
TUMACO: COLOMBIA’S FORGOTTEN TERRITORY 
“este lugar no es Colombia”1 

 
 
The Pacific port of Tumaco has the highest homicide rate in Colombia and is infamous 
for being the largest centre of cocaine production in the world 2 . Of the 203,971 3 
inhabitants 75% are registered victims of the armed conflict, with the majority of the 
population of Afro-Colombian descent and 6% of the Indigenous Awá population. 
Socially marginalised and politically excluded, the citizens of Tumaco remain invisible in 
national public life.  
 
Incredibly, it was not until 20 years ago, when a highway was built linking Tumaco to the 
Nariño capital, Pasto that the municipality was formally recognised as a part of the 
country. Tumaco remains geographically isolated as the only road out of town is 
controlled by the paramilitary and so the municipality can only reasonably be accessed by 
air.  
 
The residents live in houses on stilts in neighborhoods that stretch onto the septic Pacific 
tide, which threatens daily destruction. The displaced population on being forcibly 
expelled from their land had no choice but to build on rubbish pits. Sanitation is poor if 
non-existent, few homes have electricity and the local San Andrés Hospital has no access 
to running water. Economic disparity is high where 84.3% live below the poverty line 
and 70% are unemployed, seven times the national average.  

                                                        
1 Local community leader, ‘this place is not Colombia’.  
2 http://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/2015-09-29/se-imaginan-un-mundo-sin-coca_1040644/ 
accessed 16/09/15  
http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/09/01/colombia/1472745939_973432.html accessed 
16/09/16 
http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-12166213  accessed 16/09/16 
3 http://www.citypopulation.de/php/colombia-admin.php?adm2id=52835 accessed 08/09/16 
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Tumaco is, by contrast, rich in biodiversity, boasting vast expanses of fertile, untouched 
land ideal for large-scale, capital-intensive agribusiness. These include profitable products 
like African palm oil and cattle ranching. Multi-national corporations absorb tremendous 
profit to the exclusion of the local people who are severely restricted in their livelihood. 
 
Illicit trade has capitalised on Tumaco’s strategic value, with its dense jungles concealing 
cocaine laboratories and open rivers proving to be ideal corridors for smuggling illegal 
arms and narcotics from nearby Ecuador to the Pacific Ocean and on to Central and 
Northern America. It is one of few territories where all phases of the cocaine production 
process take place simultaneously.  
 
The coca boom in early 2000’s triggered the resurgence of illegal armed groups whose 
presence in Tumaco had previously been irregular. Over the past decade, the FARC and 
paramilitary successor groups – principally the Rastrojos – vied for control of Colombia’s 
most valuable narco territory. Successor groups continue to emerge after the deeply 
flawed demobilization of right-wing paramilitary organisations who capitalise on 
economic depravity to recruit local youth.  
 
An important community figure told the delegation that, “the solution to narco trafficking can 
only be economic”. In a society where people have two choices, fishing or coca, the solution 
demands a paradigm shift in socio-economic structure. 
 
Since late 2013, the FARC has established an undisputed presence in many of the urban 
and rural areas of Tumaco, after numerous Rastrojos members were arrested and several 
neighbourhoods succeeded in expelling the group. There is renewed concern among 



residents and officials over the possible arrival of another paramilitary successor group, 
the Urabeños as well as another neighbouring group lurking on the outskirts of Tumaco, 
biding its time until FARC demobilise.  
 
Disturbingly, when the delegation questioned local residents and officials as to the 
number of armed groups currently operating in the town, bemused, they replied that it 
was impossible to know. Armed groups change their names so frequently it is difficult to 
tell them apart, while members often change their affiliation, making it almost impossible 
to attribute criminal responsibility to a single group, let alone an individual. A local 
community leader explained that,  
 

“These are young, uneducated boys, who have never heard of Havana or the concept of land 
restitution They even misspell FARC in graffiti, you can see that they miss out the ‘R’ or the 
‘C’… They are given the choice, stay and get killed or change to a different group”.  

 
Loyalty may be fickle, but disloyalty is charged mercilessly, cultivating a climate of fear-
driven repression and silence that overrides the state.  
 
