltrated, and they collaborated with police to bring down their rival, the Medellín cartel. 
The leaders of the Cali cartel were imprisoned in the 1990s and the organization was shut 
down, although drug trafficking still exists around the city.45  

                                                 
43 About.com. “The Colombian Cartels.” c. 1995-2008. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?zi=1/XJ&sdn=gosouthamerica&cdn=travel&tm=
418&gps=231_99_973_586&f=21&su=p284.9.336.ip_p531.50.336.ip_&tt=11&bt=1&bts=1&st=32&zu=h
ttp%3A//www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/drugs/business/inside/colombian.html 
44 About.com. Hamre, Bonnie. “Cali, Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/od/cali/p/Cali.htm 
45 About.com. “The Colombian Cartels.” c. 1995–2008. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?zi=1/XJ&sdn=gosouthamerica&cdn=travel&tm=
418&gps=231_99_973_586&f=21&su=p284.9.336.ip_p531.50.336.ip_&tt=11&bt=1&bts=1&st=32&zu=h
ttp%3A//www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/drugs/business/inside/colombian.html 
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Barranquilla 

Barranquilla lies on the Caribbean coast at the 
outlet of the Magdalena River; it is the main 
industrial city and seaport for this region.  
Barranquilla’s economy is driven by chemical 
and cement factories, textile plants, and 
shipbuilding facilities.46 Several universities are 
located in Barranquilla, offering education in 
law, medicine, liberal arts, engineering, 
architecture, and economics. A number of 
international bilingual schools are also present, 
as well as the Academy of Arts. The city is also home of one of the world’s largest 
carnivals, the Carnaval de Barranquilla, held yearly before Lent. In November 2003, 
UNESCO designated this event as one of the 28 “masterpieces of the oral and intangible 
heritage of humanity.”47 

Cartagena 

Since its founding in 1533, Cartagena has been 
an important seaport in northwestern Colombia. 
It lies on the Caribbean Sea and was a shipping 
point for silver and gold sent to the coffers of the 
Spanish king. Cartagena was also a trade center 
for the slaves shipped into the country. Because 
the city was subject to looting by pirates, 
residents built a wall around it for protection. 
The historic, walled section of the city, known 
as Ciudad Amarullada, still exists. Along with 
the resort city’s other historic attractions (old churches, colonial buildings, museums), the 
walled city is a popular site for tourists.48 

                                                 
46 About.com. “Barranquilla, Magdalena River Mouth, Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/od/geography/ig/Cities-from-Space/Barranquilla--Colombia.htm 
47 Carnaval de Barranquilla. “City of Barranquilla.” No date. 
http://www.carnavaldebarranquilla.net/barranquilla.htm 
48 About.com. Hamre, Bonnie. “Cartagena, Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://gosouthamerica.about.com/cs/southamerica/p/ColCartagena.htm 
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History  

Early History  

During the pre-Columbian era (prior to European colonization of 
the Americas), a variety of indigenous peoples inhabited western 
South America and Meso-America (now Central America and 
part of Mexico).49 In the region that would become Colombia, 
nomadic farmers, hunters, and the “highly structured” Chibcha 
Indian tribe were the primary civilizations before the Spanish 
arrived in the 16th century.50 The economy of the Chibchas was 
based on emerald mining, textile weaving, cultivating the land, 
and melting and casting ornaments made of copper and gold. 
Culturally, they observed matrilineal succession to office and 
patrilineal succession of property. 51  

According to legend, the Chibcha people held a yearly ceremony 
in which they covered their new ruler with gold dust and then 
washed it off in a lake they held sacred. This story has led to the belief that the Chibchas 
were the origin of the El Dorado legend, which represented the South American and 
Meso-American regions as a source of gold and wealth.52 The Spanish Crown was driven 
to search for El Dorado and the wealth it could accumulate from that source. According 
to the legend, “El Dorado became a myth and a dream; a city, personage or kingdom, it 
always lay beyond the next range of mountains, or deep in the unexplored forests. The 
search for this other, non-existent, El Dorado, in various parts of South America, was to 
occupy men’s efforts for another two centuries.”53  

The Colonial Era and Independence54, 55 

Spanish ships had first landed at the Guajira Peninsula in 1499 and colonists gradually 
spread inland. They founded the first important inland settlement in 1510 (Santa María la 
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Antigua de Darién, now Acandí), and Santafé de Bogotá (now Bogotá) in 1538.56 In 
colonizing the land, the armies of Spain invaded and conquered the indigenous 
populations beginning in 1525.57 From 1536 to 1541, Spanish conquistadors 
(“conquerors”) under the leadership of Jiménez de Quesada vanquished the Chibchas.58 
They conquered other native peoples, forcing them into labor while colonists received 
land under the encomienda system. Claiming the land and searching for gold, the Spanish 
armies and colonists “imposed a new culture, religion, and economic system, and wiped 
out entire indigenous societies through warfare and disease.”59 

The next century saw the expansion of Colombian territory, 
followed by independence, then loss of territory, and the seeds of 
future political division. This chain of events began in 1719, 
when Bogotá became the capital of New Granada, which 
included the region that is now Colombia, Venezuela, Panama, 
and Ecuador. A century later, New Granada won its 
independence from Spain. This occurred after a colonial revolt 
against taxes imposed by Spain (to fund its war in Europe, which 
had resulted when France invaded Spain in 1808). 
Revolutionaries overthrew the Spanish viceroy in Santafé de 
Bogotá and established a governing body that consisted of 
creoles (people descended from Spaniards and born in the 
Americas). It was not until nine years later, in 1819, that a 
complete break with Spain was achieved through military 
victory by General Simón Bolívar. The Republic of Great Colombia (Gran Colombia) 
was formed, with Bolívar as president (1819–1830) and General Francisco de Paula 
Santander, a fellow officer, as vice president. Soon after, Bolívar and Santander became 
divided in their political goals, “setting the stage for the country’s long history of political 
violence.”60 Bolívar and his supporters wanted a centralized, authoritarian government 
with alliances to the Catholic Church, along with continued slavery. In opposition, 
Santander favored a decentralized government with weaker ties to the Catholic Church, 
along with broadened voting rights. In 1830, Ecuador and Venezuela broke away from 
Gran Colombia, and the Republic of New Granada emerged with Santander as the first 
president (1832–1837). The ideological split was carried by the Conservative Party 
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(Bolívar) and the Liberal Party (Santander) for the next 150 years, with the country 
swinging back and forth in continuing political and military struggle. 

Internal Division and The Republic of 
Colombia61,62 

Years of instability and violence followed. A 
constitution that favored the Conservative Party 
was adopted in 1886, restoring government 
centralization and church influence and 
renaming the country the Republic of Colombia. 
The ensuing War of a Thousand Days (La 
Guerra de los Mil Días) between 1899 and 1902 
“devastated the country and cost at least 100,000 
lives.”63 In 1903, a U.S.-supported independence 
movement in Panama led it to break away from Colombia. After the parties in Colombia 
later changed power, a civil war known as La Violencia (1946–1958) claimed hundreds 
of thousands of lives in the country.64, 65 

Modern Political History  

The Era of Insurgency, Counterinsurgency, and 
Narcotrafficking 

Although Colombia’s modern political history 
actually “began in the late 1840s with the 
delineation of the Liberal and Conservative 
parties,” modern Marxist guerrilla groups did 
not appear until the 1960s and 70s.66, 67 From 
this time until the early 21st century, drug 
cartels also proliferated, combining their 
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activities with both the paramilitary right-wing groups and leftist rebel organizations, 
who used the drug trade for funding. Leftist groups included the M-19 (May 19th 
Movement), FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), and ELN (National 
Liberation Army). Between the 1980s and the early 2000s, it is estimated that around “3 
million Colombians were displaced by political and drug-related violence.”68  

The Colombian government fought back and by early 2004 had reduced some of the 
violence, pushing the rebels into the countryside. With the assistance of the U.S. 
government, Colombia was able to decrease cocaine production. Negotiations with 
paramilitary forces led to some disarmament, in exchange for reducing punishment and 
shielding them from being extradited.69  

Recent Events70, 71 

Although paramilitary groups had been partially demobilized by 2006, leftist rebels 
continued their activity against the state. FARC was responsible for most attacks, and the 
group refused to negotiate with the government. However, the government responded 
with military and police operations that have reduced FARC’s power in urban areas and 
isolated them to the remote countryside. The government of President Uribe, working 
closely with the U.S., also extradited a significant number of fugitives to the U.S. for 
prosecution, including leaders of cartels and rebel groups. In Colombia’s rural areas, 
attacks by groups who were illegally armed have significantly decreased between 2002 
and 2005. Between 2002 and 2007, kidnappings as well as violent attacks against people 
and national infrastructure decreased 
countrywide.  

The Colombian Supreme Court also ordered the 
arrests of a number of congressional members 
with ties to right-wing paramilitary groups. 
Investigations into these activities continued 
through 2008. Some military leaders and high 
government officials were also found to be 
involved in a variety of unlawful activities, 
including illegal wiretaps and links to drug 
cartels and rebel groups.  

In March 2008, Colombian forces crossed the border and raided rebel encampments in 
Ecuador, leading both Ecuador and Venezuela to mobilize forces in anticipation of 
conflict. The Organization of American States (OAS) charged that the raids violated the 
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OAS charter and Ecuadorian sovereignty. Tensions eased somewhat when the Colombian 
government apologized for raiding the camps. 

Economy  

Overview  

Historically, Colombia’s economy has been 
agricultural. This changed during the period of 
Spanish colonization (1549–1810), when the 
Spanish mercantile system dominated. Colombia 
began to export raw materials to Spain, 
primarily precious metals.72 Essentially, the 
country’s economic base rested on mining of 
gold, including any amounts of the metal that 
could be robbed from Indian graves.73  

After independence, a merchant class emerged as a result of coffee and tobacco exports. 
This led to a concentration of wealth in the agricultural and commercial sectors. The 
development of world markets continued into the 20th century, with coffee production 
constituting the bulk of the nation’s trade. In the 1870s, coffee accounted for 7% of 
Columbia’s exports, but by the mid-1920s, this had jumped to 75%.74  

In the latter half of the 20th century, the industrial, services, and energy sectors began to 
assume greater importance within Colombia’s private enterprise economy. In 1991, oil 
became the nation’s leading export, replacing coffee.75 Between 2002 and 2007, 
Colombia’s economic growth rate averaged more than 5%, attributed to improved 
domestic security and stability. This has led to general growth in exports and foreign 
investments.76  

Industry and Agriculture 

Since the 1940s, considerable industrial 
development has taken place in Colombia. 
Although the government is directly involved in 
some industries (petroleum, railways, 
telecommunications), it promotes a free-market 
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economy and encourages private investment. In pursuing this direction, the government 
also has taken steps to make credit available for industrial growth and to establish a tax 
system that supports business development.77 The Cauca Valley Corporation (CVC), 
emphasizing growth of industry through developing hydroelectric power and controlling 
floods, is one example of government supporting industry. The CVC began to improve 
industrial development in the Cauca Valley as early as 1954, by draining the upper Cauca 
River and ultimately supporting extensive cultivation. The region has since become one 
of Colombia’s major distribution and industrial centers.78 

Other government involvement in Colombia’s industrial growth took place through the 
Institute of Industrial Development, before economic reforms were enacted in the 1990s. 
This institute invested in the nation’s metalworking industry. It also encouraged 
manufacturing, helped to establish assembly plants for vehicles, and stimulated large-
scale construction projects. Now, small corporations and business enterprises are 
responsible for the bulk of Colombia’s industrial output through their production of 
consumer goods.79  

Agriculture, now only 9.4% of Colombia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), at one time 
held a much larger role.80 In particular, coffee was the backbone of the entire economy 
for decades, and it still constitutes approximately one half of Colombia’s legal exports.81 
The price of coffee has fluctuated sharply over the years, affecting the whole economy. 
Other crops include sugarcane, bananas, grains, potatoes, cotton, and tobacco.82  

Energy and Resources  

Colombia produces and exports a significant amount of petroleum. Following a period of 
declining production as oil yields dropped in existing fields, the government took steps to 
turn the situation around. It instituted regulations in the industry that were designed to 
attract and increase foreign investment, and it partially privatized Ecopetrol, the state oil 
company. These changes, combined with a decrease in attacks against energy 
infrastructure by insurgent groups, have led to increased oil production. Occasional acts 
of sabotage are still directed against pipelines and power lines, but security gains have 
improved the energy sector’s stability.83, 84 
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Colombia also exports coal. In South America, 
its coal reserves are second only to those in 
Brazil. Most are found in the Guajira Peninsula, 
in the far north, and also in the Andean foothills. 
Production of coal in the last ten years has more 
than doubled, and it is expected to increase in 
future years.85 

Natural gas fields are also found in Colombia, 
mostly in the Llanos basin in the northeast, but 
with reserves spread through 18 basins in the country. Of this total, only seven are 
currently in production, with the highest yield found in the basin of the Guajira Peninsula. 
An industry group in the country estimates that Colombia will be able to meet its 
domestic natural gas demands through 2018. Recently, the country started exporting 
natural gas to Venezuela.86     

Ethnic and Linguistic Groups  

Columbia is an ethnically diverse nation, 
populated by an intermixture of indigenous 
peoples, Africans, and Europeans. Of the total 
population (approximately 45 million), only an 
estimated 1% of the Colombian people are 
indigenous, as defined by their customs and 
linguistic background.87 The population has 
been accorded various ethnic group statuses 
largely on the basis of general racial background. 
Thus, the following ethnic percentages apply, 
according to the U.S. State Department: “Mestizo (58%), white (20%), mulatto (14%), 
black (4%), mixed black-Amerindian (3%), and Amerindian (1%).”88 Throughout South 
America (with the possible exception of Ecuador), mestizos are generally defined as 
people of mixed Indian–European blood. In contrast, mulattos are of mixed European and 
African ancestry, and they (along with descendants of Africans) live primarily along the 
coasts and in areas where sugarcane is cultivated.89, 90  
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Although Spanish is the national language and is spoken countrywide by the major ethnic 
groups, several indigenous languages also exist. They are found in pockets throughout the 
country. Several of the most heavily populated of the indigenous language groups are 
noted below.91  

Awa-Cuaiquer 

Speakers of the Awa-Cuaiquer language live just north of the Ecuador border in the 
foothills of the Andes, on the side facing the Pacific Ocean. Some speakers of this 
language also live in Ecuador. The Awa-Cuaiquer language is sometimes referred to by 
just one name: simply “Awa” or “Cuaiquer” (the latter with alternate spellings).92 Many 
of the men in this group speak Spanish as well as Awa-Cuaiquer, but the majority of 
women and children are monolingual, speaking only Awa-Cuaiquer.93 

Emberá 

This linguistic category includes several sub-
groups: Northern Emberá, Emberá-Baudó, 
Emberá-Catío, Emberá-Chamí, and Emberá-
Tadó. Members of this entire language group 
live in northwestern Columbia and in the coastal 
area extending south of the American Isthmus 
(the land bridge that forms Central America). 
Some of the Emberá dialects are also spoken in 
Panama and are mutually intelligible between 
speakers in Panama and Colombia.94  

Guahibo 

Guahibo-language speakers live in central-northeastern Colombia. Their territory 
includes part of the border with Venezuela, where the language is also spoken.95 

Throughout much of this region, the people have established primary schools and some 
secondary schools that utilize Guahiban language for teaching. The language is codified 
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in its own dictionary and grammar sources, and some newspapers are printed in the 
Guahiban language.96    

Inga and Jungle Inga 

These languages are spoken in southern Colombia in the Sibundoy Valley, where the 
people practice agriculture. Many Inga speakers are craftsmen who live in and near San 
Andrés, Santiago, and Colón.97 The Jungle Inga occupy lower river regions of southern 
Colombia, often in areas of tropical forest, where they practice intensive cultivation.98 

Páez 

Páez-language speakers inhabit a region in 
central-western Colombia, in the central range 
of the Andes, where they farm the land. They 
speak and write Páez mainly for religious 
services and in business transactions. Many 
people in the area are bilingual, speaking 
Spanish alongside Páez. In public schools, 
Spanish is the primary language for instruction, 
although some private schools use both Páez and 
Spanish for teaching in primary grades.99 

Wayúu 

The Wayúu language is spoken in the northern tip of Colombia on the Caribbean coast. It 
is also one of the languages of Venezuela, which lies to the east. In Colombia, Wayúu 
speakers practice a pastoral lifestyle in the coastal areas and the desert-like interior that 
characterizes part of their region.100 
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Religion 

Overview101 

Christianity in the form of Roman Catholicism 
is the predominant religion, practiced by 80–
90% of the population.102 Because the 
Colombian government does not statistically 
track religious affiliation, a more certain 
percentage is not known. What is certain is that 
the Catholic faith dominates the country. In 
many areas, Catholicism has blended with other 
religious systems. Some practices from 
indigenous religions, African animism, or 
16thcentury Spanish customs may still exist alongside institutional religious views.103 In 
some isolated regions, the indigenous people practice their more purely traditional 
religions. 

