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Mission Statement 
 

To support nonviolent resistance to the militarization of life and land in Colombia. 
 

We will accompany the peace community as they resist the 
militarization of their land.  

 

We will accompany youth organizers as they resist the militarization of their lives. 
 

We stand beside them, physically and politically, within Colombia 
and around the globe, our accompaniment providing safety, space and visibility 

allowing them to continue their work and visioning of a different world. 
 

Colombian Peace Presence 
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The Peace Community of San José de Apartadó 
 
Background 
 

The Peace Community of San José de 
Apartadó is located in the Department of 
Antioquia near the border with Panama. 
This northern area of Antioquia belongs 
to the region of Urabá, along with parts of 
the departments of Córdoba and Chocó. 
Urabá is very rich in fruit production 
(large banana plantations) and natural 
resources (petroleum, mineral ores, coal, 
gold). Transportation routes between 
North and South America, including 
smuggling routes for weapons and drugs, 
give this area strategic importance. 
 
The region has been part of a bloody 
conflict for decades in which both illegal 
actors and the state’s military have taken 
part in heated fighting. 
 
Until the middle of the last century, this 
region was only sparsely populated. 
During the massive internal expulsions of 
the civil war (“La Violencia,” 1948-1958) 

and the growth of the area’s banana production in the 1960s, a large number of workers 
moved to the districts (“municipios”) of Apartadó, Turbo, Carepa, and Chigorodó. These 
workers lived in desperate conditions as a result of a lack of rule of law and the violence of 
managers in the local industry. Since neither state intervention nor welfare programs were 
instituted, the region became a hotspot for the FARC guerilla (The Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia - People's Army). 
 
During the second half of the 1980s, the Marxist-oriented “Unión Patriotica” (UP) was able to 
occupy several political functions, such as mayoral positions and some seats in the Senate and 
the Chamber of Deputies. The UP, having been established because of the demobilization 
process with the FARC, gained momentum and this resulted in stigmatization and the 
systematic murder of members by paramilitary groups, secret operations, and drug lords - both 
in Urabá and in all of Colombia. 
 
By the middle of the 1990s, the region of Urabá was overtaken by a bloody attack from right-
wing paramilitary groups. Thousands of farmers were displaced or killed. Paramilitary groups 
soon worked through means of threat and murder to seize control, particularly towards those 
who were suspected of working with the FARC. 
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The collaboration between the state military and paramilitary groups has been well 
documented in this region and state security has increasingly strengthened their presence 
during the last ten years. 
 
Despite the demobilization process of the paramilitaries (starting in 2002 under then President 
Álvaro Uribe Velez and then officially ending in 2006), paramilitary structures are still 
maintained in the region (as well in all of Colombia). Neo-paramilitary groups (called Bacrims) 
have emerged, three of which are active in the region of Urabá. 
 
The Peace Community’s website: htt://www.cdpsanjose.org 
 
 
 
Non-violent Resistance against War and Displacement 

 
The Peace Community of San José de Apartadó was 
founded in March of 1997 by a group of farming 
families as an independent and unarmed collective. 
The Community was founded on the basis of active 
non-violence in resistance to the logic of war. 
Through these means, the farming families seek 
to work against their displacement and to 
“survive with dignity.” As small farmers, these 
members of the Peace Community belong to the 
most threatened populations in Colombia. 

Colombia has one of the world’s highest numbers of displaced persons, at over five million. This 
number clearly shows that the fight over land is one of the primary causes of the fifty year long 
armed conflict. 
 
The Peace Community is composed of very remote villages that are only accessible by foot or 
horse. Some members of the Peace Community live on isolated farms. The Peace Community 
seeks to establish the so-called “Humanitarian Zones.” These neutral areas should protect the 
farming population during combat operations. In total, the Peace Community consists of 
approximately 500 members. 
 