In response to the dense insurgency population Tumaco is heavily militarised with over 
3000 military personnel making up the Jungle Battalion No. 53 that patrols the area. UH-
60s Blackhawk military helicopters share the tarmac at ‘La Florida’ airport with civilian 
aircraft while officers armed with TAR-21 assault rifles play football with local children. 
Paradoxically, there is a notable absence of state control as thriving insurgents render 
government actors impotent.  
 
Since the signing of the bilateral cease-fire agreement between the Colombian 
government and the FARC on 23 June 2016, Tumaco has seen a dramatic surge in 
violence of 25% with residents fearing that this is merely a shallow indication of things to 
come. With so many armed groups vying for control over the narcotics trade, many fear 
that only disarming the FARC will create a power vacuum triggering a turf war between 
successor groups. A group of FARC members, known as milicianos, operating in Tumaco 
are rumoured to have no intention of demobilising but instead will join other armed 
groups or operate autonomously. 
 

“While the FARC hold peace talks with the Colombian government in Havana, its members 
in Tumaco commit atrocities against some of the most vulnerable communities in Colombia,” 
said Vivanco, director for America’s HRW4. 

The delegation are deeply concerned to report that over the course of our 3 day visit, 6 
civilians were killed in Tumaco, two of whom were shot in broad daylight in the city 
centre.  There is a great deal of uncertainty and fear in the wake of the Peace Agreement 
that has, so far, directed an increase in violence set to continue.  
 

                                                        
4 http://colombiareports.com/devastating-effects-rebel-groups-tumaco-colombia/  
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TRUTH: “invisibility is the great weakness of the Nariño coast”5 
 
Colombian journalist Antonio Caballero aptly named Tumaco ‘El Puerto del Olvido’ – 
‘the forgotten port’ 6  in his 2011 article for El Tiempo that called on the national 
government to acknowledge the humanitarian crisis. Assassination, forced displacement, 
disappearances, the systematic persecution of indigenous tribes and threats against 
human rights defenders continue to plague this neglected population who are not only 
fighting to be heard but are quite literally fighting for survival.  
 
In the face of persecution, however, the local community leaders refuse to resign 
themselves to invisibility, declaring - “somos fuertes” – “we are strong”. The delegation was 
particularly encouraged to note that women are largely, the agents of community action 
in Tumaqueño society. They are the daughters, wives, sisters and mothers who protest 
and say, “We don’t want to give birth to sons for war”. They refuse to allow terror to dictate 
their lives, “we in Tumaco have dreams too”, said one young activist, who spoke so fluently of 
the complex socio-economic crisis. She told us that she hopes to secure higher education 
and seek opportunities for dialogue with national government and eventually return to 
her hometown to build a better and more peaceful society.  
 
There are so many victims to bury that the cemetery is overflowing with sacks of 
anonymous remains. Casa de la Memoria was founded to bring dignity to the victims of 
Tumaco’s conflict who are often stigmatised or their cause of death manipulated by the 
state and used as propaganda. The walls of Casa de la Memoria are covered from floor to 
ceiling in the portraits of over 600 victims who sadly account for less than a quarter of 

                                                        
5 “La invisibilidad es la gran debilidad de la Costa de Nariño” http://casamemoriatumaco.org//wp-

content/uploads/2015/10/balance1.pdf accessed 7th September 2016.  
6 ‘http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-4860448 accessed 9th September 2016 
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homicides to have occurred over the last 20 years in Tumaco. Heartbreakingly, the wave 
of death continues unabated as more and more photographs are mounted on the walls.  
 
Casa de Memoria is regarded as a living space for collective memory rather than a 
museum and bares great significance to the local community who desperately seek truth 
and exoneration of loved ones.  
 
Our attention was drawn to the portraits of two young boys who were caught in the 
crossfire between FARC and police as they played football. The boys were tragically 
killed by a grenade and their deaths exploited and manipulated by the Uribe campaign as 
propaganda against the guerrillas. The state maintains that the boys were at fault and that 
they were child soldiers of the guerrilla group despite no formal inquest and witness 
evidence to the contrary. The family continues to campaign for the truth to be published 
and the international community condemns this violation of the humanitarian principle 
of distinction.  
 