Besides Catholicism, a number of organized religions are active in Colombia. The 
Colombian Evangelical Council estimates that 15% of the Colombian people are 
Protestant. Other sources estimate that 4.5% of the population follows religions such as 
Judaism (approximately 5,000 members) or Islam (approximately 10,000 members). 
Jewish people often reside in large cities, and many Muslims live on the Caribbean coast. 
Compared to those two groups, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in 
Colombia is considerably larger, with an estimated 150,000 members.104  

Early History of Catholicism in Colombia  

Catholicism came to Spanish America from Spain in the 16th century. Those who 
introduced and spread it were not only Roman Catholic clergy but also the conquistadors 
and the colonial administrators.  Conquistadors were hired soldiers who fought for Spain, 
but ultimately for themselves—sometimes they even opposed central authority while on 
self-financed expeditions to acquire wealth. The administrators, appointed by the Spanish 
crown, sought to colonize the land for the wealth it could bring the Spanish empire. The 
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Catholic clergy acquired wealth-generating territory for the church while they sought to 
convert the Indians.105 

Although the church worked with the colonial government, it 
(along with the conquistadors) also sometimes competed with 
the government. With its focus on Christian morality, it opposed 
some of the state’s conflicting secular aims while simultaneously 
promoting the power of the Catholic Church itself. Catholic 
orders, such as the Franciscans, Capuchins, Jesuits, and 
Dominicans, built monasteries and organized their groups in the 
cities and the countryside. They created colonial schools, 
spreading Western civilization through ideas as well as 
institutions. From the late 1500s to the mid 1600s, they built and 
established three universities in the territory that is now 
Colombia. Through it all, the church remained bound to the state 
because early papal edicts gave Spanish kings authority over 
religious affairs.106 

The presence of the church brought a mix of 
social dynamics and other effects to colonial life 
in the new territory. On the one hand, the church 
“acted to restrain secular excesses and despotism, 
particularly those of the early conquistadors.”107 
Even though the Indians were subjected to 
missionary activity (leading in many cases to a 
loss of their cultures and languages), they were 
also protected by the missionaries from some 
abuses of the secular government. Also, the 
Jesuits attempted to improve the Indians’ economic position by organizing self-sufficient 
villages in some areas. Yet the church often reinforced the racial and class divisions that 
were strictly upheld in the colonization process. Colonial society was stratified: people of 
Spanish descent who had been born in Spain held the highest positions. Below them were 
Spanish people who had been born in the lands colonized by Spain. These were known as 
the criollos. In a still lower status were the mestizos, those of mixed Spanish and Indian 
blood. Holding the lowest status were African slaves and any persons of mixed African 
and Indian descent.108 To support this hierarchy, the church in 1611 established the 
Tribunal of the Inquisition in Cartagena, with the purpose of seeking “to ensure that 
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African culture did not contaminate Spanish culture in the colonies as a result of the 
importation of African slaves.”109 If individuals were accused of heresy, the Inquisition 
had the power to interrogate them and, if they were convicted, the authority to confiscate 
any property they owned.110  

Religion and Government  

In 1973, Catholicism ceased to be Colombia’s official national religion, according to an 
agreement (the Concordat) that the Vatican and the Colombian government signed. The 
constitution of 1886 had named Catholicism as the national religion, and the Concordat 
replaced this provision.111, 112 Some of the Concordat’s provisions could not be enforced, 
however, due to constitutional issues. When the new constitution was adopted in 1991, 
the official status of Catholicism was formally ended by mandating the separation of 
church and state.113  

The Concordat (1973) also set forth the 
jurisdiction of several other functions. It revoked 
the church’s authority over indigenous people’s 
public schools and services, and transferred such 
functions to the state. Even religious schools 
were now required to operate under state 
regulations. The Concordat also stopped the 
Catholic Church from censoring textbooks used 
in public universities. Content in textbooks for 
public universities and private Catholic schools 
was required to conform to government standards. In addition, the Concordat allowed 
Catholics to marry under civil jurisdiction (outside the Catholic Church). Previously, only 
marriages conducted by the church were valid under the law.114, 115 Now, all marriages 
come under civil jurisdiction.  

Although the government does not recognize an official religion, it does recognize the 
significance of the Catholic Church in Colombian culture. According to the constitution, 
the government “is not atheist or agnostic, nor indifferent to Colombians’ religious 
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111 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [pp. 42–43]. c. 2004. Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group. 
112 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Studies: Colombia. “Chapter 2 – The Society 
and Its Environment: Religion.” 1988. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 
113 U.S. Department of State. “Colombia: International Religious Freedom Report 2008.” 20 January 2009. 
http://2001-2009.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2008/108519.htm 
114 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [pp. 42–43]. c. 2004. Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group. 
115 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Study: Colombia. “Chapter 2 – The Society 
and Its Environment: Religion.” 1988. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 



 
26

sentiment.”116 This statement is open to interpretation; many take it to mean that the 
government unofficially privileges the Catholic faith. Such an interpretation is evidenced 
by a public law agreement (adopted in 1997) between the government and non-Catholic 
religious groups. In order for “non-Catholic groups to minister to military personnel, 
public hospital patients, and prisoners, and to provide religious instruction in public 
schools,” the government grants access to those institutions, and such permission is 
required.117 Some non-Catholic groups have claimed that their members have 
experienced problems in acquiring positions as military chaplains and in securing and 
carrying out other religious functions.118 

Colombians have freedom of worship guaranteed by the constitution. All levels of the 
law are set up to protect individuals from abuse of this right, whether from organizations, 
government agencies, or individuals. The Colombian constitution prohibits any 
discrimination on the grounds of religion.    

Religion in People’s Daily Lives  

The Colombian people generally practice their 
religions without fear of consequence. Although 
religious discrimination occasionally takes place, 
the government opposes any such acts. 
Missionaries have the right to spread their 
religion among indigenous groups as long as 
they have the approval of that indigenous people 
to do so. The Supreme Court has ruled against 
forced religious conversions.119  

Among Colombian Catholics, a large percentage attend mass and observe the Catholic 
sacraments. Practicing Catholics’ beliefs may be especially strong in some rural areas 
where Roman Catholicism has been interwoven with other religious elements. Many rural 
people pray only to a patron saint that they also honor yearly or periodically with a 
fiesta.120 
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Religious Events and Holidays121, 122  

Throughout the year, Colombians celebrate many religious occasions. During the 40-day 
period (Lent) that precedes Easter (which falls in March or April), different events take 
place. Carnaval, an elaborate festival complete with music, parades, and street dancing, 
is a precursor to the start of Lent. Carnaval is an especially significant event in certain 
cities, such as Barranquilla. Later, many people go on spiritual pilgrimages during Easter 
week (Semana Santa), while others use this week for rest or vacation.123 Special days 
associated with Easter include Palm Sunday, Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and 
Ascension (the day that Christ rose to heaven, according to Christian belief).  

Exchange 1:  Will you be celebrating carnaval? 

Soldier: Will you be celebrating 
carnaval? ¿estaaraan selebraando el kaarnaavaal? 

Local:  Yes! see! 

 

More religious events follow. In late June, worshippers celebrate 
two church founders at the Feast of St. Peter and St. Paul. In 
mid-August, the Assumption of the Virgin Mary celebrates the 
raising to heaven of the mother of Christ.  

All Saints Day (Día de Todos Santos) in November is a special 
occasion for families to honor the deceased as well as the saints. 
Also known as Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), it is an 
occasion to reaffirm the lives of those who have died and to 
affirm life in general. People visit gravesites with their families, 
bringing flowers and sharing food, music, and prayers.124  

During the Christmas season, which starts on 7 December, 
observing Colombians enter the spirit of the season by lighting 
candles, displaying nativity scenes in their homes, and putting up Christmas trees. They 
may line parks and sidewalks with candles, often illuminating large parts of a town or 
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city. On 16 December, a novena (ritual prayer using a rosary) begins, lasting for nine 
days. Midnight mass on Christmas Eve is heavily attended.125 

The Colombian religious national holidays (when government offices are closed) are:  

Epiphany (Día de los Reyes Magos) 

Saint Joseph Day (Día de San José) 

Palm Sunday (Domingo de Ramos) 

Holy Thursday (Jueves Santo)  

Good Friday (Viernes Santo)  

Easter (Easter Sunday: Domingo de 
Resurrección)  

Ascension (La Ascensión del Señor)  

Corpus Christi  

Sacred Heart Day (Sagrado Corazón de Jesus)  

Saints Peter and Paul Day (San Pedro y San 
Pablo)  

Feast of the Assumption (La Asunción de Nuestra Señora)  

All Saints’ Day (Día de Todos los Santos)  

Immaculate Conception (La Inmaculada Concepción) 

Christmas (Navidad)126 

Buildings of Worship  

Many of the Catholic churches in Colombia are quite old, and they reflect architectural 
styles of Medieval and Renaissance churches built in Spain.127 Colonists created religious 
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altarpieces and intricately decorated baroque churches and monasteries. Many still exist 
throughout Colombia.  

At the Capilla del Sagrario, a colonial church in 
Bogotá built in the 17th century, the stone 
construction is well preserved, having been 
restored after an 1827 earthquake. The interior  
reflects a Spanish-Moorish style of decorating, 
and paintings by Gregorio Vasquez (Gregorio 
Vasquez de Arce y Ceballos), a famed colonial 
artist, adorn the walls.128, 129, 130 Another church, 
Bogotá’s largest—is the Catedral Primada, 
which many believe occupies the site of the 
city’s first mass in 1538 (this point is still debated). The church has been reconstructed 
several times, most recently between 1807 and 1823. The church is plainly decorated and 
holds the tomb of the city’s founder, Jiménez de Quesada.131 

The oldest church in Bogotá is the Iglesia de San Francisco, in use since 1556. It is plain 
on the outside but elaborately ornamented on the inside, containing a gilded altar built in 
the 17th century. .132 Another church of historical interest in Bogotá is the Iglesia de La 
Veracruz. Because many patriots whom the Spaniards executed during the independence 
struggle are buried there, the church is also called the National Pantheon.133 Renowned 
scientist José de Caldas is one of the martyred patriots buried beneath the church.134 

Other famous Catholic churches are found in other cities and the countryside. In the town 
of Buga (outside Cali), founded in 1555, the Basilica del Señor de los Milagros stands. 
Sources estimate that around 2 million people travel there on pilgrimage each year.135 In 
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the colonial city of Popayán, between Quito and Bogotá, several churches present were 
built in colonial style. In 1983, an earthquake destroyed all but one. Major reconstruction 
of the city followed, and churches and other historical sites were rebuilt.136  

Near the border with Ecuador, outside the city of Ipiales, is the Las Lajas Cathedral, built 
high across a gorge of the Guaritara River. This 20th century cathedral replaced an older 
chapel on the site where a young Amerindian is reported to have seen a vision of the 
Virgin Mary on a rock slab.137 

Behavior in Places of Worship 

Statues and images of Christ in Christian churches are sacred to 
the Colombian people and should be approached with a 
respectful attitude. The Roman Catholic Church in particular 
represents much of Colombia’s religious, cultural, and political 
history, as well as the traditions with which the Colombian 
people identify. 

Dress modestly and avoid wearing skimpy, revealing, or dirty 
clothing. The dress code includes clean shirts and long pants for 
men, and skirts or long pants with blouses or sweaters for 
women. Women’s clothing should be loose-fitting, and skirts 
should not be above the knee. Inside a church, refrain from 
touching paintings or statues.  

Exchange 2:  Must I take off my shoes? 

Soldier: Must I take off my shoes 
inside the church? 

¿debo keetaarme los zapatos dentro de laa 
eegleseeya? 

Local:  No. no 
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If visiting indigenous churches, synagogues, mosques, or churches of other 
denominations, observe respectful and modest conduct and dress conservatively.  

Exchange 3: May I enter the church? 

Soldier: May I enter the church? ¿pwedo entraar en la eegleseeya? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

In general, when visiting any church or building of worship, follow protocols that are 
posted in writing or that you see local people observing. Once inside, remain silent if 
people are praying or meditating, because talking can interrupt prayers or be interpreted 
as rude behavior. Do not bring food or drink into a church, synagogue, or mosque, and do 
not take photographs inside places of worship without permission.  
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Traditions 

Traditional Economy and Labor  

Mining was a traditional economic activity in the years that Columbia as a colony was 
linked to Spain in a mercantile system. Traders exported gold and precious metals to 
Spain, along with some agricultural products. In exchange, Spain shipped manufactured 
products to its colonies. Agriculture remained part of the traditional economy, but 
primarily provided subsistence to the colonial settlements and the people who worked in 
the mines.138 

During the 1600s, agriculture increased in importance while the 
mining industry waned due to exhaustion of metals and minerals. 
Agriculture replaced mining in the 1700s, and by the end of that 
century, tobacco and sugar were primary exports.139 After 
independence in 1810, the economy shifted toward production of 
fruit and coffee.140 

From the 18th through the 20th centuries, agriculture remained 
Colombia’s economic foundation. Coffee production alone 
increased from 7% of Columbia’s exports in the 1870s to 75% of 
exports by the mid 1920s.141 Oil did not surpass coffee as the 
nation’s leading export until 1991.142 
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Organization of Labor in the Colonial Era 

Under the encomienda system (a Spanish feudal 
economic system) of the early colonial years, 
Indians living within a certain area were 
required to labor on the large farms. They 
essentially worked as slave laborers, yielding all 
rights to the Spanish-descended landowners who 
used their services. Under an alternative 
landholding arrangement known as “haciendas,” 
conditions were slightly better for the Indian 
laborers. This system joined the landowners and the Indians in a contractual relationship. 
The Indian laborers worked a certain number of days, and in return they often received a 
small piece of land. Indians were also forced to labor in the mines, but so many died from 
overwork that the owners brought in African slaves as mineworkers. By the 17th century, 
African slaves replaced the Indians as a source of labor in the mines. Later in that century 
and into the 18th century, African slaves began doing agricultural work on sugar 
plantations and large estates. Many slaves escaped and formed their own towns in the 
mountains, where they were free from Spanish authority. Slavery remained in effect until 
after the country achieved independence.143 

Besides in mining or agriculture a large number of people worked on ranches. Raising 
cattle was important to the economy during the colonial era. As entrepreneurial activity 
began to expand, many people were also able to work as merchants or artisans.144 

Labor Conditions in the 1900s 

Colombia’s economy became more connected to 
global business and financial markets in the 
early 20th century. The industrial sector, 
including textile plants, breweries, and pottery 
factories, began to expand as the U.S. became a 
major investor in Colombia and one of its 
leading business partners. A working class 
emerged in the 20th century and soon unionized 
for better working conditions. Strikes occurred 
(the first was in 1918) and were violently 
opposed by the Colombian government and paramilitary groups. The discontent over 
labor rights and compensation spread to agricultural workers, who also began to demand 
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higher wages.145 This struggle continued through the early and mid decades of the 20th 
century, as more people moved into the cities trying to find industrial jobs. 