The Peace Community is supported by international 
humanitarian law stating that, in times of armed conflict, 
civilians have the right not to be involved in acts of war. In 
2002, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
demanded that the Colombian government establish 
protective measures for the Peace Community, and this 
demand has been reintroduced. The protective measures 
require the government, among other things, to 
coordinate their activities with the Community. However, 
the restrictions established by the government have been disregarded or circumvented over 
the years, as the government has permanently ascribed sympathy for the guerillas to the Peace 
Community. 
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The Organization of the Peace Community 
 
The foundation of the Peace Community consists 
 of rules that the members have themselves 
established: 
 

 Peaceful, non-violent resistance against war 

 Those belonging to the armed parties are 
denied access to the living and working areas 
of the Community 

 No cooperation/interaction with the armed 
parties of conflict 

 No disclosure of information to the armed 
groups 

 No drugs (production, trade, consumption) or alcohol in the Peace Community village 

 Community work 
 

Human Rights Violations against the Peace Community 
 
Since the Peace Community was first established in 1997, more than 900 human rights 
violations and war crimes have occurred against its members. The violations include threats, 
arrests, kidnappings (over the confiscation of money, livestock, and goods), expulsion, rape, 
and illegal methods of torture (sometimes leading to death). More than 180 members of the 
Peace Community have been murdered since 1997. The Peace Community holds the 
paramilitary, as well as the army, responsible for an overwhelming number of these attacks; 
guerrilla groups carried out approximately two dozen of these acts. 
 
The perpetrators of such violations were brought before the law and convicted in only two 
cases, although the Peace Community documented and brought forward the human rights 
violations in all of the 900+ cases. These disastrous results reflect the situation in Colombia, 
where over 90% of human rights violations remain unpunished. As an important step against 
impunity, the Peace Community has issued a plea for the establishment of a Justice Evaluation 
Commission that would investigate the failures of the justice system (particularly in relation to 
the Community’s members). 
 
Massacre on February 21, 2005 

 
In Mulatos, Luis Eduardo Guerra (a co-founder of 
the Peace Community), his 17-year-old spouse 
Bellanira Areiza Guzmán, and his 11-year-old son 
Deiner were murdered. The dead body of Luis 
Eduardo showed signs of torture, while the 
bodies of Bellanira and Deiner were battered to 
pieces. 
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In La Resbalosa, Alfonso Bolívar Tuberquia (another Community leader), his spouse Sandra 
Milena Munoz, and their children Natalia Andrea Tuberquia (6 years old) and Santiago 
Tuberquia Munoz (18 months) were murdered. The bodies were mutilated and slashed. The 
17th Army Brigade was responsible for this massacre. 
 
As a “reaction” to the massacres, the government 
ordered police forces to be stationed on March 
31, 2005 in San José, the center of the Peace 
Community, despite the fact that the massacres 
took place approximately 12 hours away by foot. 
The members of the Peace Community displaced 
from San José in April and began to build, on 
private grounds, a temporary village called “San 
Josesito” (also known as “La Holandita”). Within 
four weeks, the village already consisted of 40 
houses, although they lacked electricity, 
sanitation facilities, and schools. With the help of international organizations, living conditions 
(such as electricity, public bathrooms, etc.)were improved within a year. 
 
In January 2013, the Constitutional Court (CC) issued a revision of a ruling from 2007 that 
specifically focused on the peace community. The court magistrate wanted to review whether 
the authorities had fulfilled their obligations according to the 2007 ruling and so in March 2012 
the CC held an audience with various ministers as well as peace community representatives. 
The revision affirms the community in many ways and holds the state accountable for next 
steps to rebuild the relationship. For example, the CC mandates the government to make a 
formal retraction of the stigmatizing statements it (President Uribe, specifically) made against 
the community after the 2005 massacre. The revision also calls for an Evaluation of Justice 
Commission and for the Ministry of Defense to develop a plan in which it respects the human 
rights and international humanitarian law of the peace community members. 
 
