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I.

SUMMARY AND CONTEXT
Around the world, throughout history and today, persons have gone missing as a result
of conflict, human rights violations, disasters, organized violence, and refugee flows
and migration. All countries are affected by the global challenge of missing persons.
A structured and sustainable response is needed, on international as well as national
levels. Accounting for the missing is an investment in peace and stability.
In Colombia, 120,000 persons disappeared during the country’s more than five
decades of conflict, according to estimates by the Search Unit for Missing Persons
(UBPD). Their absence and the lack of information about their whereabouts and the
circumstances of their disappearance have left a legacy that influences all parts of
post-war Colombian society.
The 2016 peace agreement that ended the war laid the basis for an Integral System
of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition (SIVJRNR) to tackle the challenge
posed by the issue of the missing. This system includes the UBPD, an institution that
is responsible for 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.
The peace agreement tasked the International Commission on Missing Persons
(ICMP), a treaty-based intergovernmental organization headquartered in The Hague,
the Netherlands, with supporting the UBPD. ICMP works 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. ICMP is tasked exclusively to work on the issue of missing persons.
ICMP, with financial support from the European Union, in 2019 started a program to
assist Colombia in addressing the missing persons issue by strengthening the UBPD’s
capacity to conduct fieldwork and supporting the participation of civil society
organizations, particularly families of the missing, in the process. ICMP also worked
in Colombia from 2008 to 2010, focusing on institutional development and providing
technical and forensic assistance.
ICMP’s Profiles of the Missing series comprises international panel discussions on the
global challenge of missing persons that seek to develop, advance and raise awareness about the missing persons issue. On Friday 11 December 2020 a virtual panel
“Profiles of the Missing: Reflections of the Families of Missing Persons on the Progress of
the Implementation of the Peace Agreement” was held. It was the second Profiles of
the Missing event focused on Colombia; the first held in December 2019 in The Hague.
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The virtual event, convened by the UBPD and ICMP, marked the fourth anniversary of
the Final Agreement for the End of Conflict and the Building of a Stable and Lasting
Peace, and International Human Rights Day. Relatives of the disappeared and
representatives of civil society organizations took part in the event, which was made
public through livestreaming.
Speakers included ICMP Commissioners Her Majesty Queen Noor and Bert Koenders,
former Dutch Foreign Minister; Lars Bredal, Deputy Head of the European Union
Delegation in Colombia; UBPD Director Luz Marina Monzón Cifuentes, and ICMP
Director-General Kathryne Bomberger. The event was moderated by Compaz
Foundation Director Paula Gaviria, former Victim’s Unit Director and former Presidential
Counsellor on Human Rights.
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II.

INTRODUCTION
With the signing of the Peace Agreement between the Government and the FARC-EP,
Colombia took a challenging path to account for more than 120,000 missing persons
left behind by the 50-year-long armed conflict. ICMP’s global experience shows that
the participation of families and civil society in institutional efforts is a prerequisite for
guaranteeing their rights and healing societal wounds.
ICMP, as an international partner of the Peace Agreement, has since February 2019 –
with the support of the European Union – assisted efforts to ensure that Colombian civil
society and families of missing persons are front and center in the country’s institutional,
legal and social progress on the issue of disappearance.
The 11 December 2020 Profiles of the Missing event summarized in this publication
highlighted the fundamental role of civil society organizations in which missing persons’
families are active. Many of these organizations are led by women, who demonstrate
strength, determination and hope in the search for their relatives – a task that, if not
solved, is passed on to the next generation.
This publication profiles six civil society representatives. Their diversity underlines
the complexity of Colombia’s problem of disappearance and the importance of
impartial solutions that guarantee the rights of all victims. The families who shared their
experiences are victims of disappearance due to actions of all actors in the armed
conflict. Their stories remind us that the conflict had indiscriminate, individual, and
social effects. Let us not forget that disappearance affects all. The solutions, therefore,
must reflect the needs of all.
Among those profiled is a member of the Commission for the Search of Missing Persons
FARC. This profile highlights the FARC’s transformation into a civil society actor and
illustrates how it now works to fulfil its constitutional commitment to help account for
missing persons. The FARC’s Search Commission has a fundamental role in implementing
the Peace Agreement.
ICMP promotes the sharing of strategies among civil society groups to address and
overcome challenges.
ICMP is grateful to the European Union for its support, to the Colombian institutions, to
families for searching for their loved ones, and to civil society organizations for their
strength and drive to continue contributing to accounting for missing persons.
The stories of those profiled in this publication serve as a reminder to continue efforts to
learn about the stories – the names, dreams and hopes – of all 120,000 missing persons.
There is still work to be done.
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III.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS BY HER
MAJESTY QUEEN NOOR,
ICMP COMMISSIONER
Colombia has the necessary elements for an
effective missing persons process
Her Majesty Queen Noor
ICMP commissioner