Traditional Honor and Values  

A mixture of ideas formed new traditions and 
values in the land that became the nation of 
Colombia. Culturally, socially, and 
economically, the developing territory 
maintained strong links to Spain and its ideology 
of class, nobility, and religion. Spain brought the 
Catholic faith and the encomienda system to the 
Americas. The Catholic Church had a 
longstanding, conservative role in society, 
controlling education for many years. It worked 
with the Spanish colonizers, who passed on to the New World a worldview in which 
white citizens of Europe were privileged, and all others were accorded status by their race 
and position in the hierarchy. These ideas of social order mingled with those of 
indigenous and immigrant peoples (many of whom arrived involuntarily), and were 
fundamental to shaping the enduring cultural values of the new colony. Geographically 
isolated indigenous groups protected their traditions and standards, reinforcing the 
stratified class system that became so entrenched.146 In addition, the new territory 
developed a strong dynamic in which power and wealth became values in themselves. 
Throughout its history, Colombia has been subject to “state capture by political parties 
and disorganized political actors, and by corporations and powerful interest groups.”147 

In recent decades, crime networks and drug cartels with influence among corporate and 
government leaders have fueled Colombia’s growth. Certain traditions and values are 
embedded in these dynamics, including loyalty to organizational rules, formation of 
strong networks, accomplishment of collective achievements, and deep respect for 
authority.148, 149   Colombian society is characterized by the “concentration of power in the 
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hands of a closed, powerful elite. It is not difficult to notice that social inequality, and the 
values that shore it up, is part of daily life.”150 

Honor and hierarchy are important values in Colombian culture. Culto, a Colombian code 
of conduct, requires that people behave in certain formal ways if they wish to show or 
gain respect. Colombians in general highly value formal manners and appreciate 
hierarchy as it is interpreted within Colombian society.151, 152 

Foreign Influence on Colombian Institutional Values 

The values woven into Spanish American 
developing countries were influenced by the 
European Enlightenment and associated ideas.153 
In Colombia, many members of the colonial 
intelligentsia perceived France as a model, 
especially with regard to French legal and 
republican progressive values. After achieving 
independence from Spain, Colombians studied 
and adopted much of the French legal system, 
the Napoleonic Code. Emphasizing rational law 
and reason rather than traditions and prejudices founded in monarchy, it became part of 
the foundation of Colombian law during the 19th century. 154, 155 French influence has 
been adopted in other areas as well. Many cities in Colombia are influenced by French 
architectural designs. 156, The French also contributed to the development of the 
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Colombian Air Force in the early 20th century, and the French National Police assisted in 
building Colombia’s first national police force.157, 158 

Greetings, Politeness, and Communication159, 160 

Colombians, both women and men, customarily greet foreigners 
the first time with a handshake. Women who are close friends 
may grasp each other’s forearms and offer a kiss on the cheek. 
Between men who are friends, an embrace or hug is often 
customary. More formality is required among people who do not 
know each other well. In all cases, Colombians tend to take their 
time and extend the greeting time by following it with pleasant 
comments and questions. They may ask about the other person’s 
health, family, and friends, and they may make polite inquiries 
about the trip a visitor is taking. It is considered bad form to rush 
too quickly through a greeting. Showing only slight interest in 
the people one meets is a sign of disrespect.161  

Visitors should observe the formality of letting a Colombian 
person introduce them to local people, rather than introducing themselves. Colombians 
tend to be fairly reserved and formal during first introductions.162 Also, conversational 
exchanges should always be polite and not overly direct, with the speaker taking care not 
to offend by the way they speak. It is also important to maintain harmony through 
nonverbal communication, expressed as considerate, calm, restrained behavior while 
remaining personable.163, 164, 165  

                                                 
157 Library of Congress. “Colombia: Foreign Military Influence.” No date. http://www.country-data.com/cgi-
bin/query/r-3106.html 
158 GlobalSecurity.org. “Colombia – National Police (Policia Nacional).” c. 2000–09. 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/colombia/colombia_police.htm 
159 Google Books. Speaking Relationally [pp. 60–62]. Fitch, Christine L. 1998. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=gWkMuoCH0GkC&pg=PA60&lpg=PA60&dq=culto,+code+of+behavior,+Colomb
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North Andean Cultures: Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador [p. 94].” 2002. 
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Exchange 4: Good evening! 

Soldier: Good evening! bwenaas taardes! 

Local:  Good evening! bwenaas taardes! 

 

A good way to begin a conversation is by making inquiries about another person’s well-
being. In Colombia, it is important to ask about family members without being too 
personal or inquisitive. 

Exchange 5:  How is your family? 

Soldier: How is your family? ¿komo aanda laa faameeleeya? 

Local:  They are doing fine, thank 
you. todos estaan byen, graaseeyaas 

 

When talking with Colombians, it is appropriate 
to maintain close but relaxed eye contact. 
Looking away conveys disinterest or 
rudeness.166 Also, compared to North Americans, 
Colombian people tend to stand closer to those 
with whom they are speaking. If visitors from 
the U.S. follow their socially conditioned 
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impulse to back away and extend the personal space, they may be perceived as 
impolite.167 

A brief conversation that is part of a greeting 
can continue in a number of directions.  
Acceptable topics of discussion include 
impressions of the city or region you are 
exploring, and aspects of Colombia’s history, 
art, literature, or music. It is best to keep the 
conversation positive, and avoid criticizing 
aspects of Colombia or its culture. For instance, 
visitors should not talk about politics, drug 
cartels or drug dealing, or terrorism.  Avoid 
talking about the Panama Canal or how the U.S. acquired it, since many Colombians 
believe that Panama was taken from them illegally. Finally, refrain from making critical 
remarks about such things as bullfighting or situations you do not like or approve of.168, 

169 

In general, the Colombian people are open, expressive, and friendly with visitors.170 It is 
important to smile and speak in a welcoming tone when greeting people in Colombia. 
Such a demeanor can go a long way toward promoting good intentions.  

Exchange 6:  Good afternoon. 

Soldier: Good afternoon. bwenaas taardes 

Local:  Good afternoon. bwenaas taardes 

 

Note that people in the cities of the interior tend to be more formal and ceremonial than 
those in the coastal areas. Because the first Spanish viceroy was established in Bogotá, 
the more formal, restrained customs of the Spanish power structure became highly 
developed there and in other interior cities. In contrast, people along the coast were more 

                                                 
167 GlobalEdge. “Colombia: Culture – Welcome Topics of Conversation.” c. 2001-09. 
http://globaledge.msu.edu/countryInsights/culture.asp?countryID=112&CategoryID=3,1 
168 GlobalEdge. “Colombia: Culture – Welcome Topics of Conversation.” c. 2001-09. 
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170 Insight Guides. “Colombia: Dos & Don’ts.” October 2006. 
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influenced by Caribbean cultures, which tend to be more expressive and less formal.171, 

172 

Regardless of where they live, Colombian 
people have great pride in their culture. A visitor 
who knows something about their history and 
traditions and is willing to learn more will earn 
respect for such willingness to engage socially. 
This includes a good-natured readiness to speak 
conversationally in Spanish, with an open mind 
to learning the language further. Such an 
appreciation for Colombians’ language and 
culture is one good way to establish trust and 
goodwill with local people. 

Exchange 7:  How are you? 

Soldier: How are you? ¿komo estaa oosted? 

Local:  Fine, very well. byen, mooy byen 

 

Culto, a Colombian code of conduct, emphasizes 
behavior that is well-mannered and respectful of 
the hierarchy. It requires the appropriate use of 
titles or formal address when speaking to others. 
Loss of face (feeling shamed or dishonored) can 
occur when usted and tú are not used properly, 
for instance. (Both mean “you,” but usted is 
used for formal address, whereas tú is more 
intimate and relational, used for close friends 
and family.) It is important in Colombian culture 
to not presume intimacy in ways that are inappropriate, but to hold to a higher standard of 
formality. To violate this precept communicates disrespect.173, 174 
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Exchange 8:  Hi, Mr. Martinez. 

Soldier: Hi, Mr. Martinez. ola senyor maarteenes 

Local:  Hello! ola! 

Soldier: How are you? All is well? ¿komo estaan? ¿todo byen? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Rely on formal address (the equivalent of Mr. and Mrs., along with the family name) 
when meeting and conversing with Colombians. If a professional title is known, such as 
doctor or professor (or even architect or lawyer, for example), the visitor should use the 
title preceding the surname.175 

Hospitality and Gift-Giving  

Colombians invite guests whom they trust into 
their homes, a courtesy that should not be lost on 
the visitor from another culture. In other words, 
invited guests should appreciate the invitation 
and let the host know that they do. Most sources 
say that punctuality is not too important, and it is 
acceptable to be between 15 and 30 minutes late 
for a social event.176, 177, 178  When entering the 
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home,  observe the behavior and customs of the host and other guests and try to 
effortlessly blend in. Some customs are fairly standard across cultures. For instance, 
guests need to be well groomed and conservatively dressed. If the occasion is informal, 
the clothing still should be “tastefully coordinated,” avoiding jeans, T-shirts, and tennis 
shoes.179  

It is customary to bring a gift when invited into a Colombian person’s home.  

Exchange 9:  This gift is for you. 

Soldier: This gift is for you. este Regaalo es paara oosted 

Local:  Thank you. graaseeyaas 

 

Suitable gifts include chocolates, nuts, good 
quality pastries, or fruits. Potted plants and 
flowers are also thoughtful gifts, except 
marigolds and lilies, which are used for funerals. 
Roses are usually well received. If a child is in 
the home, bring a present that is age-appropriate, 
such as candy or a game manufactured in the 
U.S.180, 181 Generally, the recipient will open the 
gift privately rather than in front of guests.  

Because Colombian people value presentation and decorum, a dinner party will be 
surrounded by formal etiquette. If you feel unsure as to how to behave, observe those 
who are more knowledgeable and follow their lead.182  
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A guest can not go wrong by expressing appreciation for the host’s hospitality. 

Exchange 10:  I really appreciate your hospitality. 

Soldier: I really appreciate your 
hospitality. 

en verdaad le aagredesko soo 
ospeetaaleedaad 

Local:  Don’t mention it. no lo mensyone 

 

At the dinner table, do not seat yourself, but wait for the host or 
hostess to tell you where to sit. The host will invite everyone to 
start eating after everyone has been served by announcing “buen 
provecho,” which means “enjoy a good meal.” The host also 
makes the first toast, after which others at the table may feel free 
to do so. During the meal, certain manners are necessary. This 
includes keeping your hands visible, trying all the food that is 
offered, and refraining from putting your elbows on the table. 
Offer food to others before serving yourself. Also, in Colombia, 
diners follow the continental style of holding utensils, which 
means holding one’s knife in the right hand and the fork in the 
left. All food, even a piece of fruit, is eaten using the utensils. 
During the meal, the utensils do not switch hands. 183, 184 

Exchange 11:  What is the name of this dish? 

Soldier: What is the name of this 
dish? ¿komo se yaama este plateeyo? 

Local:  This is Sancocho. esto es sankocho 

 

When finished eating, it is considered good manners to leave just a little bit of food on 
the plate. This communicates satisfaction with the food to the host or hostess. To signal 
that you are not going to eat any more, it is customary to lay the knife and fork across the 
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plate. Finally, do not use toothpicks at the table; to do so is interpreted as bad manners.185, 

186 

During or at the end of the meal, be sure to compliment the hostess on the quality of the 
food she has prepared. 

Exchange 12:  The food tastes so good. 

Soldier: The food tastes so good. la komeeda saabe taan Reeka 

Local:  Thank you. graaseeyaas 

 

One way to express appreciation for the 
invitation is to offer to help the hostess with 
food preparation or clean-up after dinner. Even 
if she does not accept the offer, she will 
appreciate the consideration behind it. Also, 
showing interest in the food that is served can 
lend itself to interesting conversation around the 
dinner table. 

Exchange 13:  What ingredients are used? 

Soldier: What ingredients are used 
to make Ajiaco?  

¿ke eengredeeyentes se oosaaron paara 
aaser el aahyaako? 

Local:  Chicken, potatoes, garlic, 
creme and capers and 
pieces of tender corn on the 
cob and an aromatic herb 
guasca. 

poyo, paapaas, aaho, krema de leche ee 
aalcaapaaRaas enkoorteedaas, ee 
maasorkaas de maayees tyerno ee la 
yerba aaromaateeka yaamaada 
gwaaskaa 
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After the event, send a personal thank-you note to the host and hostess. Formal manners 
are important in Colombia. 

Other Social Customs 

Certain forms of public conduct in Colombia are 
different from typical customs in North America. 
In Colombia, yawning in public can be seen as 
somewhat rude. Unlike in the U.S., pushing in 
line is often common in Colombia. Sometimes it 
is necessary to be assertive in order to reach 
your place in a line, but not to the point of 
combativeness (e.g., a pushing match).187 It is 
customary to try to be first in line, and some 
people may cut in front of others because of age 
or gender, or because they know the person  in line. Note that people also typically walk 
more closely together on the street in Colombia, since personal space is considerably less 
than in the U.S.188 

Food and Drink Traditions189 

A variety of eating traditions are found in 
Colombia. At mid-day or around noon, for 
instance, Colombians break for a meal called 
almuerzo. An evening meal may take place 
around 6 p.m., although typically it begins much 
later. 

The first course of a meal is often soup. Soup is 
followed by a main course that may consist of 
meat, fish, or chicken accompanied with a side 
dish such as a salad and vegetables, beans, rice, or lentils.  
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Exchange 14:  This food is very good. 

Soldier: This food is very good. la komeeda estaa mooy saabrosa 

Local:  It’s Ajiaco. es aahyaako 

 

Common drinks in Colombia include coffee, bottled water, carbonated drinks, or fruit 
juices. Since the nation is one of the world’s leading coffee producers, it follows that 
coffee is prepared in a number of ways. Coffee aficionados may order tinto (strong coffee 
served in a small cup), café con leche (with milk added), or pintado (half coffee and half 
milk). 

Dress Codes  

Informal streetwear includes jeans, T-shirts, and 
tennis shoes for both men and women.  Informal 
wear for a social event is considerably more 
upscale. It means wearing an outfit that is well 
coordinated, with men often wearing a jacket 
and tie. People should wear footwear at all times, 
unless they are walking on the beach. 190, 191 

Exchange 15:   Is this acceptable to wear? 

Soldier: Is this acceptable to 
wear? ¿pwedo oosaar esto? 

Local:  Yes. see 
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If the occasion is a business event, then a higher level of formality is necessary. Both men 
and women try to dress expensively on these occasions. Women wear suits or slightly 
more casual dresses, making sure their accessories match the outfit. They avoid skirts that 
are short, instead wearing them at or below the knee, and typically choose closed-toed 
shoes over sandals. . Their hair is styled and their makeup skillfully applied.192, 193 

Exchange 16:  How should I dress? 

Soldier: How should I dress? ¿komo me debo de vesteer? 

