STIMSEN

REPORT

Human Security & Governance

Protecting Civilians and Human Security
Program

Verifying Peace, Promoting
Protection: The Experience
of Colombia’s UN Verification
Mission

by Julie Gregory and Elias Yousif October 2025



ABOUT STIMSON

The Stimson Center promotes international security
and shared prosperity through applied research
and independent analysis, global engagement,

and policy innovation. For three decades, Stimson
has been a leading voice on urgent global issues.
Founded in the twilight years of the Cold War, the
Stimson Center pioneered practical new steps
toward stability and security in an uncertain world.
Today, as changes in power and technology usher in
a challenging new era, Stimson is at the forefront:
Engaging new voices, generating innovative ideas
and analysis, and building solutions to promote
international security, prosperity, and justice.

About the Program

Violence against civilians and human rights
violations contribute to intractable cycles of
conflict and instability—civilian harm generates
grievances, which lead to mobilization and
recruitment of the aggrieved, which results in more
violence and warfare. Stimson’s Protecting Civilians
and Human Security Program is a critical partner
among a dedicated group of stakeholders at the
international and local levels working to reduce
violence against civilians around the world and
strengthen human rights for all.

The program works to bridge policy and practice,
prioritizes being in the field, and identifies
protection challenges and innovations at the
local level to better understand the reality on

the ground. We then work with policymakers in
governments and international organizations to
develop approaches that will help practitioners
overcome obstacles and maximize efforts on the
ground. By combining our work at the policy level
and the field level, we achieve a multiplier effect,
ensuring that protection efforts are informed by
evidence based on ground experience.

About the Authors

Julie Gregory is a Research Analyst in the
Protecting Civilians and Human Security Program
at the Stimson Center.

Elias Yousif is a Fellow and Deputy Director of
the Conventional Defense Program at the Stimson
Center.

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to all who generously
offered their knowledge and experience to inform
this study. Special thanks to those who participated
in interviews, including personnel from the UN
Verification Mission in Colombia and UN agencies
in country, Colombian government officials, civil
society representatives, and conflict-affected
persons. The authors would further like to extend
thanks to Alina Entelis, Steve Hege, Lisa Sharland,
Rachel Stohl, and others for their insights and
comments on earlier drafts.

All views reflected in this report remain the
responsibility of the authors.

This report was made possible by generous
support from Global Affairs Canada.

Canada

Please Cite this Publication As

Julie Gregory and Elias Yousif, Verifying Peace,
Promoting Protection: The Experience of
Colombia’s UN Verification Mission, Stimson
Center, October 2025, Washington, D.C., USA.

Cover photo: A view of the streets and river in Cali,
Colombia. Photo by Julie Gregory.



October 2025

Verifying Peace, Promoting Protection: The
Experience of Colombia’s UN Verification

Mission

By Julie Gregory and Elias Yousif



Contents

ADDIeVIationS........ccciiiiiiiiiniininicieeneeeeneese s a e b s e e b e e e a s n 3
EXECULIVE SUMMATY ....c.coorvrrrernnnernnesniesessssssasssasssssosasssassasssasssasssassssssssssssssasssassssssssssssssasssasosasssassssssassse 4
INEFOAUCTION ...ttt s s ss s e s s s s s e s s s e b e e b s e aene e s besnasesasnes 5
Challenges to Civilian Safety and Security in Colombia...........ccccoouvrerruininensensnsnsisnccensensensensnenne 9
The Verification Mission’s Contributions to the Protection of Civilians................c.ccccueueunnenee. 13
Contributing to Protection through PreSenCe wuucceieiresresessensensensnessessensensenssessessessessnsssessesenns 14
Protecting through Communication and DialogUe...ueeeeeessesessensensenssessessessessessesssessessessessessacscenes 16
Advocating for PhySiCal ProteCtiON cceeiseesecssccsecsessessesssisscsseesessessssssessessessessessssssessessessessessssssnsans 19
Helping Build Civil Society’s Capacity to Advocate for Protection weiccecesessessessssssessessessessessasenes 21
Assessing the Verification Mission’s Impact on Civilian Safety and Security..............c.cu.u..... 23
Enabling Factors in the Verification Mission’s ENVIFONMENE weeuceeeseeseessessessessessessesssessessessessessessncenee 23
Limitations Facing the Verification MiSSION uuieceucesecsessesseisscssessessessesssissessessessessessssssessessessessessssanee 24
CONCIUSION ...ttt se s s e ae s s ss s s e s ss e ssss s se e asassnnssassssasnenasasnen 27

ENANOTES.......ccoeeeeeeeeeeieiiieierceeennnneeneseeeeseteteeeeesssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssassssanans 29



Abbreviations

CTFMR..... cererennaenns UN Country Task Force on Monitoring and Reporting

ELN . . ceevenaenasnaeeas Ejército de Liberacién Nacional

EMBEF........ reeeeeeeeaenenees Estado Mayor de los Bloques y Frentes

FARC-EP. . ceteresneniens Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo
NPU.......... cererensenns National Protection Unit

OAS......... . ceveeasaenenas Organization of American States

OHCHR.... ceevesesassanas UN Office for the High Commissioner of Human Rights

SPM.......... . SRR Special political mission

TATRs....... ceeeeeneeenenees Territorial areas for training and reintegration

UNDSS..... ceeeeeaeeeaeeees UN Department of Safety and Security

Stimson Center | 3



Executive Summary

In 2016, the Colombian government and the guerrilla insurgency group known as FARC-EP signed the
Final Peace Agreement, bringing an end to decades of conflict and immense human suffering. In the years
since, the United Nations Verification Mission in Colombia (herein referred to as the Verification Mission)
has helped maintain momentum behind the peace agreement, building parties’ trust and confidence in the
peace process. And although progress remains slow in implementing the agreement, the mission continues
to inspire government and civil society efforts through its advice, advocacy, and assistance. More recently,
the mission has also accompanied government efforts to engage in dialogue with other armed groups that
target civilians and perpetuate insecurity across the country.