 
 

Asociación Campesina de Antioquia - ACA 
(Association of Small Farmers of Antioquia) 
 
ACA was established in 1989 as a group of farming communities that seek to improve their 
living conditions, assert their right to a life without threat, and be able to cultivate and protect 
their landholdings. During a phase of intensive repression, working in the countryside became 
too dangerous. At the time, the activities concentrated on supporting the displaced farmers 
who moved to the slums of Medellín. Since 2004, the ACA has been able to work again in rural 
areas. ACA helps displaced farming communities return back to their land, especially in areas in 
which international multinational corporations have tried to carry out their own interests (large 
agricultural projects, the depletion of mineral deposits, dams, etc.). 
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The Work of the ACA: 
 
Education: ACA supports farmers to organize collectively and helps to improve their knowledge 
of their rights. As a part of their non-violent resistance, ACA is able to encourage farming 
communities to rediscover their own stories. 
Agricultural Production: ACA supports farmers in rebuilding their houses and in re-cultivating 
their fields. 
Culture: Carried out particularly through theatre, art, and dance workshops for youths. 
Public Outreach: Through documentaries, the experiences of underprivileged segments of the 
population (farmers, Afro-Colombians, indigenous peoples) are made known around the world. 
Through these means, memories of incidents will be preserved - as well as the causes and 
circumstances of murder and forced displacement but also the factors that enabled people to 
return to their lands. 
 
Website of ACA: http://www.acantioquia.org 
 
 
 

Support of Conscientious Objectors 
 
Colombia is the only country in South America in which military service is obligatory for 18-
year-old men for one to two years. The United Nations has recognized the right to 
conscientious objection since 1987 as part of the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and 
religion. Although Colombia has been exhorted1 several times by the United Nations and the 
Colombian Constitutional Court rendered a verdict in 2009 that the right to conscientious 
objection is established in the constitution, the Colombian government has yet to pass a law 
regulating conscientious objection (for example providing for an alternative civil service). 
 
In this way, the draft process for the Colombian army infringes not only upon Colombian law, 
but also upon human rights. Batidas- illegal round ups of young men in public places, such as 
bus stops, in order to check if they have signed up for the draft—are widespread. Those who 
are not able to show the necessary papers are taken to the barracks and conscripted. The 

                                                        
1
“The Commission on Human Rights, bearing in mind that it is recognized in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights that 

everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person, as well as the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion and the right not to be discriminated against. 

Recalling all its previous resolutions on the subject, in particular resolution 1998/77 of 22 April 

1998, in which the Commission recognized the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and 

religion, as laid down in article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and article 18 

of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and general comment No. 22 (1993) 

of the Human Rights Committee… 

Calls upon States that have not yet done so to review their current laws and practices in relation 

to conscientious objection to military service in the light of its resolution 1998/77, taking into 

account of the information contained in the report…” 

Resolution of the United Nations Human Rights Committee (E/2004/23(Part I); 

E/CN.4/2004/127(Part I); 55
th

 meeting; 19 April 2004, 2004/35) 

http://www.acantioquia.org/
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United Nations considers this an illegal practice of arbitrary detainment.2 Youth from various 
regions in Colombia who are seized on the streets by the army have tried to protect their rights 
and have fought for the acceptance of conscientious objection. 
 
Because conscientious objectors do not have a libreta militar (military ID card) at their disposal, 
they are susceptible to further discrimination: They are denied the ability to university degrees 
and state employment. The law prevents them from entering into an employment contract and 
from holding public office. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
                                                        
2
“The Committee notes with satisfaction Constitutional Court ruling C-728 of 2009 exhorting 

Congress to regulate conscientious objection to military service, which represents progress in  

implementation of the Committee’s earlier recommendation of 2004 (CCPR/CO/80/COL, para. 

17). However, the Committee is still concerned by the lack of progress on the introduction of the 

necessary legislative amendments for recognizing service (art. 18). The State party should, 

without delay, adopt legislation recognizing and regulating conscientious objection so as to 

provide the option of alternative service, without the choice of that option entailing punitive 

effects, and should review the practice of round-ups.” 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR/C/COL/CO/6, August 4, 2010) 

“During 2010, OHCHR-Colombia observed irregular, and in some cases clearly illegal 

practices in the military recruitment process; these practices should be discontinued as soon as 

possible. Rapid development of mechanisms to regulate military service, including conscientious 

objection, with full respect for human rights, is urged.” 