The Casa de Memoria is not only a place of collective mourning but also a space that 
celebrates life and culture in Tumaco. The vibrant Afro Colombian heritage is an 
immense source of pride for the otherwise invisible people of Tumaco who advocate 
unity and peace through the arts. Cultural heritage is a vital tool in the pursuit of truth 
and a means by which Tumaqueños are able to assert their identity.  
 

“Hay que recuperar, mantener y transmitir la memoria histórica, porque se empieza por el 
olvido y se termina en la indiferencia.” (José Saramago) 
 
“We must recover, preserve and transmit historical memory, because it begins in forgetting and 
ends in indifference”.  

 
The idea that “la paz empieza en la casa” – “peace begins at home” – is Tumaco’s hymn, a 
town that could not be further from Havana, both in the literal and figurative sense. The 
promotion of socio-cultural rights is an effective and non-confrontational means of 
asserting the collective voice in a society where dissent is silenced and crushed.  
 
A local NGO advocate commented that to avoid being targeted one should be “ciego, 
sordo, mudo” – “blind, deaf and dumb”. If you speak out and denounce perpetrators of 
violence or show any loyalty to state forces, you are condemned as a ‘sapo’ – a ‘snitch’ 
and will suffer the merciless brutality of armed groups.  
 

“Si usted habla, denuncia, usted es la primera que le dan” (victim) 
“If you talk, or report, you’ll be the first person they come for”. 

 
Truth simply cannot prevail in a culture of fear-driven silence and the people of Tumaco 
need concrete assurances of justice and protection to enable their voices to be heard.   
 
Post-demobilisation armed groups have established ‘invisible borders’ in many 
neighbourhoods of Tumaco which are inaccessible to state forces. The territories are 
patrolled by foot soldiers and sicarios who determine who is and is not permitted entry. 
It is virtually impossible to secure statistics from within these ‘invisible communities’ and 
there is uncertainty as to whether the notorious paramilitary casas de pique – ‘chop houses’ 
- are still in operation. The last documented ‘chop house’ in Tumaco was in 2009 where 
residents of two districts reported houses where the paramilitary would dismember 
victims. It is deeply concerning that the human rights conditions of entire 



neighbourhoods of Tumaco are undocumented and occupied exclusively by armed 
groups to the exclusion of the state. It is an undisputed certainty that lawlessness and 
impunity will continue to thrive under these conditions.  

 

JUSTICE: “Please tell them to write less and do more” 
 
Of the 1500 disappearances reported in Tumaco over the past 10 years, only 7 have 
resulted in convictions. A government official advised that Tumaco has only one 
investigator and two police squads. A high volume of cases are archived or abandoned 
due to the resource deficit and that state officials are reluctant to pressure central 
government for increased support as they fear repercussions.  
 
“Nos han abandonados” – “they have abandoned us” – remarked a member of the local 
authority in interview, who concluded with abdication that “the system of state 
protection is not working”.   
 
Public confidence is severely impaired by an entrenched distrust of the state while 
insufficient protection measures continue to deter the public from reporting crime. 
Human rights defenders in particular assume tremendous risk in their work and are 
specifically targeted by armed groups who believe them to be the ‘intelligence arm’ of 
guerrilla insurrectionaries.  
 
We met with a committee of local human rights defenders and community leaders who 
had received a collective written threat on 29th February 2016, specifically identifying 
three individuals. Representatives of the collective met with the National Protection Unit 
(UNP) to denounce the threat and seek protection and were subsequently advised to file 
a report however investigations did not commence until five months later. On review of 
protection measures to be afforded to the victims, the individuals named in the threat 
were issued bulletproof jackets, a means of transportation, mobile telephone, security 
guard and panic button. The systemic delays exhibited expose victims to explicit and 
immediate risk.  
 
A representative of the Personería advised that UNP offices outside Bogotá work from a 
remote system, which is inefficient and dysfunctional. Furthermore, it is crucial that 
cultural and logistical aspects of protection afforded to victims in Tumaco are given due 
consideration. The tropical climate of Tumaco not only renders bulletproof vests 
impractical but also marks victims as highly conspicuous. Armed groups are known to 
shoot their targets at point-blank range in broad daylight and so the provision of panic 
buttons is redundant. One woman in Tumaco was provided with such protection 
measures and nonetheless fell victim to sexual assault.  
 