In assessing its impact on the safety and security of civilians, this report finds that the Verification Mission
has meaningfully contributed to the protection of civilians in Colombia through its verification mandate
and good offices. Importantly, the mission has developed an internal culture of placing people first, thanks
to its “proactive verification” approach to its mandate. Specific factors that have enabled this include the
mission’s widespread presence across the country, its facilitation of communication between the capital and
regional and local levels, its advocacy for the protection of civilians, and its reinforcement of civil society’s
capacity to advance their own protection needs.

The mission’s accomplishments in these areas have been enabled by the Colombian government’s ongoing
efforts to fulfill its responsibility of protecting civilians, as well as by the fact that the mission operates
within a largely permissive operating environment. Furthermore, protection is intrinsic to the peace
agreement the mission is mandated to verify. Government officials and civil society experts interviewed for
this study describe the mission as promoting a protective environment for former FARC-EP combatants
and other vulnerable communities, with civilians often seeing the mission as a source of advice, a link to

national entities, and a voice of the international community.

The Verification Mission’s impact on the protection of civilians faces clear limits, however, as protection
is not explicitly referenced in its mandate, nor does it have the authority or capacity to use force to
protect civilians. As a special political mission (SPM), the Verification Mission has no armed troops or
police, although it does maintain unarmed international observers with military and police backgrounds.
Additionally, at the level of the state, fragmented government approaches to implementing human security-
related policies, as well as an absence of meaningful state presence and capacity across the territories,

hinder protection outcomes in the country.

Opverall, the Verification Mission’s experience provides useful examples of how peace operations without an
explicit protection mandate can nonetheless help advance the safety and security of civilians. For its part,
the Verification Mission could seek to strengthen its impact in Colombia by developing internal mission
guidelines on the protection of civilians to optimize protection outcomes where it is deployed. Such an
initiative would be greatly supported by the UN Secretariat’s development of guidance that outlines the
possible scope and limitations of SPMs in contributing to the protection of civilians. Furthermore, the
Verification Mission’s experience highlights the need for such protection guidance to address operating in

urban conflict areas, for example where armed actors live and operate among civilian communities.

4 | Verifying Peace, Promoting Protection



Introduction

A little less than 10 years on from the historic signing of the 2016 Final Peace Agreement between
the government of Colombia and the guerilla group Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-
Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP), there remains an ongoing push to implement the agreement in full. Yet
progress remains slow. While the peace agreement enabled a phenomenal reduction in violence across
the country, its incomplete implementation threatens to leave unaddressed societal inequalities and
security threats facing former FARC-EP combatants and other vulnerable communities. Furthermore,
in many regions, insecurity has risen as armed groups—characterized either as criminal or political—
continue to proliferate and grow in force.' Civilian communities remain at direct risk, both from being
caught in the middle of intensifying hostilities? and from targeted violence, intimidation, and coercion.’
It is within this challenging security environment that the United Nations Verification Mission in
Colombia (herein referred to as the Verification Mission) operates.

Established in 2017, the Verification Mission is mandated to monitor and verify implementation
of five key aspects of the 2016 agreement. Throughout its eight-year history, the Verification
Mission has enjoyed strong host-state consent and cooperation, helping to build trust between
the Colombian government and the FARC-EP and promote peace across the country. As such,
the UN Security Council has provided steady backing to the mission, evidenced by its unanimous
support for the mission’s mandate renewals each year. These dynamics are attributable in large
part to a focused, concise mandate that directly responds to the host state’s expressed wishes for
the mission.

Security Council members meet with the president of Colombia, Gustavo Petro (center, between flags), during the
Council’s visit to the country in 2024. UN Photo/Santiago Puentes Viana.

Few studies, however, have explored the Verification Mission’s impact on the protection of civilians in
Colombia.* Although the mission does not have an explicit mandate to protect civilians, its proactive
verification of government efforts to protect former FARC-EP combatants and other at-risk civilian
populations—in line with its mandate—points to the idea that the mission’s presence and operation
in the country inherently promote civilian safety and security. This report thus investigates in what
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ways the Verification Mission, as a special political mission (SPM),’ contributes to the protection of
civilians in Colombia through implementation of its mandate, as well as how its unique operational
environment affects its ability to support civilian security. This research aims to inform emerging
dialogue about the possible roles for SPMs in advancing the protection of civilians where deployed.

PROTECTION BY UN PEACE OPERATIONS

Research on the protection of civilians by peace operations has traditionally focused on UN
peacekeeping missions that have explicit mandates to do so. Peacekeeping missions, composed
of civilian staff, military, and police, implement a comprehensive, three-tiered approach to
protection: 1) protection through dialogue and engagement, 2) physical protection, and 3)
establishing a protective environment.® Furthermore, uniformed components in peacekeeping
operations can be armed and use force in self-defense or in defense of the mandate, such as to
protect civilians.

In contrast, there is no collective understanding about how SPMs, typically comprised of
unarmed personnel,” contribute to the protection of civilians, although the UN Agenda for
Protection details that all UN entities should be working in favor of the protection of people
and their human rights.® Nonetheless, a few political missions have had mandates to monitor
and report on civilian casualties or to support host authorities in implementing their plans on
the protection of civilians (as in Afghanistan and Sudan, respectively). These peace operations
provide further examples of how civilian missions, like the one in Colombia, can strive to
advance the protection of civilians, as well as what limitations they may face in doing so.’

Within the Colombia context, discussion of the Verification Mission’s contributions to the
protection of civilians does not seek to suggest that the mission has undertaken activities
outside the bounds of its mandate. Rather, the aim of this report is to explore whether and how
the mission’s strategic approach to its mandate and implementation of key activities have the
effect of encouraging the protection of civilians.

In carrying out the research, the authors conducted 36 interviews with 75 stakeholders in Bogotd, Cali,
and Buenaventura, as well as extensive desk research. Those who participated in the research include 46
UN personnel (42 from the Verification Mission and four from the UN Country Team); five Colombian
government officials and three representatives from the armed forces; two former FARC-EP combatants;
four Indigenous representatives; and 11 Colombian civil society experts and/or human rights defenders.
Of these participants, 35 identified as women (of which 14 are Colombian nationals and five disclosed
belonging to marginalized ethnic communities) and 40 identified as men (of which 17 are Colombian
nationals and eight disclosed belonging to marginalized ethnic communities). All interview data has been
anonymized to protect the privacy and safety of participants.
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This report is limited in scope and focuses on the work of the Verification Mission. It does not examine
the contributions of the UN Resident Coordinator or the 20-plus UN agencies that also seek to improve
the lives and safety of Colombians through delivery of their specialized mandates. Furthermore, most of
the interviews that were undertaken were facilitated by the mission, and therefore the authors attempted
to verify claims made where possible. The authors also did not travel to areas where the mission is not
present, thereby limiting their understanding of how the Verification Mission may be perceived in such
areas. Some of these factors are likely to have influenced the findings emerging from this research.