2010 United Nations report on human rights in Colombia 

 

 
The Red Juvenil intervenes in an illegal round up in Medellín 
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Red Juvenil –  
Youth Network of Medellín 
 
The Medellin Youth Network is a youth 
organization that operates explicitly on 
principles of nonviolence. Started in 1990 
by young people who had lost loved ones 
to the armed conflict, the group trains 
youth in nonviolence and cooperative 
play, supports young men who refuse to 
serve with the police, military or illegal 

armed groups, and promotes respect for human rights and youth’s ideas in Colombian society. 
A core group of about 30 young people work out of the group’s office and gathering space, a 
large house not far from the city center. Another 150 youth organized into neighborhood and 
issue groups are regularly involved in their activities. 
 
The Network’s first members came together for mutual support. They wanted to break the 
stigma that “youth” equaled “violence” by making their pacifist views public. Their first actions 
were instinctive responses to violence in the city and included processions from the poor 
hillside neighborhoods that ring the city, with music and theater that expressed the 
participants’ rejection of violence. 
 
The heart of the Network’s mission is to 
encourage young people’s belief in the 
value of all human life, to work together to 
overcome fear, and to become empowered 
to live and espouse these values. Their 
conscientious objection project exemplifies 
this approach. Male Colombians graduating 
from secondary school are required to serve 
a year in the police or the army, and there is 
no provision for alternative service or 
refusal on grounds of conscience. Those 
who do refuse are barred from higher 
education and from many jobs. The 
Network provides support to conscientious 
objectors, in addition to publicizing the 
issue of conscientious objection in the 
media and on the streets. 
 
http://redjuvenil.org/ 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Cooperative games with the Red Juvenil 

http://www.redjuvenil.org/
http://redjuvenil.org/
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AcciónColectiva de 
Objetores y Objetoras de 
Conciencia – ACOOC, Bogotá 
Collective Action of 
Conscientious Objectors  
 
On the basis of their commitment to 
non-violence, ACOOC works through 
creative means (such as movies or 
street performance) to demonstrate to 
the public the high level of 

militarization in Colombian society: Statistics for 2002 show that for every 1,000 civilians there 
are 3.8 soldiers. Today, this number has risen to 5.5 soldiers. In comparison to these counts, 
there is only one doctor for every 3,780 civilians. 
 
ACOOC works to enlighten young men about their rights regarding conscientious objection. In 
the case of conscription of a conscientious objector, ACOOC activates a network that works to 
obtain their dismissal. 
 
http://www.objetoresyobjetorasdeconciencia.org/ 
 
 
 
 

Explorations with Tierra Digna 
 
We are exploring the possibility of accompanying Tierra Digna, an organization focused on the 
impacts resource extraction and multinationals have on indigenous and afro-Colombian 
communities. Tierra Digna provides legal support and helps to strengthen the internal 
structures of communities opposing these impacts. FOR went on an exploratory trip to a 
community that has been affected by open air coal mining and is looking at the ways in which 
international protective accompaniment could be effective at protecting communities from the 
pressure put on them by large multinationals.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.objetoresyobjetorasdeconciencia.org/
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International Accompaniment 
 
Our Beginnings 
The Colombia Peace Presence (CPP) is a program of the FOR, the oldest interfaith peace and 
social justice organization in the US and an area focus of the 25-year old Task Force on Latin 
American and the Caribbean. During those 25 years, amazing work has happened from Panama 
to Puerto Rico, through delegations, speaking tours, protests and newsletters. Since 2002, FOR 
volunteers have served as human rights observers in San José de Apartadó, a rural community 
that has declared themselves neutral in the war, committing to demand nonviolently their right 
to justice and peace. 
 
Our Growth 
Since 2002 the CPP has grown to be the largest of FOR’s program areas with a team of five 
volunteers. In addition to volunteers’ year-round presence in the Peace Community, an office 
was opened in Bogota in 2005 to coordinate our political work and make other nonviolent 
peace initiatives more visible, like the Medellín Youth Network, which promotes conscientious 
objection and anti-militarism through art, action and publications.  
As part of politically supporting those we accompany we maintain regular contact with civilian, 
military, national and international authorities at local, national and international levels. The 
CPP has also carried out grassroots organizing and lobbying in the US to end US military aid to 
Colombia. The project produces a monthly newsletter, takes two delegations a year, organizes 
speaking tours and participates in national coalitions that work to change US policy towards 
Colombia. 
 