Victims advised that a secure means of transport was a vital aspect of protection, 
particularly in Tumaco where the majority of residents travel by motorbike, exposing 
targeted individuals to enhanced risk. The delegation was disappointed to note that the 
central UNP office in Bogotá advised that the means of transport would be withdrawn as 
a protection measure, citing that defenders were taking advantage of the program as 
justification.  
 
Tumaco is in a state of absolute crisis and the international human rights community 
urges the national UNP to heighten security measures and resources allocated to the 
municipality as a matter of priority. The government’s current protection policy focuses 



too heavily on measures for individuals and neglects the investigation and prosecution of 
the sources of threats.  
 
The delegation is extremely concerned to report that two days following our meeting 
with the human rights collective, an attendee received a direct threat.  

 

 
 
In 2012, an alleged FARC guerrilla accepted responsibility for a bombing which killed 11 
people and injured 70 in Tumaco. There has been a distinct lack of communication 
between the state and local community who feel profound injustice by the loss of friends 
and family in the attack.  
 
Renewed fear gripped the human rights community in July 2016 when a local community 
leader was killed at a party. A woman who heard the gunshots called police who were 
slow to respond to the report. There was no information available to indicate whether 
investigations were ongoing and certainly no information has been communicated to 
victims or the family. Witnesses have not been interviewed by police and are worried that 
the perpetrators may have identified them in the immediate aftermath.   
 

CASE STUDY: MILLER ANGULO 
 
Human rights defender, Miller Angulo was assassinated on 1st December 2012 after 
attending a human rights meeting in Pasto on 29th November 2012. Unauthorised 
members of the national army were dressed in civilian clothing and taking photographs 
of attendees. Miller was unnerved and urged that the group return to the hotel. He was 
killed two days later by hired sicarios on motorbikes on a bridge in Tumaco. Protection 
measured issued to Miller’s mother, who was also threatened, were severely delayed. A 
man in the municipality of Armenia confessed to Miller’s killing however details of his 
prosecution are unknown.  

 
 



 
 
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
Sexual violence is endemic on the Nariño coast, with 98% of girls under the age of 18 
having suffered sexual abuse perpetrated by either the paramilitary, armed groups, FARC 
or military personnel7. Young men are recruited by armed groups as “pollos” – ‘chickens’ 
– who smuggle narcotics or as sicarios, while young girls are forced into prostitution. A 
local religious leader illustrated the situation by a recent example where a mother and her 
14-year-old daughter walked past a group of young men who heckled them to which the 
mother replied, ‘I’ll sell her to you’.  
 
The delegation met with a local women’s rights group who explained that gender-based 
violence is underreported because “women don’t talk about sexual violence” for fear not 
only of shame and stigmatisation but also of reprisals at the hands of their aggressors.  A 
mother told the delegation of how she had reported the attempted rape of her daughter 
to police and the following day the perpetrator came to her house and demanded that 
she withdraw the report as he held a gun to her head.  

                                                        
7 http://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/2016-08-08/colombia-tumaco-crimen-narcotrafico-america-
latina_1242666/ accessed 17/09/16 
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PRISON CONDITIONS 
 
Tumaco INPEC medium-security prison has a capacity of 266 detainees however as of 
23rd August 2016 there were 417 detainees held at the facility. Of the 413 detainees, 143 
had been sentenced and 274 were being held in ‘preventative detention’ awaiting trial.  
 
Article 5 of the American Convention of Human Rights establishes guarantees for 
persons deprived of their liberty, based on the fundamental principle that, "[a]ll persons 
deprived of their liberty shall be treated with respect for the inherent dignity of the 
human person." These guarantees include the obligation to separate accused persons 
from convicted criminals.  
 
We were advised by administrative prison staff that that there were 21 indigenous Awá 
people detained at Tumaco Penitentiary, despite initial difficulty in obtaining the exact 
figure. The delegation was advised that there were separate cultural resources allocated to 
indigenous detainees however it was not clear what provisions were in place and 
indigenous detainees were unaware of such measures.  
 