Local:  Wear modest clothing. pongaase Ropaa komoda ee modesta 

 

On business occasions, men typically wear dark-colored suits, 
white shirts, and ties, with polished shoes and belts that 
coordinate. They tend to cut their hair often and always wear it 
carefully groomed. To make a good impression, they choose 
high-quality fabrics for their clothing and wear stylish 
accessories, such as watches and cuff links.194, 195 

In coastal areas, the dress styles are less formal.  It is hotter on 
the coast, so clothing is more casual. Men often wear colorful, 
casual shirts for work, and women can wear sleeveless dresses. 
At high elevations in the interior, people must wear heavy wool 
coats or sweaters to keep warm.196  

                                                 
192 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. “Chapter 4: The 
North Andean Cultures: Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador [p. 105].” 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombia&source=
bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX2sQOumcDLDw&sa=
X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5 
193 Culture Crossing. “Colombia: Dress.” No date. 
http://www.culturecrossing.net/basics_business_student_details.php?Id=19&CID=46 
194 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. “Chapter 4: The 
North Andean Cultures: Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador [p. 105].” 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombia&source=
bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX2sQOumcDLDw&sa=
X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5 
195 Global Edge. “Colombia: Culture – Guidelines for Business Dress.” c. 2001-09. 
http://globaledge.msu.edu/countryInsights/culture.asp?countryID=112&CategoryID=2,1 
196 Global Edge. “Colombia: Culture – Guidelines for Business Dress.” c. 2001-09. 
http://globaledge.msu.edu/countryInsights/culture.asp?countryID=112&CategoryID=2,1 



 
47

Non-Religious Celebrations and 
Holidays197,198 

Each year, Colombia sponsors many public 
celebrations in which Colombians and visitors 
from other countries participate. The Ibero-
American Theater Festival of Bogotá is one of 
the world’s largest performing arts festivals. It 
attracts thousands of people and a large number 
of theater and performance companies from 
around the world. Started in 1988, the festival 
features dancing, classical music concerts, 
lectures and workshops on the arts, circus, pantomime, and puppet shows.199 Other fairs 
and music festivals take place throughout the country, featuring salsa dancing, 
bullfighting, masquerades, parades, and other events.200 

Although most public holidays in Colombia are affiliated with religion, a number of civil 
public holidays are also marked by closures of banks and government offices. They 
include Labor Day (1 May), Independence Day (20 July), and a second independence day 
celebrated on 11 November. This date honors independence for Cartagena, which was the 
first city to break with Spanish rule. In Cartagena, the historic event is marked with street 
fairs, parades, and general celebrating. On 7 August, the Battle of Boyacá, a national 
holiday, commemorates the day in 1819 when Colombia achieved a complete break with 
Spain through military victory led by General Simón Bolívar. 

On 12 October, Colombians celebrate Columbus Day (Día de la Raza), the date they 
recognize as the first European visit to the Americas. This date can change to 
accommodate its celebration on a Monday. The purpose of this flexibility is to create a 
holiday of three days, made up of a weekend followed by a public holiday.  
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Social Events 

Weddings  

Colombian weddings, the majority conducted through the 
Catholic Church, are similar to Catholic or Christian weddings in 
other parts of the world. There are some differences in Colombia, 
however, which are influenced by the country’s class divisions. 
Upper-class people tend to marry within their own class, holding 
elaborate church weddings. In contrast, people in the middle and 
lower classes may try to marry outside their class, possibly 
enabling them to attain higher social rank. They often choose 
less expensive civil ceremonies or even consensual marriage 
outside of a formal contract. 201  

Exchange 17:  I wish you both happiness. 

Soldier: I wish you both happiness. le deseyo feleeseedaad 

Local:  We are honored. nos onraa 

 

One religious wedding tradition followed in 
Colombia, called the candle ceremony, 
represents the merging of two bodies or lives 
into one. It takes place after the ring ceremony. 
The bride and groom light separate candles, each 
candle representing the person’s individual life. 
They then use the separate candles to light one 
candle in unity, after which they extinguish the 
separate candles. The candle they lit together is 
left burning, symbolizing their new life 
together.202 

                                                 
201 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Colombia: Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
202 Topics Online Magazine. Wedding Customs From Around the World. “Colombia: The Candle Ceremony.” c. 1997-
2005. http://www.topics-mag.com/internatl/weddings/wedding-customs.htm 
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Exchange 18:  Congratulations on your wedding! 

Soldier: Congratulations on your 
wedding! feleeseedaades kon lo de la boda! 

Local:  We are honored you could 
attend. 

sereeya oon onor see oosted 
aaseesteeyera 

 

Marriage ceremonies in Colombia can be either religious or civil. A legal notary (notario) 
performs civil ceremonies, requiring the couple to provide a copy of each birth certificate 
and proof of marriage eligibility. Colombian citizens obtain the latter document, which 
validates their marital status and proves they are unmarried, from the Colombian National 
Registry. Similar documents must be presented for a religious wedding as well. The 
parties who marry in a church must register their marriage in a notary’s office following 
the church ceremony.203 

Funerals  

Christian funerals, which predominate in 
Colombia, share certain assumptions with 
similar funerals in other countries. 
Fundamentally, there is the belief—according to 
Roman Catholic dogma—that the dead will be 
resurrected and their souls will continue in an 
everlasting life.204 The Catholic Church states 
this in its creed recited at every Mass, and that 
following the resurrection, the dead will be 
judged by God. Funerary traditions in Colombia 
are organized around these Roman Catholic Christian beliefs (based in Latin rites). After 
relatives follow a ceremonial process of preparing the deceased for Christian burial, they 
enter a period of mourning. 

                                                 
203 Embassy of the United States, Bogotá, Colombia. “When U.S. Citizens Get Married in Colombia.” No date. 
http://bogota.usembassy.gov/marriage.html 
204 If I Should Die.co.uk. “Religious Traditions and Beliefs: Christian Funerals.” c. 2009. 
http://www.ifishoulddie.co.uk/religious-traditions-and-beliefs-c37.html 
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Exchange 19:  I would like to give my condolences. 

Soldier: I would like to give my 
condolences to you and 
your family. 

keeseeyeraa daarle el pesaame aa soo 
faameeleeya 

Local:  Thank you. graaseeyaas 

 

Since Colombia is a deeply multicultural nation, other funeral customs are not 
uncommon. This is especially true in remote areas. One example is seen in the tiny 
village of San Basilio de Palenque, where descendants of slaves have lived for centuries. 
They declared their region independent from Spain in a 1700s rebellion, and their culture 
remains unique. Their language and music are a blend of African (Bantu) and Spanish, 
with other influences mixed in.205, 206 Within this subculture, death is surrounded by 
“complex funeral rituals” representing the “distinct spiritual and cultural systems framing 
life and death in the Palenque community.”207 

Exchange 20:  Please be strong. 

Soldier: Please be strong. por faavor seyaa fwerte 

Local:  We will try. traataaremos 

 

                                                 
205 United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. “Cultivating Colombian Traditions.” c. 1995-
2009. http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=32722&URL_DO=DO_PRINTPAGE&URL_SECTION=201.html  
206 The New York Times. San Basilio de Palenque Journal. Romero, Simon. “A Language, Not Quite Spanish, With 
African Echoes.” 18 October 2007. http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/18/world/americas/18colombia.html 
207 United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. “The Cultural Space of Palenque de San 
Basilio.” 4 November 2008. http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?RL=23 



 
51

Do’s and Don’ts  

Do be aware of all official regulations or laws and follow them. 

Do not criticize or show disrespect to Colombian officials, citizens, or their country. 

Do not criticize or show disrespect to the Roman Catholic Church in Colombia. 

Do not stare at or engage in overt expressions of affection with the opposite sex. 

Do not wear expensive, flashy clothing or jewelry, especially in Bogotá or large cities. 

Do not accept cigarettes, drinks, or food from strangers on a train or bus.  

Do not make the “A-OK” signal, the circular curling of the thumb and forefinger. Its 
meaning in Colombia is different from in the U.S. 

Do not point upward with the middle finger. It is obscene in the U.S. and equally so in 
Colombia. 

Do not use obscene or indecent language within earshot of Colombian citizens. Many 
may be familiar with American slang. 
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Urban Life 

Urbanization 

In Colombia, 74% of the population inhabits 
urban areas (est. 2008)208 with the majority 
living in Bogotá, Medellín, Cali, and 
Barranquilla.209  These are the nation’s largest 
cities and the primary centers of industry. 

Colombia’s rate of urbanization has been among 
the highest in Latin America. In 1938, only 31% 
of the population lived in urban areas, compared 
to almost 60% by 1973.210 The rate of 
immigration has been low, with a limited effect on urbanization. Most people moved to 
the cities through internal migration—looking for jobs after the economy began to 
industrialize in the early and mid 20th century. Also, decades of armed conflict resulting 
from political instability forced many people out of rural areas. A civil war known as La 
Violencia began in 1948 and continued for  18 years, killing hundreds of thousands of 
people and driving many into the cities.211, 212 More recently,  over 1.5 million 
Colombians (and many sources put the number much higher) were “victims of forced 
displacement” between 1995 and 2005 as a result of paramilitary and guerrilla 
violence.213 

Many who emigrated from the countryside during this period settled in the periphery of 
the large cities. The resulting urban agglomerations included the municipalities of Yumbo 
around Cali; Soacha near Bogotá; and Soledad, Malambo, and Puerto Colombia 
adjoining Barranquilla. Special planning and development policies were required for 
these extended urban areas to address basic services, transportation, housing, and 
environmental needs. The core cities together with their adjoining municipalities are 
expected to grow much larger in future decades.214 

                                                 
208 CIA World Factbook. “Colombia: People.” 22 July 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/co.html 
209 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia.” February 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
210 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Colombia. “Chapter 2 – The 
Society and Its Environment. Population and Urbanization: Urbanization, Migration, and Immigration.” 
1988. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 
211 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Colombia. “Chapter 1 – Historical 
Setting. Collapse of the Democratic System, 1946–58. La Violencia.” 1988. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 
212 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [p. 32]. c. 2004. Lerner Publications Company. 
213 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia - Society.” February 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
214 Google Books. Colombia. Giugale, Marcelo, O. Lafourcade, and Connie Luff. [p. 332.] 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=OY5KX4lXlWkC&pg=PA330&lpg=PA330&dq=urbanization+in+Colo
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Urbanization in Bogotá 

Bogotá, Colombia’s capital city, grew rapidly 
due to migration between the 1930s and 1960s. 
During the 1940s and 50s, increasing violence in 
the countryside pushed people into urban areas.  
Industrial jobs also drew people to Bogotá in the 
early and mid 20th century; by the late 1950s, 
Bogotá surpassed its rival city Medellín in terms 
of manufacturing jobs.  

By the 1990s, migration to Bogotá slowed, and 
the city grew mainly from natural expansion of its existing population. Also, life 
expectancy in Bogotá rose from 66 years of age in the early 1970s to 71 years of age by 
the early 1990s.215 

Labor Issues 

Rural migrants often had difficulty finding jobs 
in Colombia’s large cities, and experienced 
poverty and substandard living conditions.216 A 
large number lacked job skills and education, 
and could find only menial work—often as day 
laborers.217 But others benefited from joining 
labor unions after the working class emerged in 
the 20th century, following the expansion of 
industry.218 Many workers gained training and 
skills in their job environments, which enabled 

                                                                                                                                                 

mbia&source=bl&ots=A1g1v8qNNy&sig=mT09zuQk-
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Latin American Special Case? [p. 243] ” 1996. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=G7JSjZaWA84C&dq=The+Mega-
City+in+Latin+America&printsec=frontcover&source=bn&hl=en&ei=4PqBSpWwFZHSsQPQxs33CA&sa
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216 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [p. 38]. c. 2004. Lerner Publications Company. 
217 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Colombia: The Lower Class and the Masses.” 1988. 
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them to advance economically. Currently, labor unions are still active, representing health 
workers, teachers, tradespeople, and industrial workers, but their bargaining efforts have 
been weakened by the opposition that labor leaders have encountered in Colombia.219, 220 

The fight for higher wages and better working 
conditions in Colombia has been an ongoing 
struggle.221, 222 Government, corporate anti-
union forces, and linked paramilitary groups 
have violently opposed industrial strikes since 
1918.223  Colombian troops used force to end a 
strike against the United Fruit Company (later 
Chiquita Brands) in 1928, a pattern repeated 
frequently in the 20th century.224, 225  More 
recently, labor leaders were persecuted and often 
executed by paramilitary groups operating under the umbrella of United Self Defense 
Forces of Colombia (AUC). Following the 2006 formal disbandment of the AUC 
(designated a terrorist group by the U.S. State Department), successor groups to the AUC 
have continued this pattern of repression against trade union and political activists.226, 227, 

228, 229, 230  
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Unemployment and underemployment in the cities have dropped since 2002 but remain a 
challenge. The  unemployment rate in Colombia was 11.8%  in 2008—higher than the 
2007 rate of 11.2%—and almost half the population lived below the poverty line, 
according to 2005 figures.231 In cities, the poverty level was reduced between 1978 and 
1995 but began to increase as a result of an economic recession.232  Due to high 
unemployment and cartel related security problems, over 1 million Colombians left the 
country between 2000 and 2005. Some sources put the emigration rate higher during this 
period, stating that close to 10% of the population left in search of jobs, economic 
security, and safer futures.233  

New urban jobs were created in Colombia after the drug trade became active in the late 
1970s. When Colombian drug traffickers laundered their money by investing it in real 
estate, the investment created a booming construction industry. Although this industry 
opened up thousands of construction jobs, the net effects of the drug trade were also 
inflationary, creating higher prices and a higher cost of living.234 By 1984, most urban 
jobs were found in construction, manufacturing, services, and commerce.235 More 
recently, almost 60% of the country’s labor force was employed in the services sector and 
almost 19% in industry, according to 2005 estimates.236 

Lifestyles and Social Class 

People in Colombia are divided by social and 
economic backgrounds, with most upper- and 
middle-class people living in the cities.237 Thus, 
urban lifestyles are dictated largely by social 
class, which is also influenced by racial 
background. Among the more prominent upper-
class groups are the Antioqueños, who migrated 
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south in the 19th century from Antioquia (the state in which Medellín is located). They 
are influential in growing coffee and in banking, trade, and industry in Colombia. They 
were also prominent in the drug trade until the demise of Pablo Escobar, who led one of 
the nation’s largest cartels. Colombia’s upper class is mainly of European background 
and maintains close business and political ties. Those in the middle class who aspire to 
the elite must cultivate social connections and business alliances. To move up the ladder, 
they must follow highly regulated social activities. A very small group of extremely 
wealthy people, almost entirely of “pure, Spanish background,” forms the top layer of the 
upper class.238 

Wealthy people living in Colombian cities have the means to travel, or belong to 
exclusive clubs or sports facilities offering activities such as tennis and golf. Recreational 
activities available to people of all backgrounds include bullfights, musical concerts, and 
dancing. Among the most popular sports is soccer, which attracts large crowds to 
professional competitions. One of the country’s most famous players, Carlos Valderrama, 
played not only for Colombian and other South American teams, but also for teams in the 
United States and France. Soccer attracts young people in Colombia, who play 
competitively in amateur leagues. Other popular sports include swimming, basketball, 
automobile and bicycle racing, and baseball.239, 240 Of course, general socializing is 
common in Colombian cities, taking place among family members, friends, and 
neighbors. 

Exchange 21:  What is your telephone number? 

Soldier: What is your telephone 
number? ¿kwaal es soo noomero de telefono? 

Local:  My phone number is 57-1-
320 14 80. 

mee telefono es seenkwentaaee syete – 
oono – tresyentos ve-eente kaatorce 
ochenta. 

 

Upper-class social life tends to be formal, governed by a rigid code of conduct. In 
comparison, social life among the lower classes is less inhibited. People in this group 
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more easily socialize in spontaneous gatherings that include friends and neighbors. 
Religious activities and festivals also constitute an important part of social life.241 

Urban Living Conditions 

According to a poverty indicator that measures 
unsatisfied basic needs among the poor, the 
poverty level dropped in urban areas of 
Colombia from 26.8% in 1993 to 16.4% in 
2000.242 The improvements were attributed to an 
expansion of government services, including 
energy and sewer and water systems. But a 
World Bank report found that after a period of 
declining rates, urban poverty increased after 
1995 due to economic recession.243 It is likely 
that income has dropped at the same time that some social indicators have remained 
stable or improved. In other words, although basic services have been expanded, many 
struggle to afford them. Colombians who live in cities spend a significant part of their 
income on services such as utilities, housing, and transportation. Even though these 
services are widely available, people often default on their utilities payments, or they may 
connect illegally to basic services.244 

Thousands of the unskilled, uneducated migrants in the 20th century ended up settling in 
slums in and around the large cities. The large shantytowns that developed usually 
consisted of little more than poorly constructed lean-tos or huts lacking electricity and 
running water.245 The problem of housing shortages still exists and continues to 
disadvantage the low-income urban population. Basic services are also inadequate in the 
large cities. The Ministry of Public Health has addressed this through developing 
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infrastructure projects to provide drinking water, and by educating citizens about diet, 
sanitation, and maintenance of their homes. The ministry has also worked to create 
projects that address industrial pollution or other threats to public health.246  

Telecommunications 

Colombia’s telecommunications system was 
liberalized in the early 1990s, and it primarily 
serves large urban areas. Approximately 50% of 
the functioning telephone lines are limited to 
just three cities out of the entire country: Bogotá, 
Cali, and Medellín.247  

Exchange 22:  May I use your phone? 