THE VERIFICATION MISSION’S ESTABLISHMENT AND MANDATE

Following three years of peace talks, in January 2016, the Colombian government and the FARC-
EP jointly requested the establishment of a UN political mission with unarmed international
observers to verify the cease-fire, permanent cessation of hostilities, and disarmament process.°
Within a week of the request, the Security Council authorized the creation of the UN Mission
in Colombia." To ensure the safety of UN personnel, the Colombian government pledged
responsibility for their security.'> Once deployed, the UN Mission in Colombiareported asignificant
level of trust and coordination between Colombia’s armed forces and the FARC-EP, preventing
incidents on the ground and supporting the integration of observers in the tripartite monitoring
and verification mechanism.'® Experts attribute the presence and work of the UN Mission in
Colombia to strengthening the confidence of FARC-EP combatants in the disarmament process,
decreasing distrust between the parties, and ensuring adherence to verification protocols.**

As envisioned in the Final Peace Agreement of November 2016, the Colombian government
and FARC-EP proposed a second, follow-on UN political mission to verify the reintegration and
provision of protection measures for former FARC-EP combatants, following the completion of
the UN Mission in Colombia’s mandate.'® In its conceptualization, this mission was inspired in part
by the success of prior UN missions in the region that utilized international observers or verified
agreements, such as in El Salvador and Guatemala, respectively. Furthermore, incorporating the
protection of civilians as a mission mandated task did not enter into consideration for this second
mission, as both parties exhibited strong commitment to a future peace by coming to accord
on the final agreement and by cooperating with the first UN mission in the implementation of
its mandate. Notably, the parties directly agreed to prohibit acts or threats of violence against
civilians (including former FARC-EP combatants)—a commitment integrated into the cease-fire
and cessation of hostilities protocols,'® in addition to the contents of the Final Peace Agreement.
And so, with the parties united on their vision for the second mission, the Security Council
established the UN Verification Mission in Colombia in July 2017."” The Verification Mission
shortly thereafter began its activities following the completion of the UN Mission in Colombia’s
mandate in September 2017.
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Since its initial deployment, the Verification Mission’s mandate has been expanded four times
at the request of the Colombian government.'® The mandate currently tasks the mission with
verifying implementation of the 2016 Final Peace Agreement as relates to: comprehensive rural
reform; reintegration of former FARC-EP combatants within political, economic, and social
life; security guarantees for former FARC-EP combatants and other at-risk persons; restorative
sentences issued by the Special Jurisdiction for Peace; and the ethnic chapter of the peace
agreement. The mission was also previously tasked with verifying two temporary, bilateral,
nationwide cease-fires between the Colombian government and the Ejército de Liberacion
Nacional (ELN) from October 2017-January 2018 and August 2023-August 2024." During
mandate renewals, China and Russia have routinely emphasized the importance of upholding
state sovereignty and avoiding an expansive mandate.*

The aspects of the Verification Mission’s mandate related to verifying the provision of security
measures for former FARC-EP combatants and other vulnerable populations (e.g., conflict-
affected communities, social leaders, and human rights defenders), as well as the reintegration
of former FARC-EP combatants into society, directly support the protection of civilians.
Additionally, cease-fire monitoring contributes to the aim of reducing violence. A focus on
comprehensive land reform and addressing the rights of peasants and ethnic communities also
supports a more protective environment by seeking to address long-standing conflict drivers
in Colombia.

Through a Verification Mission and World Food Programme initiative, former FARC-EP combatants grow fruits and
vegetables in the area of La Guajira in 2018, donating the produce to nearby schools. UN Photo/Hector Latorre.
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Challenges to Civilian Safety
and Security in Colombia

Despite notable improvements in Colombia’s security environment in recent decades, numerous
intersecting drivers of violence and the persistence of a number of non-international armed conflicts
continue to present a serious challenge to civilian safety and protection.?! The proliferation of armed
groups, the structural legacies of decades of armed conflict, and the draw of powerful illicit economies are
contributing to a devastating surge in armed violence throughout a country with limited state capacity.*

While Colombia’s 2016 peace agreement marked a historic step in addressing one of the region’s longest-
running conflicts, the government was unable to meaningfully extend its presence to the areas previously
under FARC-EP control. Vast swaths of the country thus became theaters of competition for an array of
groups looking to stake a claim in the illicit economies of Colombia’s rural and peripheral territories.*
The more fragmented security environment has invited an increasingly violent struggle among a mix
of FARC-EP splinter groups, the ELN, powerful criminal groups and gangs, and formerly demobilized
paramilitary organizations.*

As these groups vie for territorial or operational control over criminal enterprises—ranging from human
trafficking and extortion rackets to illegal mining and coca cultivation—civilians have paid a heavy price, as
evidenced by the map below. Not only are they subject to coercion, forced confinement® or displacement,
and other forms of direct violence, but they are also increasingly targets for recruitment, both voluntary
and forced.* Moreover, in many parts of Colombia, armed groups operate around and within local
communities, dominating the sociopolitical landscape through means such as levying coercive fees or
requiring the use of local identification cards.” Intimidation and social control lend an atmosphere of
fear and insecurity to everyday life.”® For its part, the government of Colombia is struggling to evolve its
approach to these new realities. Despite a 2023 Ministry of National Defense strategy espousing human
security as foundational to national security, the armed forces have leaned on familiar military-centric
strategies that are ill-suited for the current context, that insufficiently prioritize human security, and that
reinforce the strained trust between affected communities and the state.”
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VIOLENCE AGAINST CIVILIANS BY ARMED GROUPS
Number of events in 2024
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Map: Stimson Center * Source: ACLED, “Civilians in Colombia face less deadly — but more pervasive —
violence during Petro’s presidency,” Tizano Breda (February 2025) * Created with Datawrapper
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With respect to the Verification Mission, intensifying conflict between armed groups has direct
implications for the mission’s mandate to monitor security guarantees for former FARC-EP combatants,
social leaders, and conflict-affected communities. Former combatants experience unique vulnerabilities.
Many face fragile socioeconomic conditions, are confronted by social stigmas, and are targeted both for
their past involvement in the conflict and their current participation in the peace process.*® Moreover,
past military experience makes former FARC-EP combatants appealing targets for recruitment by armed
groups, including through coercion.** Since the 2016 peace agreement, at least 470 former FARC-EP

combatants have been killed, with many more facing displacement or other personal security issues.**