 
Contact of the Program Coordination in Bogotá 
FOR Colombia 
Calle 51 no. 9-69 
Program coordinator:  
Liza Smith 
lsmith@forusa.org 
www.forusa.org 

  

 

mailto:lsmith@forusa.org
http://www.forusa.org/
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Collaboration with FOR Austria 
 
In February 2006 and March 2007, staff persons of the Fellowship of Reconciliation – Austria 
joined delegations to Colombia and visited the Peace Community. This trip gave the Fellowship 
of Reconciliation Austria perspective on the situation in Colombia and an opportunity to learn 
about the accompaniment project. 
 
Since 2009, the Austrian branch of the International Fellowship of Reconciliation dispatches one 
volunteer as part of the program to Colombia for at least a year. The volunteer is partly funded 
by FOR Austria.  
 
Our experiences 
After a rather slow and hard start of the project (to be the FIRST Austrian volunteer seemed to 
be an obstacle to people) the project developed amazingly and is now the biggest and most 
visible of our Austrian branch. We have found several volunteers to help organize project 
presentations, exhibitions, translate communiqués of the peace community and help with 
urgent actions. Especially young people and Colombians living in Austria are attracted by the 
project. 
 
Abstract of the activities in Austria 
 
In February 2011, 2012 and 2013 FOR Austria sent delegations to Colombia thatvisited the 
project and had meetings with several human rights organizations. The itinerary was planned 
by the Colombia team, two team members lead the delegation. The delegations contribute to 
political advocacy in Colombia and back in Austria. 
 

 Presentations by volunteers during and after returning from Colombia 

 Presentations by members of the peace community  

 Exhibition about the peace community and the conflict in Colombia which was shown in 
several Austrian cities between 2006 – 2009 

 Art exhibition portraying members of the peace community by a delegation participant 
2012. 

 A 40min film, shot by a delegation participants 2012. The filmmakers are invited by 
different groups and organizations at least once a month to present the film and give 
information about the project and the delegation. It was also shown at the European 
Parliament in November 2012. 

 Speaking tour of conscientious objectors in 2011 

 A solidarity party for the project in May 2012 with around 300 guests 
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All these events are mainly organized by volunteers. The project coordinator (Irmgard 
Ehrenberger, staff person of FOR Austria) is mainly in charge of fund raising for the Austrian 
volunteer in Colombia, the organization of the delegations, selecting of and assistance for the 
volunteers and the cooperation with Liza Smith, project coordinator in Bogotá and FOR USA. 
 
Over the years, we have developed an intense cooperation across the Atlantic that is very 
satisfying for all involved and contributes to hold up the IFOR spirit high. The cooperation also 
led to a fruitful financial result: During the visit of John Lindsay-Poland (staff person of FOR 
USA) to Austria we approached the Austrian state agency in charge of money dedicated to 
development aid and together we succeeded in getting a large grant. It is very rare, that 
adevelopment agency would fund a peace project and this would not have been possible 
without the good relationship that had been established among the two FOR branches. 
 
Contact of the project coordination in Austria:  
 
FOR Austria 
Lederergasse 23/3/27, 1080 Vienna 
Tel: + 43 1 408 53 32 
irmgardehrenberger@versoehnungsbund.at 
www.versoehnungsbund.at 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The idea of a joint project 
 
We invite you, as a European IFOR branch, to become part of the program by nominating and 
supporting a volunteer to a term of service as a part of project team in Colombia for one year. 
 
The minimum obligations would be to look for appropriate volunteers, assisting him/her in 
terms of his/her preparation and during the service and finding the funds for his/her service.  
 
The average costs of one volunteer are about $ 26.500,-  (€ 20.400,-). This amount includes also 
the indirect project costs (project coordinator in Bogotá, travel, training, material etc.) 
 
At the moment a transition team is working to achieve the reconstruction and continuity of the 
program. The team would very much welcome a close collaboration between the involved 
branches. We have some ideas for possible structures of collaboration but prefer to find a 
common ground with branches who would like to become partners in the project. The 
transition team is also working on a close collaboration with SERPAJ and SERPAJ Colombia as 
well as on the establishment of a FOR Chapter in the USA. A preliminary budget for 2014 is in 
work. 
 