Soldier: May I use your phone? ¿me permeete soo telefono? 

Local:  Of course. por soopwesto 

 

The country’s mobile phone networks have been growing rapidly, with approximately 
75% of the population using cell phones. In comparison, only around 18% of the 
population uses fixed-line service.248 By 2005, the rate of cell phone service in Colombia 
was the highest in Latin America.249  

Health Care  

Colombia’s health care system changed in the 
1980s, decentralizing from government control 
of public health to departmental and city control. 
Although some improvements took place, urban 
areas benefited more than rural. Urban health 
providers continue to have the most access to 
resources and training opportunities. Also, the 
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majority of trained doctors and nurses are found in the cities.250 

Exchange 23:  Is the doctor in, sir? 

Soldier: Is the doctor in, sir? ¿estaa el doktor, senyor? 

Local:  No, he’s not here. no, no estaa 

 

As part of the decentralization process, a reform in 1993 shifted part of the funding of 
health care subsidies to the recipients of health care. This change required employees as 
well as employers to contribute to the cost of health insurance. Health care coverage for 
the population increased from 21% before 1993 to 66% in 2005, but disparities and 
uneven coverage have persisted.251, 252 Hospitals often lacked the facilities or 
administrative systems to support the change, and fraudulent claims began to appear from 
managed care organizations. The subsidized part of the healthcare system is inefficiently 
managed and lacks adequate funding, and mortality rates remain high for poor people 
who have not been able to get the care they 
need.253, 254 

Because of the violence in Colombia caused by 
the narcotics trade, people who live in conflict 
zones have been unable to obtain health services. 
Traveling may be so dangerous that they are 
confined to their villages. For this reason, many 
have migrated to the cities, where they often end 
up in the slum areas. Here they may find limited 
access to health care, although they must 
contend with possible outbreaks of infectious 
diseases including dysentery, cholera, and typhoid. Some private agencies have been able 
to provide basic levels of health care, such as treatments for mental and reproductive 
health issues.255, 256 
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Exchange 24:  Do you know what is wrong? 

Soldier: Do you know what is 
wrong? 

¿saabe ke paasa? 

Local:  No. no 

 

The main causes of death in Colombia are 
homicide (which declined by half between 2001 
and 2006), heart and respiratory disease, stroke, 
and diabetes. The death rate is also high as a 
result of roadway accidents. Acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome (AIDS) has been a threat to 
the population as well. According to a 2007 
report, AIDS was the 5th-highest cause of death 
among people of working age.257 

Three levels of hospital services are available in Colombia: primary (basic), secondary, 
and tertiary. The primary level includes hospitals and health centers in small towns and 
large cities. They provide outpatient care, basic surgical, x-ray, and laboratory services, 
and sometimes limited emergency care.258 

Exchange 25: Is there a hospital nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a hospital 
nearby? 

¿aay ospeetaal por aakee serka? 

Local:  Yes, in the center of 
town. 

see, en el sentro de laa syoodaad 

                                                                                                                                                 
255 Doctors without Borders. “Violence in Colombia Isolates Millions from Health Care.” 2 July 2007. 
http://doctorswithoutborders.org/news/article.cfm?id=2078 
256 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [pp. 40–41]. c. 2004. Lerner Publications Company. 
257 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia – Health.” February 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
258 Google Books. Clinical Engineering Handbook. Dyro, Joseph F. [pp. 72–73.] 2004. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=EIeQhdrW2VMC&pg=PA72&lpg=PA72&dq=quality+of+hospitals+in
+Colombia&source=bl&ots=cT298K2zM7&sig=lf5m14_ddLy1FsvXThot1pSmgLY&hl=en&ei=JxBySuz
TEI7WsQP5gZHuCA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2 
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The secondary level of service includes health care from specialists and a higher level of 
diagnostic equipment. Tertiary facilities—specialized public hospitals in large cities have 
the highest level of infrastructure and the most modern equipment for diagnosing and 
treating serious medical problems.259 

Emergency rooms even in the highest-quality urban facilities are often overcrowded. 
Ambulance service is available for emergencies but might be slow, depending on traffic 
and other circumstances. If people have a medical emergency and visit a private hospital, 
they will likely have to pay in advance for treatment.260 

Education  

Colombia’s educational system includes 
facilities for preschool (usually private, for ages 
4 through 6) through college. Primary school, 
which is free and mandatory, includes 
elementary education for 5 years, after which the 
child completes 4 years of secondary school. 
This is followed by 2 years of upper-level 
secondary education. Students receive a high 
school diploma (bachillerato) at this time. They 
can then complete technical or business studies, 
which usually last 3 years, or they can attend university through the graduate level.261, 262, 

263 The Ministry of Education, established in 1886, has jurisdiction over the country’s 
educational system. 

Most universities in Colombia are located in Bogotá, although some have been 
established in other large cities. Public universities in Bogotá include the Francisco José 
de Caldas District University and the National University of Colombia. Among the 
private universities are the University of the Andes, the Xavieran Pontifical University, 
and the University Foundation.264  

                                                 
259 Google Books. Clinical Engineering Handbook. Dyro, Joseph F. [pp. 72–73.] 2004. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=EIeQhdrW2VMC&pg=PA72&lpg=PA72&dq=quality+of+hospitals+in
+Colombia&source=bl&ots=cT298K2zM7&sig=lf5m14_ddLy1FsvXThot1pSmgLY&hl=en&ei=JxBySuz
TEI7WsQP5gZHuCA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2 
260 U.S. Department of State. Travel.State.Gov. “Colombia: Country Specific Information - Medical 
Facilities and Health Information.” 18 February 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1090.html#medical 
261 StateUniversity.com. “Colombia – Educational System – Overview.” c. 2009. 
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/283/Colombia-EDUCATIONAL-SYSTEM-OVERVIEW.html 
262 SpainExchange.com. “The Education System in Colombia.” c. 1999–2008. 
http://www.spainexchange.com/guide/CO-education.htm 
263 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia – Education.” February 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
264 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia – Government and Social Conditions – Education.” c. 2009 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-25362 
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Literacy, defined as the ability to read and write at age 15, is just above 90% in Colombia. 
The expected number of years of both primary and secondary education that students will 
complete is 13 years for females and 12 years for males.265   

Transportation and Traffic  

Colombia has a well-developed road system, but 
the terrain is difficult, driving is slow in the 
mountains, and the best and safest way to travel 
between cities is by air.266 Within the cities, 
public transportation is one option for getting 
around. Both public and private-sector buses and 
minibuses operate in the cities, including 
outlying areas.267 Visitors from the U.S. should 
be advised that a U.S. State Department travel 
warning is in effect for Colombia. Although 
violence by narco-terrorist groups has diminished in cities, it still occurs in some places, 
both in large cities and rural areas. People who work for the U.S. government are warned 
against using either the inter-city or the intra-city buses because of the possibility of 
kidnapping or other crimes.268 

Exchange 26:  Will the bus be here soon? 

Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? ¿vendra oon bus pronto? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 
265 CIA Factbook. “Colombia – People.” 22 July 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/co.html 
266 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia – The Economy - Transportation.” c. 2009 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-25359 
267 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia – Transportation and 
Telecommunications.” February 2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
268 U.S. Department of State. Travel.State.Gov. “Colombia: Country Specific Information – Travel 
Warning.” 25 March 2009. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/tw/tw_941.html 
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Shared taxis are also an option for travelers in 
the cities. The fares are inexpensive, and it is not 
necessary to tip the drivers. Passengers should 
check to be sure the taxi has a meter running for 
their trip.269 In Bogotá, visitors who take taxis 
should be aware that robbery is a potential 
problem. They are advised to avoid any potential 
for crime by asking a proprietor in a restaurant, 
store, or hotel to call by telephone for the cab, 
rather than hailing one off the street.270 

Exchange 27:  Where can I get a taxi? 

Soldier: Where can I get a taxi? ¿donde pwedo konsegeer oon taaksee? 

Local:  Over there. aaya 

 

It is also possible for visitors to rent cars from major international rental agencies. Due to 
heavy traffic, driving uncertainties, and hazards, however, this is not a recommended 
means of travel either within the cities or in the countryside.271 

Exchange 28: Where can I rent a car? 

Soldier: Where can I rent a car? ¿donde pwedo aalkeelaar oon koche? 

Local:  Downtown. en el sentro 

 

                                                 
269 iExplore. “Colombia Travel Tips – Getting Around Towns and Cities.” c. 1999–2009. 
http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Colombia/Do's+and+Don'ts 
270 U.S. Department of State. Travel.State.Gov. “Colombia: Country Specific Information – Crime – 
Robberies of Taxi Passengers.” 25 March 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1090.html#traffic_safety 
271 iExplore. “Colombia Travel Tips – Car Hire.” c. 1999–2009. 
http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Colombia/Do's+and+Don'ts 
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Many of the roads are unpaved or in poor 
condition. Driving is dangerous because drivers 
generally do not follow speed or safety laws, 
which are largely unenforced. Drivers often 
drive aggressively and without lights turned on 
at night. Pedestrians as well as drivers are at risk 
from these conditions.272, 273 In addition to these 
driving issues, all Americans visiting Colombia 
are advised not to drive outside the cities at 
night because of safety concerns.274 

Exchange 29:  Which road leads to the airport? 

Soldier: Which road leads to the 
airport? 

¿ke kaaReteraa yegaa aal aaeropwerto? 

Local:  The one heading east. laa ke vaa aal estey 

 

Railway travel is another means of transportation in Colombian cities. Long-distance rail 
transportation of cargo has decreased because other methods, such as air transport, are 
more efficient. Long-distance passenger service is also limited. When riding regional 
trains between cities, passengers should be aware that landslides can cause 
cancellations.275 Also, on long trips, they may be advised to bring their own food and 

                                                 
272 U.S. Department of State. Travel.State.Gov. “Colombia: Country Specific Information – Traffic Safety 
and Road Conditions.” 25 March 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1090.html#traffic_safety 
273 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [p. 104.] 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
274 U.S. Department of State. Travel.State.Gov. “Colombia: Country Specific Information – Travel 
Warning.” 25 March 2009. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/tw/tw_941.html 
275 Encyclopædia Britannica. Colombia – The Economy – Transportation.” c. 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-25359 
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water, as the train might not provide food and snack service.276 Intra-city rail 
transportation operates in Medellín, but Bogotá lacks such transport. 277  

Exchange 30:  Is there a train station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a train station 
nearby? 

¿aay estaasyon de tren serka? 

Local:  No. no 

 

Restaurants and Marketplace 

Restaurant278, 279, 280  

Urban restaurants serve international as well as 
local cuisine. Often, local dishes reflect the 
influence of Spanish cooking. Common items on 
the menu include ajiaco (a stew or soup made of 
chicken and potatoes), arepas (cornmeal 
“pancakes,” a dense, flat bread topped or filled 
with various ingredients), and mariscos (seafood) 
near the Caribbean coast. 

                                                 
276 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [p. 104.] 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false   
277 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Colombia – Transportation and 
Telecommunications.” February 2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
278 World Travel Guide. “Going Out - Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://www.worldtravelguide.net/country/59/entertainment/South-America/Colombia.html 
279 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [pp. 53–54]. c. 2004. Lerner Publications Company. 
280 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [pp. 106–
10.] 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Exchange 31:  I’d like some hot soup. 

Soldier: I’d like some hot soup. me goostaareeya oona sopa kaalyente 

Local:  Of course. klaaro ke see 

 

Breakfast, often continental style, is usually served between 7:30 a.m. and 9 a.m. 
Traditionally, the main meal of the day is lunch, which may last 2 or more hours. In the 
cities, lunch may involve a quick sandwich from a corner market, or it might be a 
leisurely business lunch that lasts several hours. A formal lunch will consist of three or 
more courses. Dinner begins relatively late, around 7 p.m. For either dinner or lunch, 
soup is often served as a first course, followed by chicken, meat, or fish. The main course 
may include beans, lentils, or vegetables and rice. Side orders can include salads and 
fried plantains. 

Exchange 32:  Are you still serving breakfast? 

Soldier: Are you still serving 
breakfast? ¿todaaveeya seerven desaayoono? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Meat dishes often seen on the menu are arroz 
con pollo (chicken and rice) and carne asada 
(roasted meat). In Medellín and other areas of 
Antioquia, a popular dish is bandeja paisa, meat 
prepared with red beans, rice, avocado, and fried 
plantains. If in doubt about the kind of meat 
being served, it is a good idea to simply ask the 
waiter. 

Exchange 33:  What type of meat is this? 

Soldier: What type of meat is this? ¿ke teepo de kaarne es esta? 

Local:  Beef. kaarne 
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The most popular drinks are coffee, fruit juice, carbonated soft drinks, and different kinds 
of tea. Alcoholic beverages are not usually served with meals but are available. They 
include beer, wines from Chile and Argentina, and drinks such as canelazo, a cocktail 
made with rum.  

Exchange 34:  I would like coffee or tea. 

Soldier: I would like coffee or tea. me goostaareeya oon kaafe o te 

Local:  Of course. segooro ke see 

 

Table service is the typical eating arrangement 
in restaurants, and it is customary for diners to 
personally thank chefs and waiters for the 
service they provide.281 When trying to flag 
down a waiter, it is far more polite to do this by 
using eye contact. It is considered impolite to 
wave down waiters or call out to them. 

A dinner party in a restaurant involves a certain 
level of formality. Seating may be arranged to 
promote conversation. If the event is hosted, the host may initiate a toast (salud) before or 
during dinner, serving both wine and hard liquor made of sugar cane.  

Guests should accept the drink and compliment the host after taking the first drink that 
follows his toast. If someone has invited a group to dine together, that person customarily 
pays the bill, although guests may be expected to contribute. It is best to decide in 
advance whether to pay the bills separately or put it all on one tab. Let the waiter know in 
advance of ordering which way you wish to proceed. 

                                                 
281 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [p. 104.] 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Exchange 35:  Put this all on one bill. 

Soldier: Put this all on one bill. pongaalo todo en laa meesma faaktooraa

Local:  Very good. mooy byen 

 

Customers should also find out before they order 
what kind of payment method is accepted and 
have it ready when they ask for the bill. Hotel 
restaurants or urban upscale restaurants, in 
general, take major international credit cards. It 
is a good idea to have cash on hand, however, 
just in case other payment methods are not 
accepted. Most upscale restaurants accept Visa 
and MasterCard. 282 

Exchange 36:  May I have my total bill, please? 

Soldier: Can I have my total bill, 
please? 

¿me daa el totaal de lo ke debo en laa 
faaktoora, por faavor? 

Local:  Yes, of course. see, por soopwesto 

 

Leaving a tip of at least 10% is a standard practice in restaurants in Colombia. The tip 
may be already included in the bill. Even so, it is a good idea to leave an extra small 
amount if the service was good. For other services, such as porters who help with luggage 
or attendants in hotels, tipping is common. The amount in these cases is at the discretion 
of the traveler. 283   

                                                 
282 World Travel Guide. “Money - Colombia.” c. 2009. 
http://www.worldtravelguide.net/country/59/money/South-America/Colombia.html 
283 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [pp. 104–
105.] 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Exchange 37:  Where is your restroom? 

Soldier: Where is your restroom? ¿donde estaa soo serveesyo? 

Local:  That room to your left, just 
over there. 

es aakel kwaarto aa soo eeskyerda aayaa 
no maas 

 

Marketplace284, 285 

Many markets, small shops, and outdoor selling 
stalls can be found in large cities. They sell a 
wide range of products and handicrafts, 
including carvings of soapstone, crafts made by 
Indian tribes, silver, gold, leather, and souvenirs. 
Precious stones, including emeralds, are also 
available for sale, especially in Bogotá. It is a 
good idea to buy only certified stones and avoid 
buying emeralds from street vendors, as some 
merchants try to sell stones of poor quality at 
high prices.286 

Exchange 38:  Do you sell leather? 