I am privileged to be with you today.
Although the pandemic has physically
separated us, I believe we are bound
together by a shared resolve.
My own family’s proud connection to
Colombia began a century ago. They
were Syrians whose hazardous journey
seeking security and refuge from turmoil
was fortunately, as far as I know, free of
the tragedies that bring us here together
today.
I have personally witnessed, in the course
of my humanitarian missions there over
the years, various horrific facets of the
diverse and interconnected challenges
that have faced Colombia, including
the legacy of violence in the issue of
missing persons, which we will examine
today.
8

As ICMP’s longest-serving commissioner
– since 2001 – I know what is required for
an effective missing persons process and
I can say, unequivocally, that Colombia
has the necessary elements for such a
process.
Let me list five key elements which are
already in place.
First: the full engagement of civil society.
The efforts of families of the missing
underpin an effective process, and in
Colombia the response of relatives to the
disappearance of loved ones has been
proactive and determined. This resolute
engagement can sustain the process
over the long term.
Second: Colombia has a dedicated
missing persons institution: The UBPD. A

central and impartial missing persons
institution is fundamental to an effective
process. And before I move on to point
three, let me take a moment to pay tribute
to UBPD Director Luz Marina Monzón,
who is trying to lay the foundations of an
integrated missing persons process.

best use of opportunities afforded by
advanced forensic science.
ICMP has provided training for more than
130 civil society organizations in Colombia to
improve their technical and administrative
capacity. It has worked on 14 projects
with 21 civil society organizations (CSOs) in
different parts of the country, and created
a wonderful Mapping exercise that
demonstrates the diversity and vivacity of
Colombian Civil Society Organizations that
work on the missing persons issue.

Third: Colombia has a legal framework
that supports the process and upholds the
rights of families of the missing, and it also
has adequate data privacy legislation.
All successful, sustainable missing persons
processes are carried
out in line with the rule of
law, and in this respect,
The efforts of families
Colombia
has
the
of the missing underpin
necessary elements in
an effective process,
place.
Fourth: Colombia has
properly equipped laboratories and qualified
specialists in forensic archaeology, anthropology and DNA.

and in Colombia the
response of relatives
to the disappearance
of loved ones has
been proactive and
determined. This
resolute engagement
can sustain the process
over the long term

Fifth: Political will. Without
political will, the factors
I have cited will not be
enough. The relevant
stakeholders in Colombia have already demonstrated political
will – and they will have the full support
of the international community to remain
committed to the process.

So, we can say with some confidence
that Colombia has the people and
the resources to account for tens of
thousands of missing persons. The
task is not an easy one but it can be
undertaken successfully – it must be
undertaken successfully, because it is
a basic prerequisite for lasting peace.
To date, together with the UBPD, ICMP
has assisted in collecting, sharing and
protecting data on missing persons,
maintaining international standards for
mass grave investigations, and making

In addition to these
achievements,
I
believe
that
two
actions
are
now
urgently needed.
First, the institutions involved in Colombia’s
missing person process
must harmonize their
work in coordination
with the UBPD. The roles and responsibilities
of the institutions and
the coordinating role
of the UBPD should be
presented clearly to
the public.