 

 

mailto:irmgardehrenberger@versoehnungsbund.at
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Members of the transition team 

 Liza Smith – project coordinator in Bogotá 

 Susana Pimiento – FORUSA staff 

 John Lindsay Poland – FORUSA staff 

 Isaac Beachy – FORUSA board member and former volunteer 

 Lucas Johnson – FORUSA staff 
member 

 Irmgard Ehrenberger – FOR 
Austria 

 Elisabeth Rohrmoser – former 
Austrian volunteer 

 Chris Courtheyn – former 
volunteer 

 Sarah Weintraub – former 
volunteer 

 Peter Cousins – former volunteer 

 Jon Patberg – former volunteer 

 Janice Gallagher – former 
volunteer 

 Sara Koopman– graduate 
student and ally 

 Shannan Vance Ocampo – 
Presbyterian Peace Fellowship 

 Zara Zimbardo 
 
 
 
 
 
Benefits to gain from becoming a project partner 
 

 Project partners are supporting outstanding expressions of nonviolence 

 Especially young people apply for the service and help to keep our branches vital and 
inspire the local community 

 Protective accompaniment is an excellent and non paternalistic way to put active 
nonviolence into practice as a means for nonviolent conflict intervention 

 The project partners will increase their collaboration skills and make IFOR more visible 

 The project could serve other branches as a model of collaboration 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Former FOR volunteers on a trip to visit the project in August 
2011 
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Theory of International Protective Accompaniment 
 
In a conflict zone, an international 
presence can significantly reduce the 
risks of civilians, who are often viewed 
as enemy collaborators by armed actors 
and therefore become military targets. 
Accompaniment personifies, in the 
truest sense of the word, the 
international concern regarding the 
observance of human rights (see Liam 
Mahoney and Luis Enrique Eguren: 
Unarmed Bodyguards). Accompaniment 
is a visible and convincing reminder to 

violent actors that their actions are being watched and brought to light: Volunteers document 
human rights violations and war crimes and call for an international reaction through 
diplomatic and economic sanctions. 
 
Accompaniment focuses on preventing attacks on the groups being accompanied, in other 
words the security is preventative. For this reason, the armed actors and the civilians in the 
conflict area must be informed of the presence of these accompaniers and the supporting 
international network. This accompaniment encompasses not only a physical presence, but also 
diplomatic and political assistance. 
 
Goals of the Project 
 

 The physical and political support of the accompaniment program strengthen the scope 
of influence of the Peace Community and of the aforementioned organizations (ACA, 
Red Juvenil, ACOOC),allowing these groups to carry out their nonviolent work for peace 
and human rights—without being threatened, expelled, murdered, or in any other way 
harmed. 

 In an environment of direct, structural, and culturally embedded violence(where 
Colombian protectors of human rights are often stigmatized and slandered), this 
assistance calls attention to the meaningfulness of the work for justice and human rights 
- the key to peace in Colombia. 

 The assistance program supports and investigates (for the purpose of self understanding 
of the Fellowship of Reconciliation) nonviolence regarding its power and capacity to 
solve conflicts and to bring justice and dignity to the people. The meaning of nonviolent 
work for peace should be emphasized through this, and the implementation of civil 
peace service should be supported. 

 Sensitivity from the public for human rights in Colombia, in particular in the countries of 
origin of the volunteers. 
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The Setup of the Project 
 
The Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) has an office in Bogotá in which the project coordinator 
and Bogota team (two volunteers) work. A team of three volunteers live and work in La Union, 
the agricultural center of the Peace Community. 
 
Three volunteers are in La Union continuously present throughout the year and offer 
permanent accompaniment in order to improve the personal security and integrity of the 
members of the Peace Community. 
 
The three partner organizations - ACA, Red Juvenil, and ACOOC – are accompanied frequently 
upon request. 
 
The volunteers and coordination team hold regular contact with the military in the region and 
with local and state government positions, as well as with diplomatic agencies. 
 