Social leaders, including those from human rights organizations and representatives of Indigenous
and ethnic groups, also face serious security threats. Their advocacy for peace, transitional justice,
human rights, environmental protection, and socially conscious economic development represents a
direct challenge to the violent social control strategies of armed groups and criminal organizations.*
Accordingly, social leaders and human rights defenders have become direct targets for violence,

disproportionately impacting Indigenous peoples, Afro-Colombians, and peasant farmers.**

Critically, there is significant overlap among these communities, representing intersections of
vulnerabilities that can compound risks and harms. For example, the unique and especially acute
challenges faced by women and girls in Colombia are compounded by the risks they face as a result of
other identity factors. Women who are former FARC-EP combatants, for instance, have faced additional
challenges during the reintegration process, ranging from intimate partner violence to limited family care
resources within dedicated territorial areas for training and reintegration.* Similarly, women and girls
in marginalized communities face a layering of vulnerabilities that aggravate their already severe safety
risks, including, for example, especially high rates of sexual and gender-based violence.*® The recruitment
of children by armed groups presents an additional crosscutting challenge. In 2024, the UN Office for
the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OHCHR) verified 216 cases of recruitment or use of minors
by armed groups, of which a majority involved Indigenous or Afro-Colombian children.’” These risks
underscore the challenges faced by communities covered by the Verification Mission’s mandate, and the
complex sociocultural landscape in which the mission is operating.
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Former Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Colombia, Carlos Ruiz Massieu (center),
visits a territorial area for training and reintegration for former FARC-EP combatants in 2019. UN Photo/
Elizabeth Yarce.



The Verification Mission’s Contributions
to the Protection of Civilians

Our research shows that while the responsibility for the protection of civilians rests with the Colombian
government, the vast majority of Verification Mission personnel perceive that their work advances the
safety and security of civilians in Colombia. And although the mission had not previously analyzed its
activities through a protection-of-civilians lens, the Verification Mission has put in place mechanisms
that help mainstream protection considerations throughout much of its work in practice. For instance,
the mission maintains a mission-wide focal-point system for women, youth, and marginalized ethnic
communities, enabling the Verification Mission to monitor and advocate to government authorities and
armed actors on challenges these populations face.*® The mission’s structure around regional, subregional,
and local offices® further enables the mission to develop close relationships with local communities, and

supports the reporting of early warnings or emergency situations to regional and national levels.*

ORGANIZATIONAL CHART FOR THE VERIFICATION MISSION*

Special Representative of the Secretary-General
Political Affairs Office
Security Section

Strategic Communications and
Public Information Unit

Deputy Special

Office of the Chief of

Chief of Mission
Support

Representative of the
Secretary-General

Verification of Reintegration Gender T
and Rural Reform geoam
Verification of Security
Guarantees
Sentences Verification

Staff

Ethnic Affairs Section
Military Advisor

Information Management Unit Planning Team

Joint Operations Center

Field Coordination Office

Regional Offices

Conduct and Discipline Team
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Protection efforts are also supported by the work of various units across the mission, such as the teams in
charge of verifying security guarantees, monitoring reintegration of former FARC-EP combatants, and
supporting cease-fire monitoring mechanism(s) at the request of the relevant parties. Additionally, as shown
in the organigram, the mission houses a Joint Operations Center that ensures that mission leadership receive
timely, verified information on emerging developments across the country, including those that impact civilian
safety and security. Furthermore, the mission’s nearly 160 nonuniformed international observers, who come
from police or military backgrounds, are integrated at all levels of the mission and provide essential expertise
by contributing to the mission’s liaison with national security forces, participating in cease-fire monitoring,
and helping the mission assess threats in unstable or contested areas.*

Moreover, protection considerations implicitly shape the mission’s presence and allocation of resources
within the parameters of the mandate, with priority given to geographic areas where violence and conflict
are most severe.” To be sure, the mission faces constraints in capacity and resources, which will likely
continue to increase with the budget cuts requested by the Secretary-General under the UN8O initiative.
But overall, the Verification Mission’s efforts to improve civilian safety and security are most significant
in four areas: contributing to protection through presence, protecting through communication and
dialogue, advocating for the government’s protection of civilians, and helping build civil society’s capacity
to advocate for their own protection.

Contributing to Protection through Presence

Contributing to protection through presence represents one of the most consistently cited aspects of
the Verification Mission’s role in preventing civilian harm. Across the mission, from the headquarters
in Bogotd to regional hubs to field offices, Verification Mission personnel described how their unique
operational access across Colombia—including areas with little state presence, among marginalized
communities, and in territories where armed groups are active—had the incidental benefit of promoting
the protection of civilians.* While such a high degree of field presence makes the mission an exception
among SPMs, it nevertheless remains a necessity for the mission to implement its verification mandate.