Soldier: Do you sell leather? ¿vende oosted kwero? 

Local:  Yes, of course. klaaro ke see 

 

                                                 
284 Lonely Planet. “Colombia – Practical Information – Money and Costs – Money.” c. 2009. 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/colombia/practical-information/money-costs 
285 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [p. 104, 
107.] 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
286 Professional Travel Guide. “Colombia Things to See & Do Guide - Shopping.” c. 2009. 
http://www.professionaltravelguide.com/Destinations/Colombia/See-and-Do/ 



 
70

Bargaining is an expected practice in the marketplace. It is a form of social interaction 
and should be conducted cheerfully, but at the same time not carried on too long.287 It is 
always possible to walk away from a transaction and come back later if still interested, or 
not at all, if the price seems greater than the value.  

Exchange 39:  Is the market nearby? 

Soldier: Is the market nearby? ¿aay oon merkaado serka? 

Local:  Yes, over there on the 
right. 

see, por aaya aa la derecha 

 

When exchanging money, it is usually placed in 
the palm of the hand rather than on the counter. 
This customary practice is simply part of the 
personal nature of Colombian culture.  

Markets and shops in the cities are usually 
closed between 12 noon and 2 p.m. so that the 
employees can eat their lunch and rest. This may 
be inconvenient to customers, but they simply 
have to wait until the stores reopen, between 2 
and 3 p.m. Stores then usually stay open for business until late (7 p.m. or 8 p.m.).  

Exchange 40:  How much longer will you be here? 

Soldier: How much longer will 
you be here? 

¿kwaanto maas va estaar aakee? 

Local:  Three more hours. tres oraas maas 

 

Food in the cities is available at numerous street stalls, which offer a variable quality of 
food. These stalls may be convenient for employees who do not have time to go home for 
a meal. Shoppers can also purchase drinks here, paying in cash. Establishments known as 

                                                 
287 Professional Travel Guide. “Colombia Safety & Travel Security Guide.” c. 2009. 
http://www.professionaltravelguide.com/Destinations/Colombia/Safety 
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cantinas serve primarily snacks and drinks, often catering to men. At pastelerías, pastries 
are served along with tea and coffee.  

Exchange 41:  Do you have a dessert? 

Soldier: Do you have a dessert? ¿tyenen postre? 

Local:  Yes, we have rice with cocoa. see, tenemos aaRos kon koko 

 

It is a good rule of thumb to establish in advance the kind of 
currency a seller or shopkeeper will accept. To change money, 
travelers should go to banks, hotels, or change bureaus, avoiding 
the danger of changing it at outlets on the streets. The easiest, 
safest way to access money is with a debit card or credit card. 
Using a Visa or MasterCard, a traveler can go to a bank to get an 
advance. The main banks for over-the-counter transactions or 
changing money are Banco Unión Colombiano or Bancolombia. 

 

 

Exchange 42:  Do you accept U.S. dollars? 

Soldier: Do you accept U.S. dollars? ¿aakseptaan dolaares? 

Local:  No, we accept only pesos. no, solo se aakseptaan peso 

 

If a buyer has a large currency denomination, it is a good idea to ask in advance of 
buying whether the seller can give change. This way, one avoids the inconvenience of not 
having the money on hand. 
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Exchange 43:  Can you give me change for this? 

Soldier: Can you give me change for 
this? 

¿me da senseeyo por esto? 

Local:  No. no 

 

ATM machines in Colombia usually operate on cards that were issued outside the 
country. Typically, debit cards charge the lowest fees. Credit cards can also be used at 
ATMs, which are usually located adjacent to the major banks. It is advisable, however, to 
use an ATM in a protected location, such as inside a shopping mall.288 

Dealing with Beggars  

Many beggars live in the large cities of 
Colombia. Often they move there from poor, 
rural areas, in search of jobs, and end up 
begging for food and money when they cannot 
find work in the cities. It is common for people 
of all ages, including women and young children, 
to approach visitors riding in taxis or walking on 
the street and ask them for money.289 

To avoid attracting the attention of beggars, 
visitors should avoid wearing flashy jewelry or expensive watches or clothing. It is best 
to ignore the beggars if possible and do not give out money. If other beggars are around, 
they may quickly congregate if they see someone handing out money.  

                                                 
288 U.S. Department of State. “Colombia, Country Specific Information: Crime – Robberies of ATM 
Customers.” 18 February 2009. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1090.html#traffic_safety 
289 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America. Foster, Dean Allen. [p. 104.] 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Exchange 44:  Give me money. 

Local: Give me money. deme deenero 

Soldier:  I don’t have any. no tengo 

 

Even after a visitor communicates that he or she is not interested in buying something, a 
beggar or seller may continue to insist on making a sale. If this happens, the target of the 
sale should just decline the offer. The best solution can be to simply say “I’m sorry, I 
have no money” and just keep walking, avoiding eye contact. 

Exchange 45:  Please, buy something from me. 

Local: Please, buy something 
from me. 

por faavor, kompreme aalgo 

Soldier:  Sorry, I’m clean out. lo syento, estoy leempyo 
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Rural Life 

Rural Economy  

Historical Overview 

For much of the 20th century, wages have 
remained low for rural agricultural workers in 
Colombia.  In 1964, wages were lower than 
those received by unskilled workers in the 
construction industry. Rural workers received 
only about one third as much as industrial 
workers.290 

Several factors conspired during the 1970s to 
stimulate the rural economy. Agricultural wages 
began climbing due to the introduction of a new variety of coffee, which led to replanting 
crops and setting up new plantations, all on a large scale. At the same time, marijuana 
production was booming, along with production of cocaine. This boosted rural job 
demand and raised wages. Job demand was stimulated in another direction by industrial 
growth in cities and the opening of urban jobs. This pulled thousands of rural workers out 
of the countryside, as they moved to the cities in search of industrial jobs.291 

After 1978, agricultural wages began to stagnate, although the sector in general continued 
to be the mainstay of the Colombian economy. In 1987, agriculture contributed 21% to 
the nation’s GDP; in 1986, it accounted for almost 68% of Colombia’s revenue from 
exports.292, 293 Up to and throughout the 20th century, the gulf between rich and poor 
remained unchanged, including in rural areas. Landholding continued to be highly 
concentrated, with 80% of the nation’s farmland owned by only 10% of the large ranches 
and farms in Colombia by mid 1988.294  

Between 1987 and 2006, agriculture decreased significantly, dropping to 12% of the 
nation’s GDP. Still, over 22% of the nation’s labor force remained employed in 
agricultural jobs. In 2006,  not only was coffee the nation’s leading crop  for both export 
and cash but also the coffee sector employed approximately one third of all rural 

                                                 
290 Encyclopedia of the Nations. Colombia: A Country Study. “Rural Wages.” December 1988. 
http://www.country-data.com/cgi-bin/query/r-3028.html 
291 Encyclopedia of the Nations. “Colombia: Rural Wages.” December 1988. http://www.country-
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292 Encyclopedia of the Nations. “Colombia: Agriculture.” December 1988. http://www.country-
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agricultural workers.295 Much of the rural land was still being used to grow coca for 
production of cocaine. Other major crops are cocoa, cassava, bananas, cotton, sugarcane, 
soybeans, rice, tobacco, and timber. Some rural people work in fisheries and aquaculture 
farms, but this industry has remained marginal due to old-fashioned fishing techniques, as 
well as low domestic demand for fish.296 

Armed Conflict and Rural Displacement 

Armed conflict connected to the drug trade has 
disrupted people’s lives, particularly in rural 
areas. Drug traders laundered their profits and 
used them to purchase extensive tracts in rural 
areas. This has forced people off their land, 
which has depressed employment and security. 
Paramilitaries and guerrilla fighters have also 
evicted farmers from their property. 
Consequently, people have become unable to 
support themselves through traditional farming. 
In most cases, peasants do not possess legal title to the land they farm, and if they are 
evicted, they have no legal recourse to recover their land. Even some who do have legal 
title may neither get their land back through legal channels nor receive compensation if 
they are displaced. Unfortunately, many small-scale farmers resort to growing coca for 
the drug trade, having few realistic alternatives for survival. Farmers involved in the 
illegal trade are at risk of being arrested or finding themselves in a situation of armed 
conflict.297  

Exchange 46:  Do you own this land? 

Soldier: Do you own this land? ¿oosted es dwenyo de estey teReno? 

Local:  No. no 

 

                                                 
295 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Profile: Colombia. Economy. “Agriculture, 
Forestry, and Fishing.” February 2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
296 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Profile: Colombia. Economy. “Agriculture, 
Forestry, and Fishing.” February 2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
297 Google Books.com. Giugale, Marcelo, and O. Lafourcade, and Connie Luff. Colombia: The Economic 
Foundation of Peace. [p. 44–48.] 2002. Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development / THE WORLD BANK. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=OY5KX4lXlWkC&pg=PA330&lpg=PA330&dq=urbanization+in+Colo
mbia&source=bl&ots=A1g1v8qNNy&sig=mT09zuQk-
9J2b8GBeN45ZnuDnAo&hl=en&ei=1C5vSoLCEYySsgP74uDsAg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&re
snum=3#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Logging in the Chocó rainforest is one form of work taken on by some displaced rural 
workers. It is one of the few opportunities for employment in this northwestern part of the 
country. The work is dangerous; loggers sometimes come into contact with armed groups 
who have attacked them, trying to assert control over the region’s rich resources. The 
logging work involves cutting down trees and dragging them a considerable distance out 
of the jungle to a river to be floated downstream.298 

Rural Transportation  

Land  

Rural land transportation in Colombia is affected 
by its diverse terrain, including rugged 
mountains and tropical rainforest. The extreme 
geographical divisions divide the country, 
making passage difficult between the regions. 
Although Colombia has a large network of roads, 
they are not always passable; only around one 
eighth of them are paved.299 Landslides 
frequently block the roads in mountainous areas, 
creating yet another difficulty.  

Road traffic cannot pass north beyond Colombia into Central America. The Pan-
American Highway between Alaska and Cape Horn, Chile, breaks for approximately 160 
km (99 mi) at the Darién Gap in Panama. On the Colombian side of this region, the land 
is covered by marsh and swampland created by the delta of the Atrato River. The 
Panamanian side consists of a rainforest in the midst of rugged, high mountains. 
Although numerous projects have begun construction of a road across this gap, for many 
reasons none has ever been completed.300, 301  

                                                 
298 UNHCR, The UN Refugee Agency. “No Time for an Easter Break for Displaced in Colombia’s Chocó.” 
20 March 2008. http://www.unhcr.org/47e2903d2.html 
299 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia – The Economy – Transportation.” c. 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-25359 
300 Outside.online. Howe, Ben Ryder. “Panama’s Darién Gap: An Impossible Place to Be.” September 2004. 
http://outside.away.com/outside/features/200409/panama_darien_gap_1.html 
301 Dark Roasted Blend. “Darien Gap: The Most Dangerous (Absence of a) Road.” 18 September 2008. 
http://www.darkroastedblend.com/2008/09/darien-gap-most-dangerous-absence-of.html 
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Exchange 47:  Do you know this area very well? 

Soldier: Do you know this area very 
well? 

¿konose mooy byen esta aarea? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Driving on country roads can be hazardous and is not advisable for security reasons. Cars 
are subject not only to theft but to attack by rural guerrillas or others involved in conflicts 
or illegal actions. Rural roads are often unpaved, have numerous potholes, or are 
otherwise in poor condition, especially during heavy rains.302, 303 Pedestrians and animals 
may cross, or walk alongside or on the roads, and it may be difficult to see them in 
advance. Heavy trucks frequently drive fast along narrow country roads. All of these 
conditions create hazards for drivers.  

Bus service is the main means of transportation between villages, since passenger rail 
service is lacking in the countryside. Bus passengers do not need to purchase tickets in 
advance, except during the heavy travel seasons of Christmas and Easter. Instead, they 
simply buy their tickets when they board the bus.304 

Rural Health  

Colombia has a health care system that relies on both 
government and private support. After the 1980s, the 
government decentralized and its role became much smaller, 
replaced by regional and city control. This change benefited 
urban areas more than rural, since most of the resources and 
training facilities are located in cities. Also, most trained medical 
personnel live in the cities where they have more professional 
opportunities.305 

Health care services continue to be under funded. Following 
reforms in the 1990s, patients had to pay more of their own 
health care costs. Those who held jobs that offered health 

                                                 
302 Lonely Planet. “Colombia: Getting Around. Car & Motorcycle.” c. 2009. 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/colombia/transport/getting-around#267009 
303 iExplore. “Colombia Travel Tips: Getting Around by Road.” c. 1999–2009. 
http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Colombia/Do's+and+Don'ts 
304 Lonely Planet. “Colombia: Getting Around. Bus & Tram.” c. 2009. 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/colombia/transport/getting-around#267006 
305 Streissguth, Tom. Colombia in Pictures [pp. 40–41]. c. 2004. Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group.  
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insurance were required to contribute to the cost of insurance, alongside the employer 
contribution. Although coverage increased, various difficulties left rural workers and the 
urban poor unable to obtain health care.306, 307 Other problems appeared: the health care 
infrastructure has not been strong enough to implement the expansion of care. Also, 
hospitals often lacked the equipment, facilities, or administrative systems to support the 
change, and managed care has not been organized efficiently.308, 309 

Exchange 48: Can you help me? 

Soldier: My arm is broken, can 
you help me? 

¿tengo el braaso fraaktooraado, me 
aayooda? 

Local:  Sorry, I can’t.   lo syento, no pwedo 

 

Specific conditions have contributed to the 
weakening of the health care system in many 
rural areas. Violence from the drug trade and 
political fighting has caused the abandonment of 
many rural health care facilities. This leaves 
people in the countryside without access to 
health care. Facilities that manage to remain 
open have a much higher number of trauma 
cases caused by violence. These physical and 
psychological injuries have burdened health 
services, as such cases are likely to consume a large share of available resources. In some 
rural areas, private agencies such as Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontieres) 
have tried to provide limited services, including basic, reproductive, and mental health 
care. Sometimes they can help with emergencies as well. 

                                                 
306 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Profile: Colombia. “Health.” February 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
307 The International Observatory on End of Life Care. “Health Care System in Colombia.” No date. 
http://www.eolc-observatory.net/global_analysis/colombia_health_care.htm 
308 Healthcare Economist. “Colombia’s Health Insurance Reform: Is Managed Competition for the Poor 
Working?” 22 February 2006. http://healthcare-economist.com/2006/02/22/colombias-health-insurance-
reform-is-managed-competition-for-the-poor-working/ 
309 Global Insight. “Healthcare Reform in Colombia at a Standstill as Funding Scarce.” c. 2007. 
http://www.globalinsight.com/SDA/SDADetail5917.htm 
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Exchange 49:  Is there a medical clinic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a medical clinic 
nearby? 

¿aay oona kleeneeka serka de aakee? 

Local:  Yes, over there. see, por aaya 

 

In their Norte de Santander project in northeastern Colombia, 
bordering Venezuela, Doctors Without Borders provided mobile 
clinics in a region of dense jungle. In the Sucre project in 
northwestern Colombia, the agency has operated a basic clinic to 
treat displaced people. Often, when these people are able to 
return to the homes from which they fled, they find their 
property gone and their homes destroyed. Unprotected, they may 
be recruited into armed groups, intimidated, or forced to move 
again. Such ongoing instability and the atmosphere of fear 
contribute to further mental and physical health issues.310, 311 

Exchange 50:  Did these people threaten you? 

Soldier: Did these people threaten 
you? 

