
 
 

The international community must act to protect Colombian 
indigenous peoples from violence and killings  

Of 102 indigenous peoples, 66 are at imminent risk of extinction 

Brussels, August 14, 2013. August 9 marked the International Day of Indigenous Peoples. However, the 

situation of indigenous peoples in Colombia does not leave much to celebrate. 

According to the National Indigenous Organisation of Colombia (ONIC), between 2009 and 2012, 438 

indigenous people were killed and more than were 22,000 forcibly displaced. Between January and July 2013, 23 

were killed and 1,506 displaced. The ONIC reports that 66 indigenous people are about to disappear, some with 

populations of less than 500 inhabitants, 18 with less than 200 and 10 made up less than 100 individuals. The ONIC 

also reports that indigenous peoples are “victims of a genocide that is forcing cultural and physical extermination”. 

The organisation also notes that “the situation of violence and destruction is intensified through killings, enforced 

disappearances, forced displacement, forced recruitment, sexual violence, threats and other crimes, affecting the 102 

indigenous peoples in Colombia both collectively and individually, and causing them serious harm”. Only 2% of the 

Colombian population is indigenous, yet they account for 7% of internally displaced persons (CODHES). According to 

UNDP figures, 70% of Colombian indigenous children suffer from chronic malnutrition, and 63% of the indigenous 

population lives below the poverty line. This is despite the wealth of natural resources in indigenous territories. 

This situation is caused by the war that armed actors (guerrillas, paramilitaries and state security forces) are 

fighting in indigenous lands. Another cause is extractive industry projects and other mega projects being exploited in 

their territories, threatening their livelihoods. In its annual report of April 2013, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) noted that “decisions relating to the use and exploitation of natural 

resources are normally taken without respecting the right to prior consultation and without respect for the traditional 

authorities and procedures, nor in accordance with the specific cultural context”. OHCHR also noted that after a 

“broad participatory process” on the right to consultation, “not a single best practice was identified”. The Office also 

recalled that “in the case of groups at risk of extinction, the right to prior consultation constitutes not only a right to 

participation but also a veto mechanism to guarantee their survival”. 

On the occasion of the International Day of Indigenous Peoples, the EU High Representative for Foreign 

Affairs, Catherine Ashton, stated that “The EU raises the rights of indigenous peoples wherever relevant in its political 

dialogues with third countries and regional organisations, and at multilateral forums such as the United Nations”. 

However, the EU-Colombia Free Trade Agreement (FTA) which came into force on August 1st could further aggravate 

the situation of indigenous peoples in Colombia. The FTA was promoted and approved by the EU despite the many 

warnings against this risk. “Oidhaco asks the EU, its Member States, and Switzerland and Norway, to call upon the 

Colombian government to respect ILO Convention 169 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 

and to take urgent measures to protect indigenous peoples”, says Vincent Vallies spokesperson of this network of 35 

organisations. “The extreme vulnerability in which the 102 Colombian ethnic groups find themselves demands 

decisive steps from the international community to prevent their disappearance”, he adds. 

The International Office on Human Rights - Action Colombia, represents a network of more than 30 European organisations. From its headquarters in 

Brussels, Oidhaco accompanies Colombian civil society initiatives which work towards the full respect of human rights and international humanitarian law, 

and a negotiated solution to the internal armed conflict. Since 2012, Oidhaco has been granted Special Consultative Status before the United Nations 

Economic and Social Council. 
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