 
La Union 
 
La Union is one of eleven villages that make up the Peace 
Community. Around 150 people live in La Union in simple wooden 
houses. The area has electricity, water is pumped from a nearby 
river, but the water must first be purified in order to be potable. 
There is no street leading to La Union - one can only reach the 
area by foot or by donkey. 

 
Near La Union is the agricultural centre of the Peace 
Community where cacao, bananas, passion fruit and 
many other crops and herbs are cultivated. The Peace 
Community works to be independent, to keep alive their 
own knowledge of the varieties that grow in that region 
and to have sustainable practices, especially in regard to 
its food production. 
 
The residents of La Union were, and remain, victims of 

attacks from the paramilitary and the state military. Residents were displaced in 2002 due to a 
paramilitary incursion (and in the years prior) but since FOR’s permanent presence they have 
not had to displace.. 
 
The massacre on July 8, 2000: At three in the morning, 20 masked individuals arrived in the 
village, destroying the public telephone and forcing people out of their homes. The masked 
attackers forced the residents of the village to gather in the center and demanded to find the 
leaders of the Community. When the members of the Community answered that they were all 
leaders, the attackers chose six residents and murdered them. 
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The Mandate of the Volunteers 
 

1) The presence of the volunteers helps to protect the residents of the Peace Community 
from human rights violations as well as attacks on their lives.They are present to protect 
the Peace Community’s right to neutrality in the midst of the armed conflict. 

2) The volunteers help to improve the human rights situation and the enforcement of 
international human rights in San José and the region of Urabá in order to achieve a 
space for their peace initiatives and their work toward justice. 

3) The volunteers become acquainted with and report on other communities, networks, 
and organizations that work toward peace and human rights. 

4) The international community is informed of the situation in the Peace Community. This 
can lead to a deeper understanding of the humanitarian dimensions of the war in 
Colombia and of efforts to achieve a peaceful solution. 

 
The Tasks of the Volunteers 
 

 The backing of the Peace Community 
in order to help protect the lives and 
human rights of its members. Through 
this, they seek to help the rural civilian 
population obtain neutral status. 
Members of the Peace Community are 
also escorted in travels outside of the 
territory of the community. This 
escort is provided upon request from 
the Peace Community. 

 Communication with the army units 
stationed in Urabá, state officials, and 
international or Colombian agencies 
(such as human rights organizations). 

 The support of activities to protect the 
security and visibility of other partners (ACA, Red Juvenil, ACOOC). 

 Learning about and reporting on Colombian civil society’s efforts to promote peace. 

 The preparation of analysis and reports on the situation in Colombia and particularly in the 
Peace Community, as well as other partners of the Fellowship for Reconciliation. 

 Immediate communication of cases of threats or attacks on the members of the Peace 
Community. 

 Organization of delegation trips to Colombia 
 

“Life in the Peace Community of San José de Apartadó is a tremendously powerful 
experience, and I feel it is an unbelievable honor to be able to work so closely and intensely 
with this Community seeking non-violence and neutrality on a daily basis. As a volunteer 
with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, we live in the Peace Community. Through our presence 
as international watchdogs and through our involvement in politics, diplomacy, and civil 
society, we enable the Community’s members not to be deterred from their “life’s project” 
by warring parties in their country and to be able to achieve greater visibility on the 
international stage.”  -- Marion Hiptmair, Austrian volunteer 

 
Volunteers in front of FOR house in La Union 
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Requirements for Volunteer Service 
 

 A deep understanding of active nonviolence and a personal stance in support of 
nonviolence 

 Excellent Spanish and English 

 A good theoretical understanding of the political situation in Colombia 

 The willingness to commit to at least one year 

 The ability to work on a team 

 Resilience and the ability to work under high pressure and stress 

 Sensitivity and the ability to work with individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds; a willingness to listen 

 Ability to make decisions through consensus 

 Skill in writing reports and summarizing information, as well as giving interviews 

 The ability to represent the project professionally on different levels 

 A willingness to live in a very rural environment, without many comforts such as a 
fridge, washing machine or oven. Volunteers have to carry their food up from town 
on a weekly basis. 

 The Peace Community of San José is located in a warzone. Volunteers must be 
aware that their service can be a risk to their safety and their lives. Furthermore 
their service can lead to significant physical strain. 

 

 