Indigenous detainees suffer discrimination as accused guerrillas supporters and are 
isolated in different patios of the prison. Documents are not translated or explained to 
Awá detainees in their native language, who often do not understand the basis on which 
they are detained or what evidence, if any, is relied upon by the prosecution.  
 
Prison conditions were extremely poor. Due to overcrowding many detainees were 
forced to sleep on mattresses on the floor that had become damp in waterlogged cells.  
 
The infirmary reported one death in detention this year of a 22-year-old male however 
the cause of death was not disclosed.   

CASE STUDY 

On 24th and 25th June 2016 the bodies of three young girls were found in the Palo 
Parado neighbourhood in Tumaco, 14-year-old Paula Campaz Cortez, 15-year-old Any 
Ximena Arboleda Rosero and 16-year-old Yurany Preciado. The bodies of the girls 
were found tied to a tree, shot to death, their thighs pinned with a note that read, ‘for 
being a bitch’.  

Social associations reported in a public complaint that paramilitaries of the Autodefensas 
Gaitanístas de Colombia (AGC) were responsible for the disappearance, torture and 
massacre of the three girls however the perpetrator and motive are as yet, unknown.  

One of the girls was a member of Juventud Rebelde, The Process of Popular Unity of 
Southwest Colombia (PUPSOC) and the social and political Movement Marcha Patriótica. 
She was also the daughter o the leader of the Association of Farmers of Tumaco.1  
 
"When I got up on Saturday and I saw that she had not come home I had a bad feeling. 
The next day we learned from the newspapers that they had been killed", explained a 
close relative of Ximena. "We do not know who killed the girls, or what happened. 
Ximena was just starting her life which has been snatched from her."1  

 



 
A public defence attorney attends two days a week, however many of those awaiting trial 
have been held in preventative detention for over a year. The most common charges are 
low-level narcotics offenses and possession of illegal firearms, whilst those who are 
engaged in more serious, transcontinental crimes are notably absent from prison cells.  
 
The Public Prosecutor’s Office monitors the number of detentions rather than 
convictions, incentivising arbitrary detention and the abuse of power as those with high 
number of detentions are promoted. The process is reminiscent of the atrocious ‘false 
positives’ scandal where between 2002 and 2008 as many as 3,000 civilians 
were systematically executed by the Colombian army to bolster statistics of rebel fighters 
killed in combat.  

 



 

 
 
The delegation welcomed the openness with which we were received by prison staff 
however the absence of due process displayed at Tumaco INPEC, and the ostensibly 
arbitrary nature of detention, particularly of the endangered indigenous Awá population 
was deeply disturbing.   
 
 
 
 
 

 

CASE STUDY: INDIGENOUS LEADERS INCARCERATED 
 
The delegation met with three detainees of the Indigenous Awá community, all of whom 
had spent in excess of one year in preventative detention awaiting trial. Initially the 
detainees were brought to the administration office of Tumaco Penitentiary however the 
staff were obliging of our request to meet with the men in private and we were escorted 
to a study space within the prison facility.  
 
The eldest of the three indigenous leaders was charged with 11 homicides, displacement 
and terrorism. He was a member of the ‘guardia indígena’ – ‘indigenous guard’ - and 
commanded a considerable amount of respect within the Awá community. He told us 
that he was arrested by the army and not police officers who took him to Pasto before he 
was returned to Tumaco. Since his arrest, investigations have revealed that at least one of 
the victims had in fact died of natural causes and many of the witnesses of the 
indigenous population were instructed to sign statements and documents which they did 
not understand.  
 
The second detainee had also been charged with the unlawful killing of 3 indigenous 
people and although he himself was not considered a community leader, his sister was a 
governor within the Awá community. He was advised that military officers attended his 
home looking for him and so he presented himself at a nearby police station where he 
was arrested. He informed officers that he was in active military service at the time the 
murders took place, almost one year prior to his arrest. Despite records confirming that 
he was indeed undertaking a period of military service at the time of the murders, the 
state response was that he had permission to leave on licence and was therefore still 
implicated.  
 
The third and youngest detainee was charged with conspiracy to commit delinquency and 
was also undertaking military service at the time of the alleged wrongdoing. His brother 
was a prominent leader and member of the Awá ‘guardia indígena’. Military officers 
attended his home and implemented a disproportionate amount of force, physically 
endangering young children who were present at the scene and firing shots in the air.  
 