In functional terms, the mission, the Colombian government, and civil society stakeholders all found that
the Verification Mission’s strong presence in contested areas encouraged more responsible conduct by
contributing to the perception among all actors that their actions were being observed.* This behavioral
effect speaks to the mission’s credibility with the Colombian government, nonstate actors, and civil
society alike. As expressed in many interviews and recent surveys, the Verification Mission is seen across
the political spectrum as a credible, trustworthy, and valuable custodian of the peace process.* Without
this legitimacy and the widespread respect that the UN “blue vests” have earned in Colombia over many
years (including prior to the peace agreement), the mission’s widespread presence would be hard to
sustain, especially in areas with little to no government presence, and would provide very little incentive
for armed actors to abstain from abusive or predatory activities.*

The mission’s presence, reputation, and protection effects are mutually reinforcing. The mission leverages

its unique territorial access to encourage and facilitate government engagement with actors in hard-to-reach
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areas. The mission has made notable investments in extending and sustaining its territorial presence, as shown

in the map below. It operates in more than 300 municipalities, including in areas most affected by conflict.*

OFFICES OF THE VERIFICATION MISSION

[l Regional Office [l Subregional Office Local Office

| 1 ‘\‘/aI?edupar
e

Mission office locations as of 2025
Map: Stimson Center * Source: UN Verification Mission in Colombia * Created with Datawrapper

Mission personnel regularly travel to engage with local communities in remote and contested areas;
according to a mission official in the Cali regional office, staff typically spend one week based in the
office, followed by a week traveling in the field. These field missions are not simple affairs. They require
robust planning and coordination with the UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) and are
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frequently conducted in conjunction with Colombian government institutions. They necessitate travel by
car, boat, or on foot, and sometimes extended stays in portable campsites. These visits are aided by the
Verification Mission’s relationships with local communities, who regularly alert the mission to potential
security risks, informing risk assessments and decisions surrounding the time and location of trips.*

Taken together, and as described by one mission personnel, “sometimes the bad guys behave a bit better
when the white cars and blue vests show up.” Predicated on its well-regarded status across stakeholder

communities, the mission’s presence can have a dissuasive effect on armed actors.”

A UN vehicle navigates a narrow road on a hillside in Colombia. UN Photo/Hector Latorre.

Protecting through Communication and Dialogue

The Verification Mission’s presence also allows it to serve as a bridge between communities and public
authorities. Mission personnel reported that civilians may not know how to access or engage with
government officials at local levels, may mistrust the capacity of officials to act, or may avoid contact
for fear of retaliation by armed groups.> The Verification Mission regularly seeks engagement with at-
risk communities, and as a result social leaders, human rights defenders, and civil society organizations
understand that they can reach out to the mission when they perceive a potential threat to the safety
and well-being of their communities. According to mission personnel, civilians most often contact the
mission by phone, text message, or in-person visits to the mission’s offices. Once the issue in question is
verified, civilians rely on the mission to raise security and humanitarian concerns with state authorities
and, when appropriate, the UN Security Council and wider diplomatic community in Bogotd. Going
through the mission also protects the identities of those who speak out, lowering the risks to their
personal safety®® while enabling them to benefit from a reliable referral pathway.**

Government officials similarly reported that they rely on the mission for conflict analysis and
information on emerging developments in conflict-prone areas, particularly where there is insufficient
state presence.”® However, fragmented government approaches (both at the national level and
between the local, regional, and national levels) can create delays in enacting an efficient and effective
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response, including when Verification Mission officials signal an urgent threat to civilians. For instance,
ahead of the surge in violence between the ELN and FARC-EP dissidents in Colombia’s northeastern
Catatumbo region in early 2025, and in follow-up to the Office of the Ombudsperson’s early warnings,
the Verification Mission shared information with high-level government officials that indicated conflict
in the region was imminent and urged the government to deploy military forces and protect civilians.
While the government was coordinating its response, the mission carried out crucial initiatives to help
civilians within the parameters of its mandate in the 24 hours before national armed forces arrived,
including the evacuation of former FARC-EP combatants and social leaders by helicopter.*®

The Verification Mission’s recent role in facilitating a cease-fire monitoring mechanism (the
government’s bilateral cease-fire with the ELN, August 2023-August 2024) and contributing to another
(the government’s bilateral cease-fire with the Estado Mayor de los Bloques y Frentes, or EMBF, October
2023-April 2025) through its good offices function also helped to prevent confrontations between
the state and the respective armed groups, as well as to reduce attacks on critical infrastructure.””
The monitoring mechanisms allowed the parties to be in constant communication: flagging potential
violations, coordinating efforts to verify violations, and problem-solving and de-escalating tensions.
The aim of preventing civilian harm remained central to the mission’s cease-fire monitoring work, with
the mechanisms also used to share and coordinate responses to humanitarian issues.*® Furthermore, the
mission supported the government in developing protection protocols for communities that remained
under threat from armed groups that had agreed to temporary bilateral cease-fires; even though
implemented imperfectly, these protocols provided the Colombian armed forces with the operational
guidance to act in favor of protecting civilians while seeking to avoid kinetic confrontations with armed
groups.”

Furthermore, the Verification Mission’s accompaniment of select “Total Peace” dialogues, an initiative
advanced by the Petro government, has supported efforts to reduce violence against civilians.*® In the
words of a senior mission official, the mission’s soft facilitation efforts and advisory support enabled it to
propose “certain good practices and initiatives to benefit trust and progress, but also link to the protection
of civilians, which is how communities are impacted.” For example, in national-level talks, the mission
raised awareness of the prohibition of the recruitment and use of children under 18,°* and, in coordination
with the Catholic Church, helped facilitate safe methods for conflict-impacted communities to raise their
demands with the parties.®

Atregional and local levels, the Verification Mission encourages the protection of civilians by accompanying
communities seeking to engage in dialogue with armed groups on humanitarian issues. In the Valle del
Cauca department, for instance, the mission has assisted Indigenous communities in communicating
with armed groups about minimum humanitarian conditions needed for their safety and health. These
conditions include preventing the use of Indigenous communities as human shields, avoiding the use
of land mines on their territory, and halting the recruitment of children and the forced confinement of
communities.* In the Bajo Calima and San Juan areas in the region, Indigenous communities have also
raised the idea of humanitarian safety zones as a possible way to reduce risk to civilians, with the mission
accompanying discussion of this topic with the government and other actors.®® Humanitarian safety zones,
however, come with inherent risks that would require careful management.*
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CASE STUDY OF BUENAVENTURA: DIALOGUE ACCOMPANIMENT WITH
LOCAL CRIMINAL GROUPS

In the contested port city of Buenaventura on the Pacific Coast, the Verification Mission
accompanied the creation of a socio-legal urban dialogue process in late 2022 between the
government and the two criminal gangs that exert de facto control over the city (the Shottas
and the Espartanos). The mission’s role as an impartial observer on behalf of the international
community, alongside the Catholic Church and the Organization of American States (OAS),
granted the gangs the confidence they needed to come to the table, despite distrust of the
government.®” In the words of one civil society member, “When the gangs see the UN is there,
they know that it is a serious process.”®®