¿esta hente le aamenasoh? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 
310 Google Books.com. Giugale, Marcelo, and O. Lafourcade, Connie Luff. Colombia: The Economic 
Foundation of Peace [p. 47].  2002. Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development / THE WORLD BANK. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=OY5KX4lXlWkC&pg=PA330&lpg=PA330&dq=urbanization+in+Colo
mbia&source=bl&ots=A1g1v8qNNy&sig=mT09zuQk-
9J2b8GBeN45ZnuDnAo&hl=en&ei=1C5vSoLCEYySsgP74uDsAg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&re
snum=3#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
311 Medecins Sans Frontieres / Doctors Without Borders. “Violence in Colombia Isolates Millions from 
Health Care.” 2 July 2007. http://doctorswithoutborders.org/news/article.cfm?id=2078 
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In many cases, rural people flee the violence and live in slums on the periphery of cities. 
Here, they are unlikely to gain jobs, much less health services. In some of these places, 
they have been evicted as a “risk to public order.”312, 313 

Education  

Although Colombia’s educational system 
requires students to attend school through 
secondary education, attendance often falls short 
of this goal.314 This is especially true in poor, 
rural parts of the country. Civil disorder has had 
a negative impact on social systems, in this case 
by disrupting education. Conditions in the 
countryside may make it unsafe for children to 
attend school. While facing the prospect of 
unsafe travel conditions outside their homes, 
students may live in families whose lives have been disrupted by the political violence. 
Conditions may require that they put school aside and work instead, to help their families 
survive. Unless they are large landowners (which most are not), rural people cannot 
afford to remove their children from disruptive social conditions and send them to private 
schools. The wealthy in Colombia, on the other hand, will often send their children to 
private schools or universities outside the country.315  

Many teachers—who are viewed as community leaders—have also been targeted, caught 
in the crossfire that so often “pits rightist paramilitaries and leftist guerrillas against a 
central government that’s lost control of huge swaths of the country.”316 The Colombian 
Federation of Educators has reported that, between 1998 and 2003, almost 3,000 teachers 

                                                 
312 Google Books.com. Giugale, Marcelo, and O. Lafourcade, Connie Luff. Colombia: The Economic 
Foundation of Peace [p. 47]. 2002. Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development / THE WORLD BANK. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=OY5KX4lXlWkC&pg=PA330&lpg=PA330&dq=urbanization+in+Colo
mbia&source=bl&ots=A1g1v8qNNy&sig=mT09zuQk-
9J2b8GBeN45ZnuDnAo&hl=en&ei=1C5vSoLCEYySsgP74uDsAg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&re
snum=3#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
313 Medecins Sans Frontieres / Doctors Without Borders. “Violence in Colombia Isolates Millions from 
Health Care.” 2 July 2007. http://doctorswithoutborders.org/news/article.cfm?id=2078 
314 StateUniversity.com. “Colombia: Constitutional & Legal Foundations.” c. 2009. 
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/282/Colombia-CONSTITUTIONAL-LEGAL-
FOUNDATIONS.html 
315 Google Books. Foster, Dean Allen. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America [p. 95]. 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
316 The Christian Science Monitor. Stern, Seth, and Rachel Van Dongen. 17 June 2003. 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2003/0617/p13s02-lecl.html?related 
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were displaced and 300 were killed.317 Kidnapping and extortion have also been ongoing 
problems. Because they belong to unions, teachers may be seen as labor activists or 
community organizers, which puts them at risk for being victims of these crimes. In some 
cases, both sides of the conflict have accused them of having sympathies with the 
opposite side. Most of the risk exists in rural areas of Colombia where the central 
government may have weak authority and illiteracy is high. The overall effect of the 
conflict has included school shutdowns, lowered enrollment, fear of speaking during 
history or social studies classes, and fewer students entering the teaching profession.318 
Although the conflict is said to be receding, the U.S. State Department reports as of 2009 
that “Small towns and rural areas of Colombia can still be extremely dangerous due to the 
presence of narco-terrorists…” and “Kidnapping in rural areas is of particular 
concern.”319 

Village Life   

Approximately 26% of the people in Colombia 
live in rural areas.320 The majority are involved 
in farming for their main income. Their lifestyle 
cannot be described without referring to the 
political conditions that have created economic 
hardship and instability throughout the country, 
and especially in rural areas. Some rural villages 
are stable, and others are not. Not only have 
large numbers of the nation’s small farmers been 
driven off their land by the armed conflict that 
has prevailed since the 1970s, but many have been pushed into the risky prospect of 
growing coca, the only crop that will ensure their economic survival.321 Caught in an 
armed conflict that involves paramilitaries, guerrilla groups, and other illegal forces, the 
rural poor in Colombia have seen their village life severely interrupted for decades. A 
large number of villagers have migrated to the cities, hoping to find jobs, safety, and 
stability.322, 323, 324  

                                                 
317 The Christian Science Monitor. Stern, Seth, and Rachel Van Dongen. 17 June 2003. 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2003/0617/p13s02-lecl.html?related 
318 The Christian Science Monitor. Stern, Seth, and Rachel Van Dongen. 17 June 2003. 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2003/0617/p13s02-lecl.html?related 
319 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. Travel Warning. “Colombia.” 5 August 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/tw/tw_941.html 
320 CIA Factbook. “Colombia: People.” 30 July 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/co.html 
321 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Profile: Colombia. Society. “Population.” 
February 2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Colombia.pdf 
322 A broad background to Colombia’s complex political conditions and the ways they affect village life is 
found in the following source: Google Books. Livingstone, Grace. Inside Colombia [pp. 3–22]. 2004. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
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Amid these chaotic living conditions, people in 
Colombia tend to seek security by identifying 
with the regions in which they live. Regional 
differences determine characteristics such as diet, 
manner of dress, and speech patterns. Such 
distinctive differences apply to regional culture 
groups known as Santandereanos, Nariñenses, 
Tolimenses, Antioqueños, and Boyacanses.325 
Many rural indigenous tribes, who retain their 
own customs, live throughout the country—
concentrated in the highlands, Amazon jungles, eastern plains, and other areas. 

In rural areas, people’s religious beliefs are often mixed with local customs or folk 
religion. According to separate traditions, they practice their spiritual beliefs with 
devotion, often praying to a patron saint whom they honor with a yearly fiesta. In some 
villages, the local priest is often considered the main figure of authority.326 

Exchange 51: Your honor, we need your help. 

Soldier: Your honor, we need your 
help. 

soo senyoreeya, le soleeseeto soo 
aaseestensya 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

In rural Colombia, men are the head of household, and women are responsible for 
household and family work, caring for children, and also working in the fields. If men are 
absent from the home, the women and children are entirely responsible for the 
subsistence of the family. If women lack access to medical care, they give birth at home, 
sometimes using the services of a midwife. Of necessity and custom, rural people also 
rely heavily on traditional medicines. Some indigenous healers in the forests and Amazon 

                                                                                                                                                 
323 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. Travel Warning. Colombia. 5 August 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/tw/tw_941.html 
324 Infoplease.com. The Columbia Encyclopedia, 6th Ed. “Colombia: History. Mid-Century to the Present.” 
c. 2007. http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/world/A0857443.html 
325 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Colombia – Cultural Life – Daily Life and Social Structure.” c. 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-168868 
326 Everyculture.com. Culture of Colombia. “Religion.” c. 2007. http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-
Co/Colombia.html 



 
83

jungle have tried to conserve particular plants and forest regions, in an effort to maintain 
their customs of practicing medicine.327  

Most villagers live in small, single-family homes. The building materials are often cinder 
blocks. After the blocks are put in place, they are covered and sealed with a mixture of 
earth materials (adobe), usually clay to which cow manure, hay, or other products have 
been added.328 

Checkpoints 

Colombia has easily accessible road crossings 
with only two countries, Ecuador and Venezuela. 
A possible crossing with Peru and Brazil is 
located at Leticia, at Colombia’s far 
southeastern tip. When crossing from Ecuador 
into Colombia, it is necessary to use the 
Carretera Panamericana crossing, in Ipiales, 
Colombia. However, this region is sometimes 
considered unsafe. Four crossing points are 
available between Colombia and Venezuela; the 
safest one is at Cúcuta, Colombia, on the main road between Bogotá and Caracas.329 

Exchange 52:  Where is the nearest checkpoint? 

Soldier: Where is the nearest 
checkpoint? 

¿donde keda la gaareeta maas serkaana? 

Local:  It’s two kilometers that 
way. 

aa dos keelometros de aakee 

 

The potential for violence or unpredictable events is present to various degrees at police 
checkpoints, depending on the region. In 2008 in Honda, a town in mountainous central 
Colombia, police at a checkpoint captured a leader of a drug cartel (Miguel Angel Mejia 
Munera), also linked to a paramilitary unit. He had been on a list for extradition to the 
U.S., and his brother was shot and killed in a nearby armed encounter only a few days 

                                                 
327 Everyculture.com. Culture of Colombia. “Medicine and Health Care.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
328 Everyculture.com. Culture of Colombia. “Urbanism, Architecture, and the Use of Space.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
329 Lonely Planet. “Colombia: Getting There & Away. Travel Documents - Land.” c. 2009. 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/colombia/transport/getting-there-away  
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earlier.330 In another incident—in an indigenous region of southwestern Colombia—
soldiers shot and killed the husband of a prominent activist for indigenous rights. He was 
driving to pick up his wife, who had been reporting about a UN meeting. Soldiers 
claimed that he had failed to stop as ordered at a 
military checkpoint.  

Others claimed that a military checkpoint is 
always marked by a sign and red cones to attract 
drivers’ attention, and that such a checkpoint 
was not in place. An armed group known as the 
Indigenous Guard surrounded the soldiers until 
the attorney general’s office arrived to disarm 
the squadron. In response to the incident, 
representatives of the National Indigenous 
Organisation of Colombia (ONIC) demanded a 
UN-sponsored investigation.331 Incidents such as these lead to an atmosphere of tension 
and uncertainty at checkpoints or in situations when military police are called to take 
immediate, unexpected action.  

Exchange 53:  Please get out of the car. 

Soldier: Please get out of the car. por faavor saalga del kaaRo 

Local:  OK. byen 

 

At checkpoints, it is essential for you to have proper identification. This includes your 
passport or a copy of it, plus a photo ID such as a driver’s license.332  

                                                 
330 BBC News. “Colombian Police Catch Drugs Twin.” 2 May 2008. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/7380584.stm 
331 IPS Inter Press Service. Vieira, Constanza. “Colombia: ‘There Was No Checkpoint’ Where Army 
Shooting Took Place.” 16 December 2008. http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=45139 
332 Professional Travel Guide. “Colombia Safety Guide.” c. 2009. 
http://www.professionaltravelguide.com/Destinations/Colombia/Safety 
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Exchange 54:  Is this all the ID you have? 

Soldier: Is this all the ID you 
have? 

¿es esta toda la eedenteefeekaasyon ke 
yeva? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Land Mines 

The armed conflict in Colombia has led to 
continued use of antipersonnel landmines by 
both leftist guerrilla groups, and rightist 
paramilitary units such as the Autodefensas 
Unidas de Colombia (AUC). Both the UN 
Office of the High Commissioner and the 
Organization of American States filed reports in 
2007 stating that paramilitary groups that had 
been required to disband were still operating. In 
addition, the FARC guerrilla organization has 
engaged in widespread use of land mines.333  

Colombia ratified the Mine Ban Treaty in September 2000. Legislation implementing the 
Treaty under Law 759 was passed in 2002. However, “non-state armed groups” have 
continued to produce, use, and transfer land mines. The estimated area contaminated by 
land mines is unknown.334   

Exchange 55:  Is this area mined? 

Soldier: Is this area mined? ¿estaa meenaada esta aareya? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 
333 Human Rights Watch. “Colombia” [pp. 211–214]. 2008. http://www.docstoc.com/docs/792178/Human-
Rights-Watch-World-Report-2008 
334 Landmine Monitor. “Colombia.” 2008. 
http://lm.icbl.org/index.php/publications/display?url=lm/2008/countries/colombia.html 
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Casualties from land mine explosions fell in 2007, the first decrease since 2002. In spite 
of this progress, the statistics for injury from land mines in Colombia have remained 
among the world’s highest. Some mine clearance has been taking place in areas where 
civilians live, but the effectiveness of this action is limited since the contaminated areas 
have been only partially identified.335 

                                                 
335 Landmine Monitor. “Colombia.” 2008. 
http://lm.icbl.org/index.php/publications/display?url=lm/2008/countries/colombia.html 
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Family Life 

Family Structure336  

Family life in Colombia began to change during 
the 1980s as the economy transformed. Due to 
rapid industrial expansion, rural people migrated 
to the cities in large numbers, seeking industrial 
jobs and urban opportunities. These changes 
have weakened the extended family, making it 
less cohesive. Increased social mobility has 
provided more independence to young people, 
but at the same time, it has often dislocated 
kinship ties. The lower classes have been most 
affected by these changes. Consensual unions (outside of marriage) and households led 
by women appear more frequently. Even before this social dislocation occurred, lower-
class families have been more vulnerable to economic instability. The changes that took 
place during the 1980s only made their situations more precarious.   

Exchange 56:  Are these people part of your family? 

Soldier: Are these people part of 
your family? 

¿son estaas personaas paarte de soo 
faameeleeya? 

Local:  No. no 

 

The Colombian nuclear family in general has 
traditionally been patriarchal. If the male head-
of-household is absent, his wife usually takes 
over the role. When he is present, however, the 
father leads the household, protects the women 
who are part of it, and provides for the family. A 
woman is expected to show deference to her 
husband’s authority as she manages the 
domestic activities of the family. Even though 
the family structure began to transform in the 
1980s, affected by industrialization and economic changes, the extended family led by a 
male patriarch remains strong.  

                                                 

336 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Colombia. “Chapter 2 – The 
Society and Its Environment. Family Life.” 1988. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 
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Exchange 57:  Is this your wife? 

Soldier: Is this your wife? ¿es esta soo esposa? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

The Roman Catholic Church, prominent in Colombian society, upholds this traditional 
view of the family, especially among the middle and upper classes. Most formal 
marriages are conducted through the Church. Such marriages confer prestige and status 
upon families who can afford the heavy cost. For those concerned with social mobility, 
elaborate church weddings are necessary. Other religious rites accompany important 
events in family life. Beginning with baptism at birth, Roman Catholic services and 
activities form the foundation of family life.  

Status of Women, Children, and Elderly  

Women337, 338, 339 

Women in Colombian society have traditionally 
occupied an authoritarian, male-led family 
structure. This patriarchal pattern has marked all 
social classes, although it is weaker among 
women of the lower classes, as they are less 
governed by social formalities than upper-class 
women. Ironically, women in the lower class 
find themselves less restricted because they have 
less economic stability.  The husband or father 
in such families may frequently be absent from 
the home searching for work, requiring the women to be wages earners and in charge of 
the family. The formal system of male chaperonage that is available to upper-class 
women falls apart when males do not or can not maintain a stable position in the home.  

                                                 

337 Google Books. Culture and Leadership, Across the World [pp. 696, 699]. Chhokar, Jagdeep Singh, and 
Felix C. Brodbeck, Robert J. Hours. 2007. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=b1rRHQ5HndMC&pg=PA699&lpg=PA699&dq=honor+and+values+in
+Colombia&source=bl&ots=owc-DAI_k9&sig=4WZiG_xEgp8BsCFzu81oD-
XuA00&hl=en&ei=9v1dSt_hB4aMtAP4ueGhCg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4 
338 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Colombia. “Chapter 2 – The 
Society and Its Environment. Family Life.” 1988. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cotoc.html 
339 Maps of World.com. “Colombia Family.” c. 2009. http://www.mapsofworld.com/colombia/society-
and-culture/family.html 
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Surrounded by greater economic stability, upper-class women are subject to more firmly 
established restrictions concerning their role in society. This was especially true in the 
past. Upper-class women were generally not allowed to work outside the home unless 
they were doing volunteer work. If unmarried, their social life was limited to home, 
church, school, and chaperoned social events.  

Whether women were of the upper, middle, or lower classes, the overall pattern of life in 
Colombia has been patrilineal, with both descent and inheritance conferred through the 
male lineage. 