As one victim commented, “hay que desarmar el estado colombiano” – “it is the Colombian 
state that needs to be disarmed”.  
 
The detainees fear that they face continued and prolonged preventative detention as they 
await trial.  

 



CONCLUSION 
 

“Peace is fundamental to the country but here, it is secondary”  
– local community leader. 

 
We are led to believe that the case of Tumaco is ‘unique’ and yet in truth, it embodies all 
of the socio-economic ills confronted by Colombia on a microcosmic scale. We are told 
that, ‘this place isn’t Colombia’, but it can be said that this diverse and vibrant 
municipality is inherently more Colombian than most.   
 
We struggled to digest the evidence and testimony that we had collated over the course 
of our three-day mission in the context of the ongoing peace negotiation. Truth, justice 
and non-repetition are the central concepts discussed in Havana however, we were 
plagued by the notion of ‘non-repetition’ that seemed so tragically immaterial to a city in 
conflict such as Tumaco.  
 
As we waited on the roadside for our flight to be called, the announcement was made on 
a small television screen at La Florida airport that the peace agreement had been signed 
in Havana, after over 50 years of civil war it was all over.  Nobody flinched or glanced up 
at the screen from their newspapers. Just 100 metres from where we sat was an anti 
narcotics checkpoint manned by a group of heavily-armed officers, airport security staff 
carried on with their duties without hesitation, not a murmur or even acknowledgment 
of this historic achievement was uttered.  
 
On 2nd October 2016 the people of Colombia were asked to ratify the peace deal with 
FARC in a national referendum likened to Brexit. Aside from the ethical debate 
surrounding a vote for war or peace, the issues put to the nation were profound. For the 
people of Tumaco a vote for peace was a promise of turf war and yet community leaders 
are impassioned advocates for the ‘yes’ vote.  
 

“The ‘yes’ vote won’t bring us immediate peace but it is the first step” – message on the wall of 
Casa de la Memoria. 

 
On Saturday 3rd October 2016 the world looked on in disbelief as President Santos 
announced that 50.2% of voters had rejected the peace agreement, a razor-thin majority 
of less than 60,000 votes. Four years of negotiation to bring to an end over half a century 
of civil war was derailed overnight and the fate of the nation was plunged once more into 
uncertainty.   
 
Many of those who voted ‘no’ felt that demobilised guerrillas were being offered amnesty 
for crimes of war and that the millions of victims had all too easily been forgotten. In the 
days leading up to the vote, FARC commanders rushed to make public apologies to 
victims, announcing that the massacre of 35 people in Antioquia in 1994, ‘should never 
have happened’ and laying a new crucifix at a memorial site where 119 civilians were 
killed in a bombing. For many, these acts of contrition were too little, too late.  
 

“The day they are behind bars I will go and give them my hand and forgive them,” said 
Nohora Tovar, a senator who was kidnapped by the FARC in 2000. 

 



However the municipalities most affected by the conflict such as Cauca, Nariño, Chocó, 
Putumayo and Boyacá voted overwhelmingly for peace. A remarkable 71%8 of Tumaco 
voted ‘Sí’, despite being confronted with the immediate certainty of turf war should 
FARC disarm. Large cities rejected the agreement, except Bogotá, while small 
municipalities accepted the agreement in a majority, reflective of the urban and rural 
divide that has plagued towns like Tumaco.   
 
In a time of uncertainty and fear the resilient people of Tumaco remain dedicated to the 
peace accord and continue to advocate for the demobilisation of not only FARC but of 
all armed groups. Their dedication to peace through truth, justice and reparation is united 
and resolute. Human rights defenders continue to risk their lives every day in the hope of 
building a Tumaco where the right to life, equality and freedom of expression are 
respected and protected. Their unwavering loyalty to peace is a testament to them and to 
the strength of the Colombian people. 
 

 

                                                        
8 http://www.elcolombiano.com/colombia/acuerdos-de-gobierno-y-farc/voto-por-si-y-no-tambien-
dividio-a-las-victimas-YN5096331  
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