Buenaventura’s socio-legal dialogue focused on a progressive process of community violence
reduction, with the ultimate goal of dismantling these criminal gangs through still undefined
collective judicial plea-bargaining and restorative justice practices. Over the first three years
of this dialogue, homicides dropped in what has historically been the most violent city in the
country. While the city used to average 850 killings per year, 2024 ended with 21 homicides,
the lowest level of violence the city had experienced in years, thanks to a bilateral cease-fire
enacted by the two gangs.®® Outside of observing the dialogue process, the Verification Mission
contributed through its use of good offices, including engaging with the gangs on halting the
recruitment of children, seeking a humanitarian solution when a child was abducted from
one gang by another, and visiting gang representatives in jail who formed part of their group’s
delegation to the socio-legal dialogue.” According to an individual with knowledge of the
process, “Once the UN is there, the criminals are more receptive.””

Through 2024, violence trends were on a downward trajectory, as reflected in the following
graph. The gangs agreed to stop homicides, reduce extortion of poor citizens, and halt
recruitment of children (which agreements the gangs partially implemented). Efforts to
demobilize hundreds of children affiliated with the gangs, however, were stymied by the
government’s lack of local capacity to rehabilitate and reintegrate them into society.”
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In February 2025, the Shottas and Espartanos opted not to renew their bilateral cease-fire,

as the Colombian government had issued an arrest warrant for the lead spokesperson for

the Espartanos and had failed to create a legal framework for collective plea-bargaining

and transitional justice for the dismantling of the gangs. In early April 2025, the two gangs
voluntarily restored the bilateral cease-fire after a re-escalation of hostilities and urban
violence.”? However, Buenaventura’s socio-legal dialogue process remains suspended,’ with
little that the Verification Mission can do without government agreement on a framework for
demobilizing local criminal groups.

Advocating for Physical Protection

Despite being an unarmed UN mission with no explicit protection mandate, the Verification Mission has

undertaken activities to advocate, encourage, and, on exceptional occasions, contribute to the physical

protection of civilians. These measures are varied and largely reflect activities envisaged in the mandate,

enabled by the Verification Mission’s proactive approach.
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Core to the mission’s mandate is its attention to territorial areas for training and reintegration (TATRS),
dedicated demobilization camps across Colombia where former FARC-EP combatants and their families
can receive government-administered protection, social services, assistance with productive projects, and
reintegration support. The UN has been instrumental in the development of these sites; for instance, the
first UN Mission in Colombia supervised the establishment of “transitory zones for normalization” where
initial disarmament processes took place, and which would eventually form the core of the TATRs.” In
addition to promoting economic and social reintegration, these areas are intended to physically protect
and prevent the recruitment of former FARC-EP combatants by outside armed actors, providing the
government focused geographic areas around which to concentrate protection resources.

Today, the Verification Mission continues to provide assessments of government compliance with its
obligations to those living in the TATRs, reporting on the ongoing needs and challenges faced by former
FARC-EP combatants and acting as a liaison between TATR communities, government institutions,
and civil society.”® Critically, the mission has encouraged more robust and effective support for these
areas, including in terms of advising on economic and livelihood projects, ensuring the perspectives of
TATR residents are communicated to the state, and facilitating counter-stigmatization processes in areas
surrounding the TATRs.”” The mission’s efforts to improve the conditions and effectiveness of the TATRs
have clear protection implications, with staff noting that relatively few former FARC-EP combatants
have been killed in the reintegration areas.” However, security threats from encroaching armed groups
have led the government, with support from the UN, to relocate at least five TATRs in recent years, with
smaller groups of former FARC-EP combatants also frequently relocated.” In early 2025, 16 out 24 TATRs
faced difficulties in maintaining the preventive deployment of national security forces.** The majority of
former FARC-EP combatants now live outside the TATRs.®!

Outside of the reintegration areas, former FARC-EP combatants can face significant threats. This is
especially true for former FARC-EP combatants who also belong to marginalized ethnic communities,
for whom the Colombia government has not yet developed tailored reintegration programming.®* With
the aim of improving their safety and security, the Verification Mission monitors where former FARC-EP
combatants move to if they decide to leave the TATRs, providing information and strategic analysis to
the government for the purpose of preventing violence and protecting former FARC-EP combatants. The
mission also actively engages the Colombian government on the issues of improving access to land and
housing for former FARC-EP combatants.®

Furthermore, the Verification Mission regularly engages with Colombia’s National Protection Unit
(NPU), a dedicated division within the Ministry of Interior tasked with providing security and protection
services to at-risk individuals, including many of those covered by the 2016 peace agreement. The mission
routinely provides conflict monitoring and technical advice to inform the individual and collective
security measures adopted by the NPU for former FARC-EP combatants covered by the peace agreement,
along with social leaders and human rights defenders. Headed by the mission’s security guarantees team,
these advisory activities include providing data and technical support to government risk assessments
and early warning mechanisms; referring or shepherding individual cases, complaints, and information
to the appropriate government authorities; advising on internal government processes for responding to
threats and providing security guarantees; and developing emergency procedures for imminent security
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threats.® Critically, the mission has played an important role in evaluating the government’s performance
in implementing these protection measures. Where the government has failed to adopt security guarantee
measures spelled out in the 2016 agreement, the Verification Mission advocates for their implementation,
including through direct engagement with the government.®

Beyond the Verification Mission’s advisory and support capacities, on rare occasions the mission has also
used its assets to relocate those covered by its mandate to safer areas. In cases where a threat of violence
against civilians was assessed to be imminent, the mission has worked with government institutions
to facilitate the emergency relocation of former FARC-EP combatants, social leaders, and human
rights defenders, such as by transporting individuals to government-owned safe houses for temporary
protection. Additionally, the mission has on specific and seldom occasions taken on a more direct role,
in coordination with government authorities, when government responses are delayed. In early 2025, for
example, while violence surged in the Catatumbo region and the government coordinated its response,
the mission used its own helicopters to extract dozens of at-risk individuals, including former FARC-EP
combatants and social leaders.*

