
COLOMBIA PROGRAM
OVERVIEW
Five decades of armed conflict in Colombia were ended by the 
Peace Agreement of 2016. The Peace Agreement stipulated the creation 
of the Search Unit (Unidad de Búsqueda de Personas 
Desaparecidas). The Search Unit is part of the Integral System of 
Truth, Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition (Sistema Integral de 
Verdad, Justicia, Reparación y No Repetición). The conflict left a legacy 
of more than 120,000 missing persons, according to figures from the 
Search Unit. The Search Unit has a 20-year mandate and is tasked 
with developing and implementing a strategy to locate the missing, to 
support the work of families, family organizations and civil society and 
to highlight their role in the missing persons process.

Colombia is a party to the Inter-American Convention on Forced 
Disappearance of Persons, as well as the Rome Statute of 
the International Criminal Court. On 8 November 2005, the President 
of Colombia signed Decree 3974, which promulgated the former 
into domestic law. In line with the text of the Convention, Colombia 
agreed not to practice, allow or tolerate the enforced 
disappearance of individuals and to sanction, within its jurisdiction, 
the perpetrators, accomplices and those who conceal such crimes.

Colombia is also a party to the International Convention for the 
Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. Article 12 of 
the 1991 Constitution of Colombia prohibits enforced disappearances.

In the year 2000, enforced disappearance was explicitly criminalized 
through Law 589, which also created the Commission for the Search 
of Disappeared Persons (Search Commission), the National 
Register of Disappeared Persons (National Register), and the 
Urgent Search Mechanism for the Prevention of Enforced 
Disappearance (USM).

PROGRAM
Under the Peace Agreement, the International Commission on Missing 
Persons (ICMP) is specifically mandated to support the technical 
capacity of the Search Unit and work to strengthen the capacity of civil 
society to participate in the efforts of the Search Unit. As a partner to the 
Peace Agreement, ICMP supports the participation of families of the 
missing in the effort to account for their relatives, and promotes their 
engagement in securing their rights to an effective investigation, truth, 
reparation and guarantees of non-repetition.



Strengthening the operational and technical capacities of the 
Search Unit;
Providing a learning and development program in 
forensic anthropology and archaeology, as well as other areas 
of knowledge necessary for the fieldwork of the Search Unit;
Identifying alternative solutions for the storage, custody and 
dignified handling of unidentified, identified and unclaimed 
human remains, including an assessment of conditions of 
cemeteries, repositories and laboratories of state institutions;
Promoting the effective participation and involvement of 
family members and civil society, including their involvement in 
the work of the Search Unit;
Supporting civil society through a targeted learning and 
development program;
Promoting the development of female-headed organizations, 
given that the vast majority of missing persons survivors are 
women; Supporting civil society projects with small grants;
Promoting international visibility of the issue of missing persons 
in Colombia;
Promoting international participation and support for 
Colombian stakeholders;
Strengthening the capacity of civil society organizations to 
collect, protect and share information on missing persons in 
line with the requirements of the Search Unit;
Facilitating cooperation between Colombia’s government 
entities responsible for the search, location, recovery and 
identification of disappeared persons to coordinate their activities in 
order to maximize their effectiveness and avoid duplicated effort.

        ICMP’s Program in Colombia is supported by the European Union            

ICMP first became engaged in Colombia in 2007 following a request by the Prosecutor’s Office. Between 2008 
and 2010, ICMP contributed to public policy documents and legislation on missing persons in Colombia, 
recommending provisions on the protection of genetic data, establishment of a national DNA database, 
collection and processing of reference samples, protection of unidentified remains at cemeteries and provision 
for symbolic reparation to the families of the missing.

ICMP’s current Colombia Program was launched at the beginning of 2019. The program is helping stakeholders 
to maintain an effective long-term strategy. ICMP is working on projects to highlight the key role of women 
and families in the search for the disappeared, and it is fostering the willingness and capacity of families to work 
with one another and exchange experiences.

PROGRAM OBJECTIVES
Program objectives include:

ABOUT ICMP
ICMP is a treaty-based intergovernmental organization with Headquarters in The Hague, the Netherlands. 
Its mandate is to secure the cooperation of governments and others in locating missing persons from 
conflict, human rights abuses, disasters, organized crime, irregular migration and other causes and to 
assist them in doing so. It is the only international organization tasked exclusively to work on the issue of 
missing persons.

Contact: icmp@icmp.int.