Despite the strong patriarchal cultural focus, the 
status of Colombian women has been changing 
toward gender equality. This pattern is far more 
pronounced in cities, where women have more 
opportunities for education and careers. It is 
apparent in the workforce, by the number of 
women who have achieved managerial or 
executive positions, especially in the 
government and financial sectors. The number 
of women who enroll in training programs for 
executives has increased. Also in the last few decades, equality between male and female 
students has been promoted in universities.340 

Exchange 58:  Do your children go to school? 

Soldier: Do your children go to 
school? 

¿soos neenyos vaan aa esta eskwela? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 

340 Google Books. Culture and Leadership, Across the World [pp. 696–7]. Chhokar, Jagdeep Singh, and 
Felix C. Brodbeck, Robert J. Hours. 2007. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=b1rRHQ5HndMC&pg=PA699&lpg=PA699&dq=honor+and+values+in
+Colombia&source=bl&ots=owc-DAI_k9&sig=4WZiG_xEgp8BsCFzu81oD-
XuA00&hl=en&ei=9v1dSt_hB4aMtAP4ueGhCg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4 
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Women, Families, and Political Conflict341, 342 

Women and family members have suffered in several ways from the drug wars and 
political violence so prevalent in the country. In rural conflict areas, household relations 
have eroded when men in the family joined paramilitary, guerrilla, or other illegal groups 
of fighters. Many women have consequently become widows, unable to support 
themselves and their children and often forced to flee their homes. The consequences of 
such disruptions can be high levels of stress, injury, and ongoing poverty, which all affect 
the family structure.343  

Exchange 59:  Does all your family live here? 

Soldier: Does all your family live 
here? 

¿toda soo faameeleeya veeve aakee? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

A large percentage of women are single-wage earners and are less able than men to 
acquire property, access technical advice, or obtain loans. In poor urban areas where rural 
refugees end up after leaving the countryside, men have great difficulty finding jobs, and 
the stress of unemployment can lead to a high prevalence of alcohol abuse and domestic 
abuse . 

                                                 

341 Google Books.com. Colombia: The Economic Foundation of Peace [pp. 47–48]. Giugale, Marcelo, 
and O. Lafourcade, Connie Luff. 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=OY5KX4lXlWkC&pg=PA330&lpg=PA330&dq=urbanization+in+Colo
mbia&source=bl&ots=A1g1v8qNNy&sig=mT09zuQk-
9J2b8GBeN45ZnuDnAo&hl=en&ei=1C5vSoLCEYySsgP74uDsAg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&re
snum=3#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
342 Google Books.com. Land Tenure, Housing Rights and Gender in Colombia [p. 242]. United Nations 
Human Settlement Programme. 2005. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=td6S3GG3_HkC&pg=PA242&lpg=PA242&dq=urban+jobs+in+Colom
bia&source=bl&ots=1j_yH8mjF2&sig=WN28kn1t-oOxwXu7mi-
aknQkAgc&hl=en&ei=GJVwStzOIpCysgOCvNTpCA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7#v=o
nepage&q=&f=false 
343 iDP Voices. Norwegian Refugee Council. Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. “Colombia: The 
Right to Respect of Family Life.” No date. 
http://www.idpvoices.org/80257297004E5CC5/(httpPages)/F44F64B00F9F1A36C12572F8005A4A36?Op
enDocument 
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Exchange 60:  Are you the only person who has a job? 

Soldier: Are you the only person in 
your family who has a job? 

¿es oosted la ooneeka persona en soo 
kaasa ke traabaaha? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Children and the Elderly  

According to tradition, parents teach Colombian children at an 
early age to help with household work, cooperate with their 
peers, and be deferential to their parents. Children, teens, and 
young adults learn to respect authority not only in the family but 
also in their social interactions outside the home. They grow up 
in an atmosphere that values conformity to collective social 
values and adherence to Catholic religious beliefs, which are 
organized around hierarchy and authority.344,345  

Exchange 61:  Are these your children? 

Soldier: Are these your children? ¿son estos soos eehos? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 

344 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America [p. 100]. Foster, Dean Allen. 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
345 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Colombia: Socialization.” c. 2007. http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-
Co/Colombia.html 
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In general, the family is protective of all its 
members regardless of age, providing material, 
emotional, and social support. The elderly often 
live at home with their sons or daughters, or 
nearby if in separate households. It has not been 
the custom for children in Colombia to place 
their parents in institutions. As both parents may 
be working outside the home, grandparents often 
help raise children, and family members depend 
on each other.346, 347, 348   

Exchange 62:  How many people live in this house? 

Soldier: How many people live in 
this house? 

¿kwaantaas personaas veeven en esta 
kaasa? 

Local:  Ten. syete 

 

School attendance for children is mandatory, and parents encourage them to pursue 
higher education. (As with many customs, this pertains more often to middle-class and 
upper-class families, who have the means to provide more for their children.) Even 
though the culture remains patriarchal, daughters as well as sons receive educational 
opportunities to help them attain an independent life. 

Exchange 63:  Is there a school nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a school nearby? ¿aay aalgoona eskwela por aakee serka? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

                                                 

346 Google Books.com. Culture and Leadership, Across the World [p. 697]. Chhokar, Jagdeep Singh, and 
Felix C. Brodbeck, Robert J. House. 2007. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=b1rRHQ5HndMC&pg=PA697&lpg=PA699&ots=owcZFzMVlb&dq=st
andards+of+behavior,+Colombia#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
347 AFS. “Visiting Colombia: Culture.” 2007. http://www.afs.org.co/col_sp/visiting 
348 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Colombia: Marriage, Family, and Kinship – Kin Groups.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
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Marriage, Divorce, and Birth  

Marriage  

Marriage in Colombia is usually viewed from 
the perspective of the Roman Catholic Church, 
which has held a significant role in mediating 
family life. Although increasing numbers of 
couples choose to live together before marrying 
(and sometimes in place of marriage), church 
weddings are a way of solidifying class ties. By 
demonstrating the wealth and social power of a 
family (or families), such weddings bring status 
and prestige to the unions.349 Marrying into or 
above one’s social class is the primary way families progress up the social ladder.350 
Historically, living together outside of church sanction has occurred more among the 
lower classes.351,352   

Exchange 64:  Are you married? 

Soldier: Are you married? ¿estaa kaasaado? 

Local:  No. no 

 

People who marry in the Catholic Church must register their marriage with the civil 
authorities. The church keeps an official record of the marriage as well, and applicants 
may get a copy of the marriage certificate from either source. If people choose to marry 
in a civil ceremony rather than in a church, a family judge or notary public performs the 
ceremony.353 Civil marriage in Colombia became possible in 1973, in accordance with a 

                                                 

349 MSN Encarta. “Customs of Colombia: Marriage and Family.” c. 2009. 
http://encarta.msn.com/sidebar_631522185/customs_of_colombia.html 
350 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Colombia: Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
351 JStor.org. Rosenthal, Celia Stopnicka. “Lower Class Family Organization on the Caribbean Coast of 
Colombia.” 1960. http://www.jstor.org/pss/1388661 
352 Google Books. Colombian Women [pp. 91, 94–96]. Garcés, Elena. 2008. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=7h7BpVBTuLEC&pg=PA31&lpg=PA31&dq=honor+and+values+in+C
olombia&source=bl&ots=de6-0CdTmo&sig=-
45neHDRdUhlpRKSZFjkneiQT4o&hl=en&ei=9v1dSt_hB4aMtAP4ueGhCg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=r
esult&resnum=1#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
353 U.S. Department of State. “Birth, Marriage, and Death Certificates.” 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/visa/frvi/reciprocity/reciprocity_3538.html 
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concordat (agreement between church and state) established that year. Prior to 1973, only 
marriages performed by the Catholic Church were recognized in Colombia.354 

Colombians, both married and unmarried, organize their lives according to the collective 
values of their extended families. Adult children who remain unmarried often continue to 
live with their parents and other family members. Also, married children who become 
widowed can return to live with their birth families, and often do. Throughout their lives, 
people continue to rely on their extended families.355 

Divorce  

In 1976, shortly after civil marriage became 
legal in Colombia, divorce for a civil marriage 
also became legal. Those who had been married 
by the church, however, could end their 
marriage only through a process of annulment 
rather than divorce. This changed after 1991, 
when the constituent assembly met and “made 
all marriages fully subject to civil law and thus 
to legal termination.”356 Law No. 25, which 
legalized divorce for both church and civil 
marriages in 1991, was one manifestation of the legislative process that weakened the 
Catholic Church’s role in government. Those who marry in the Catholic Church can still 
dissolve their marriage by annulment, issued by the church’s “Tribunal Eclesiastico.”357 
But this is a lengthy and expensive process that few people can afford.358 

Divorce has been increasing in Colombia. As of 2005, the courts were backlogged, with 
over 1 million pending divorce cases. To address this ongoing problem, the government 
adopted a law in 2005 that simplified legal procedures, including divorce. Under this law, 
spouses who agree to divorce may simply appear without lawyers in front of a notary 
(instead of a family law judge) to expedite the process. A family law judge is involved 
only if the couple has young children and custody becomes an issue. If the couple had 
married through the Catholic Church, they could still end their marriage in this simplified 

                                                 

354 Concordat Watch. “Colombia.” No date. http://www.concordatwatch.eu/showsite.php?org_id=851 
355 Google Books.com. Culture and Leadership, Across the World [p. 697]. Chhokar, Jagdeep Singh, and 
Felix C. Brodbeck, Robert J. House. 2007. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=b1rRHQ5HndMC&pg=PA697&lpg=PA699&ots=owcZFzMVlb&dq=st
andards+of+behavior,+Colombia#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
356 Google Books. The Making of Modern Colombia [p. 279]. Bushnell, David. 1993. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=jWyV-
qy6hSQC&pg=PA279&lpg=PA279&dq=catholic+church+and+divorce+in+colombia&source=bl&ots=UQ
yGqZEvHI&sig=83FADuVXXe1PpoE2OBXOowbdsXc&hl=en&ei=bayBSsegBIOIswPNh6X0CA&sa=X
&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
357 U.S. Department of State. “Birth, Marriage, and Death Certificates.” 2009. 
http://travel.state.gov/visa/frvi/reciprocity/reciprocity_3538.html 
358 The New York Times. “Colombia Moves to End Vatican’s Special Role.” 6 September 1992. 
http://www.nytimes.com/1992/09/06/world/colombia-moves-to-end-vatican-s-special-role.html 
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way and remarry under civil law. If they wished to remarry through the church, however, 
they would first have to go through an 
administrative church process.359 

Birth of Children 

Life in Colombia is strongly family-centered, 
and it is customary for a married couple to look 
forward to the birth of children. Sons represent 
the family lineage, but daughters are highly 
cherished as well. In general, children are a 
resource in various ways. In villages and poor 
households, they can help with farm work, 
housework, and caring for younger siblings or other family members. As they get older, 
they can help support the family with earned income. Children are also seen as part of a 
social security network that increases the certainty that someone will care for the parents 
in their old age.  

Exchange 65:  Do you have any brothers? 

Soldier: Do you have any brothers? ¿tyene ermaanos? 

Local:  Yes. see 

 

Mothers from the middle and upper classes give birth in clinical or hospital settings, 
usually in urban areas. Poor women are more likely to give birth at home, with or without 
the services of a midwife.360 

                                                 

359 Refworld. UNHCR, The UN Refugee Agency. “Colombia: Information on Divorce, Including Grounds, 
Procedures, Length of Process, Support Payments and Child Custody (2005 – January 2006).” 11 August 
2009. http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,,,QUERYRESPONSE,COL,,45f1472011,0.html 
360 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Colombia: Socialization – Infant Care.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Colombia.html 
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Naming Conventions361 

Colombian names often consist of two first 
names (given at birth), which may or may not be 
linked by a hyphen. The given first names 
precede the family name (surname) at the end. 
The surname can be of two parts, including the 
family name of the father followed by that of the 
mother, and it may be hyphenated. The situation 
for women is slightly different. When they 
marry, women in many cases retain their own 
dual family name, follow it with the preposition 
de, and then add the husband’s family name on his father’s side. Look at the following 
example, which is preceded by the title Señora (which means Mrs.): Señora Anna Maria 
Mendez-Padilla de Sanchez. In this case, Señora Anna Maria is married to Señor Sanchez 
(rather than using his full surname, Sanchez-Lomeli). Her own maiden surname from her 
father’s side of the family is Mendez, and it is linked by hyphen to Padilla (from her 
mother’s family name). When others introduce her, however, they may refer to her as 
Señora de Sanchez or simply Señora Sanchez, slightly less formal.  

The appropriate form of address for men or women, in either conversation or writing, is 
to use both first names. Thus, unless told otherwise, friends or associates would refer to 
Señora Anna Maria Mendez-Padilla de Sanchez as Anna Maria in informal situations in 
which conversation was on a first-name basis. When it is appropriate to address a man in 
person using his surname, the only part of the surname that the speaker typically uses is 
the father’s family name. In other words, a male named José Antoni Giraldo-Mendoza 
would be called Señor Giraldo (face-to-face), leaving out the part of the surname 
(Mendoza) from the mother’s side of the family. In writing or more formal circumstances, 
an introduction would be correspondingly more 
formal: Señor Giraldo-Mendoza. 

Family Celebrations  

Colombian families often get together to 
celebrate birthdays, baptisms, marriages, and 
other special events. Their gatherings, which 
include extended family and friends, are 
accompanied by sharing of food to mark the 
occasion.  

                                                 

361 Google Books. The Global Etiquette Guide to Mexico and Latin America [p. 100]. Foster, Dean Allen. 
2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=212EAing8RgC&pg=PA93&lpg=PA93&dq=social+etiquette,+Colombi
a&source=bl&ots=HA_2eeBiuF&sig=DiSxUBbA3yHVIq7xdzNllDo9MXQ&hl=en&ei=CnRCSpHODoX
2sQOumcDLDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=false 
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Particularly important celebrations include elaborate weddings among the upper classes. 
Such weddings cement social ties and extend kin relationships to reinforce class position. 
Other ritual social events and celebrations that strengthen kinship are important among all 
social classes. Such activities intensify “a wide circle of mutual assistance” that family 
members can rely on, whether for business, political, or personal reasons.362 

Colombians are known for their active social lives, in which families use public and 
religious holidays as occasions to celebrate together. One such instance is the nine days 
that precede Christmas, known as the Christmas Novena. Family members often invite 
neighbors to gather for prayer and festivities that include a special holiday meal and an 
exchange of gifts. On Christmas Eve, many families attend Midnight Mass together. 
Because Colombia is a Roman Catholic country, other family celebrations take place 
around the Christmas holiday. On the Día de las Velitas (Day of Candles) in early 
December, families share time decorating their houses and streets with paper lanterns and 
candles.363 

Family traditions are so strong that Colombians celebrate occasions that are special to 
their country and religion after they immigrate to other countries. Not only do they keep 
their family Christmas traditions intact, but they also gather to celebrate events such as 
Colombian Independence Day. In their new countries, Colombian families often meet to 
promote cultural events. They will plan activities, discuss fundraising, and develop 
projects. One organization that undertakes such events is known as SADCO (Sociedad de 
Amigos de Colombia). At SADCO events, the planning may take place in a social 
environment of sharing food and conversation with family members and guests. The 
purpose is not only social but to maintain Colombian traditions. . A Colombian 
Independence Day celebration, for instance, can include a picnic or party with Colombian 
food and music, including its national anthem.364,365 

                                                 

362 Map Zones. “Colombia: Life Style.” c. 2008. 
http://www.mapzones.com/world/south_america/colombia/lifeindex.php 
363 Queens Tribune.com. Lanza, Michael. “Hispanic Holidays: Colombians Celebrate Christmas for Nine 
Days.” 2008. http://www.queenstribune.com/glossy/1108holiday/colombian.htm 
364 SADCO – Friends of Colombia Society. “Events.” 2009. http://www.sadco.org/events.html 
365 Queens Tribune.com. Lanza, Michael. “Hispanic Holidays: Colombians Celebrate Christmas for Nine 
Days.” 2008. http://www.queenstribune.com/glossy/1108holiday/colombian.htm 