Helping Build Civil Society’s Capacity to Advocate for Protection

Across its mandated thematic priorities, the Verification Mission works to provide a platform for
marginalized groups at national, regional, and local levels. In this way, the mission helps diverse parts of
Colombia’s vibrant civil society understand and access the country’s centralized institutional landscape,
highlighting possible entry points for connection and advocating to government authorities for the
inclusion of marginalized communities (e.g., women, peasants, former FARC-EP combatants, vulnerable
ethnic communities) in policy discussion and peace processes.®

Similarly, the Verification Mission helps civil society organizations and conflict-affected communities
better advocate for their own needs and protection. This approach is modeled by mission leadership such
as former UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General Carlos Ruiz Massieu, who met every two
or three months with national women’s organizations to share information on emerging developments
and to discuss women’s leadership in the implementation of the 2016 peace agreement.® At the local
level, the mission replicates these engagements with representatives of women’s organizations where
possible.*

Although budgets are often tight, several mission personnel also referenced the utility of carrying out
projects that support peacebuilding or enhance the capacities of civil society.” For example, when
discussing the mission’s impact on former FARC-EP combatants in Valle del Cauca, a former combatant
praised the mission’s support of destigmatization campaigns, which have reportedly contributed to the
development of more tolerant views toward former combatants by law enforcement, public servants,
and local communities.”” And in the area of Buenaventura, where ethnic female human rights defenders
face high levels of discrimination and violence, a 2024 Verification Mission capacity-building workshop
for these human rights defenders was cited by several participants as having a profound personal and
community impact.
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The Verification Mission participates in a ”Paint Your Voice” initiative in 2017, along with members of the
local community in San José de Oriente. UN Photo/Cristina Dominguez.



Assessing the Verification Mission’s Impact
on Civilian Safety and Security

The Verification Mission’s impact on the protection of vulnerable civilians has been positive, albeit
limited. While the Verification Mission does not have a mandate to protect civilians, its presence,
mandated activities, and frequent use of good offices have served to reassure civilians in conflict-
affected areas that the international community cares about their safety and security. The mission
has also helped increase the confidence of marginalized populations in their own security through
capacity-building, providing technical advice, advocating for their inclusion in peace processes, and
raising their concerns to government authorities at all levels.

Through the ethos of “proactive verification,”” the Verification Mission serves as an active support
in advancing implementation of the peace agreement. This proactive, problem-solving mindset
pervades the organization and empowers mission personnel to think flexibly and respond creatively
to emerging risks that threaten the safety of former FARC-EP combatants and other at-risk
communities. Similarly, it also enables the mission to contribute to initiatives that align with the aim
of reducing violence against civilians.**

Enabling Factors in the Verification Mission’s Environment

While the Verification Mission deserves credit for its success in Colombia, it is important to recognize
the unique factors that have contributed to an especially permissive operational environment. Whereas
geopolitical polarization has frequently turned the Security Council into a diplomatic sparring arena,
Colombia represents a rare case of consensus among Council members.”® The mission has enjoyed
uncontested renewals of its mandate to date and has seen four unanimous resolutions expanding its
remit, responding directly to requests from the national authorities. The mission is thus viewed by actors
in Colombia as a genuine manifestation of the international community’s support for the peace process,
underwriting the widely held perception of the mission as a trustworthy interlocutor.

The mission also maintains a strong working relationship with the Colombian government, enabled by
the ongoing commitment of the signatories to the 2016 peace agreement. This is evidenced by positive
partnerships between the mission and a spectrum of state entities, including the Office of the President,
the armed forces, and relevant ministries and agencies tasked with implementing the peace agreement.”
The mission also is careful to ensure that its role is not seen as infringing on the Colombian government’s
sovereignty or its responsibility to protect civilians,”” though the mission’s presence across the country
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supports the extension of state authority in practice. Through implementation of its mandate, the
mission has positioned itself as a valuable contributor to the government’s own efforts to enable peace
and security.

Beyond the government, civil society leaders and organizations interviewed for this research expressed
a clear understanding of the Verification Mission’s mandate. Awareness of the mission’s role, as well as
what is functionally beyond its mandate, has helped manage public expectations, focus the Verification
Mission’s engagement with civil society, and build trust between the mission and marginalized
communities.”

Strong public awareness of the Verification Mission is also a function of the UN’s wider and historic
role in Colombia. The UN Country Team’s presence predates the Verification Mission and is composed
of more than 20 specialized UN agencies working on issues ranging from humanitarian assistance to
human rights to development.” The Verification Mission has developed its presence in the context of
these other UN entities, benefiting from the good will generated over their long tenures as well as the
complementary activities in which they engage. For instance, Colombia hosts one of the largest OHCHR
field offices in the world, with a presence that dates to 1997;'® for this reason, the Verification Mission
does not house a human rights section. Instead, the two entities seek to de-conflict and cooperate where
possible, leveraging each other’s comparative strengths.'®!

Limitations Facing the Verification Mission

The environment in which the Verification Mission operates also presents inherent challenges to the
mission’s ability to support the protection of civilians in Colombia. Notably, a disjointed government
approach to implementing national policies and a lack of state presence or connective tissue with
local authorities’® mean that government action to protect civilians can be delayed or nonexistent—
whether that arises in implementing the various aspects of the 2016 peace agreement or ensuring the
deployment of security forces in at-risk areas. For instance, in the months leading up to the Catatumbo
crisis, the Office of the Ombudsperson issued several early warnings that failed to catalyze the requisite
proactive action from the interministerial task force.'” Furthermore, while the Ministry of National
Defense adopted a strategy in early 2023 that outlined the role of the armed forces in ensuring human
security,'™ military action has tended to focus on confronting armed groups—a strategy that has yet
to bear significant security dividends.'® Such realities have underscored public distrust in government
institutions,'* with several mission personnel expressing concern that popular frustration over the slow

implementation of the 2016 peace agreement could rub off on the Verification Mission going forward.'”

The Verification Mission’s limited budget, staff, and resources also require strong collaboration with
the government and external funders. One illustrative example comes from Buenaventura, where rivers
dominate and roads are scarce. In this area, the Verification Mission does not have a boat, necessitating
each visit to at-risk communities be coordinated with the Office of the Ombudsperson for use of its
vessels. Such a setup could restrict the mission’s movements, particularly if government officials were
to oppose travel to a certain area, although mission personnel did not report this as a concern. Similarly,
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while the mission is unable to provide aid or services requested by the communities it visits, a few mission
personnel reported flagging community needs and potential delivery organizations to prospective funders
to promote humanitarian or development action.'®

The Verification Mission, in line with its mandate, maintains no armed capabilities, requiring that the
mission liaise with civilian communities and state authorities, where present, to determine when it is
safe for the Verification Mission’s unarmed staff to conduct field visits. Security conditions can shift
quickly as a result of the positions and activities of armed groups, requiring that the mission engage in
proactive planning with UNDSS, the entity responsible for issuing security determinations for field visits
and ensuring the overall safety and security of UN personnel.!*

Furthermore, according to government policy, the Verification Mission is the only UN entity allowed
to engage with armed groups, specifically in the context of accompanying political dialogues or for
humanitarian purposes.''® This policy can impede UN agencies in carrying out their mandates in areas with
armed groups, especially those that rely on humanitarian principles and must be impartial and neutral in
their work. It also puts a greater onus on the mission to funnel information to relevant parts of the UN
Country Team when an issue outside of the mission’s mandate arises in engaging with armed groups or
affected communities. For instance, the UN Country Task Force on Monitoring and Reporting (CTFMR),
which is co-chaired by UNICEF and monitors and reports on grave violations against children, remains
unable to work with armed groups to develop action plans to halt violations such as the recruitment and
use of children, a phenomenon of increasing concern across Colombia.'"! Such a prohibition allegedly

stems from the government’s desire to remain the lead interlocutor with armed groups.'

Coordinating with the UN Country Team on pressing issues facing civilian communities is all the more
challenging as the Verification Mission is not an integrated mission. Though the Verification Mission and
the UN Country Team developed an integrated strategic framework to guide cooperation, the framework
has not been updated since 2018 to reflect evolving conflict dynamics or the expansion of the mission’s
mandate.'®* Collaboration thus tends to rely on independent initiatives and individual relationships
between the mission and UN agencies, rather than on mainstreamed coordination structures. And while
this could allow personnel to think more creatively and expansively when protection concerns arise, the
ad hoc nature of these connections can create gaps, such as the reported need for a UN-only space where
the mission and agencies can discuss humanitarian concerns.'* In the long term, both the Verification
Mission and the UN Country Team could optimize their impact through a strategically coordinated
approach.
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Miroslav Jenca, Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Colombia and Head of the Verification
Mission, visits Bogotd in 2079 to encourage implementation of the peace agreement in his former role as
UN Assistant Secretary-General for Europe, Central Asia and the Americas. UN Photo/Hector Latorre.



Conclusion

The UN Verification Mission in Colombia has helped uphold the peace between the government and the
former FARC-EP over the past decade, with the Final Peace Agreement leading to significant reductions in
violence across the country. Through a proactive interpretation of its mandate, the mission has tirelessly
supported progress toward the full implementation of the peace agreement, although much still remains
to be done. The mission has also promoted the reduction of violence against civilians by armed groups
through cease-fire monitoring and dialogue accompaniment.

In these ways, the mission contributes to the protection of civilians in country, albeit with clear
limitations as it does not have a protection mandate nor armed capabilities. Importantly, the mission
supports a safer and more secure environment for former FARC-EP combatants and other at-risk
communities through its presence, facilitation of communication between national authorities and the
territories, accompaniment of dialogues with armed groups, support of civil society advocacy, and direct
engagement to remove people from harm’s way when necessary and as resources allow.

The Verification Mission’s experience provides compelling examples of how SPMs in other contexts can
work to promote civilian safety and security, whether it be through dialogue, advocacy, or capacity-building.
Missions may be most successful in this endeavor when host authorities demonstrate the political will and
capacity to fulfill their core responsibility of protecting civilians; when there is good cooperation between
host authorities and the mission; and when there is a clear understanding among the government and
civilian population as to the mission’s mandate and limitations. Nonetheless, as in the Verification Mission’s
case, these ideal circumstances should not be taken as an excuse for inaction when they do not occur in full.

Given the imperative that all UN entities support the safety and security of civilians, as laid out in the
UN Agenda for Protection, the UN Secretariat should produce guidance that delineates the potential
ways that SPMs, in all their diverse forms, can actively contribute to protection efforts, as well as what
may be beyond their authority and capacity to do so. This would go a long way in prompting further
consideration among mission leadership about the potential scope for acting in favor of the protection of
civilians. Furthermore, such guidance should address operating in nontraditional conflict environments,
as in Colombia, where both armed groups and criminal organizations perpetrate widespread violence and
remain embedded within local communities.

Going forward, SPMs can better understand the impact of mandated activities by applying a protection

lens to their work and mapping out how mission initiatives and mechanisms may support efforts to
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protect civilians and their human rights. In the case of the Verification Mission, the mission could further
strengthen its impact by developing internal mission guidelines on the protection of civilians. This
would enable mission leadership to plan strategically for how the mission can leverage its comparative
advantages and existing resources to further advance protection outcomes. While the government
of Colombia continues to demonstrate that it has the intent, political will, and capacities to fulfill its
responsibility of protecting civilians, the Verification Mission’s experience nonetheless shows that it can

play a meaningful role in contributing to protection efforts.

View of the jungle and waterways in Buenaventura. Photo by Julie Gregory.
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for Research and Policymaking,” 15-16.

Verification Mission personnel, interviews by authors, Buenaventura, February 23, 2025.

Mission personnel described effective channels of communication between the Verification Mission’s local and regional
offices. If a situation cannot be resolved locally, the information is escalated internally and usually resolved with
government authorities at the regional level. (Verification Mission personnel, interviews by authors, Bogota, February
17, 2025; Cali, February 22, 2025; and Buenaventura, February 23, 2025.)

The mission’s role in helping connect victims or survivors of conflict to the appropriate Colombian authorities to ensure
their access to safe assistance was most recently recognized in its 2024 mandate renewal. (See UN Security Council,
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Verification Mission’s verification approach, see UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs, “From Words to
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have great potential for being able to reduce violence against civilians by providing a space for the Colombian state and
local criminal groups to engage in open dialogue.
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