Second, all families of all missing
persons, regardless of political affiliation,
economic background, ethnicity, or role
in the conflict, should be assisted and
encouraged to actively participate in
the process and to report their missing
relatives. This will require a public
information campaign that reaches every
corner of the country.
Today’s discussion will examine progress
that has been made in the short period
since the Peace Agreement came into
force, and it will look at what must now
be done. I hope it will focus attention on
these key ways of carrying the process
forward.
9

Let me conclude by expressing ICMP’s
gratitude for the crucial support it has
received for its work in Colombia from
the European Union’s Service for Foreign
Policy Instruments and from the EU Mission
in Colombia and in particular from
Ambassador Llombart.

This has made it possible for ICMP to fulfil
the role that was accorded to it under
the Peace Agreement. In this capacity
we have sought to assist the efforts of the
Search Unit, an institution whose mandate
is at the very heart of implementing peace
in Colombia.

IV.

OPENING REMARKS
BY LARS BREDAL,
DEPUTY HEAD OF
THE EUROPEAN UNION
DELEGATION IN COLOMBIA
Victims’ Profiles: Reflections of Relatives of Missing
Persons on the Peace Agreement

Lars Bredal
Deputy Head Of The European Union Delegation In Colombia

The European Union is firmly committed
to
supporting
Colombia
in
the
implementation of the Peace Agreement
and to work with the Government, civil
society, communities and state institutions
such as the Integral System of Truth,
Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition
(SIVJRNR).
10

The Peace Agreement signed between the
Government of Colombia and the FARC
has one essential characteristic: it centers
on victims, who can turn their pain and the
damage caused by the armed conflict
into reparation and possibilities to move
forward. In line with this, ICMP’s “Profiles of
the Missing” format highlights the central

place that families of missing persons must Truth, justice, reparation and non-repetihave. Having this conversation with different tion in relation to the past is a prerequisite
actors who have faced the disappearance for progress in building a society in which
of their loved ones reminds us of the new generations inherit dreams and
indiscriminate effects of the conflict and hopes rather than uncertainty and anthe need to respect
guish. The international
the rights of all victims
and the EuTruth, justice, reparation community
equally.
ropean Union accomand non-repetition
pany Colombia in this
In this important period
transition to the future.
in relation to the past
of peace implementais a prerequisite for
tion, the work of the SIIn 2019, the European
progress in building a
VJRNR is key. The UBPD,
Union launched a proas well as the Special
gram to support the
society in which new
Jurisdiction for Peace
UBPD to contribute, in
generations inherit
(JEP) and the Commispartnership with ICMP,
sion for the Clarificain its mission of finding
dreams and hopes
tion of the Truth (CEV),
the more than 120,000
rather than uncertainty
based on their manpersons missing from
and
anguish.
The
dates, have promoted
the internal armed conspaces of participation
international community flict of more than 50
that contribute to guayears and, specifically,
and
the
European
Union
rantee the rights of the
to improve the particiaccompany Colombia
victims. This work should
pation of victims and
continue to be supporColombian civil sociein this transition to the
ted to produce the
ty in this process. The
future
results that the victims
mere thought that this
need.
figure multiplies, when
we think of mothers, fathers, spouses, and
Disappearances have a profound effect, children of missing persons, shows us the urnot only on the immediate families of the gency of healing this wound and suppormissing, but also on the social fabric of an ting the efforts of institutions committed to
entire country.
finding them.
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V.

KEY MESSAGES BY
LUZ MARINA MONZÓN
CIFUENTES, DIRECTOR
OF THE UBPD
The Search Unit Joins, Cooperates, Builds on Work
to Find the Missing
Luz Marina Monzón Cifuentes
Director of the UBPD

Luz Marina Monzón Cifuentes’ remarks at
the event highlighted the following key
messages:
•
Civil society’s central role: Civil
society organizations for years have been
searching for their loved ones, and their
initiatives led to the creation of search
mechanisms in the country. Their work,
not only on their individual cases but on all
cases of missing persons, has shaped this
country – a country that needs to be further
strengthened to provide the response that
the society needs.
•
The UBPD builds on existing work: It
is important to know that the UBPD joins in,
cooperates and builds on what has been
built to find the missing. The great challenge
is to ensure that everything that has been
built and that all progress that has been
made is further strengthened so that the
needs of the victims are met. The UBPD, as
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part of the SIVJRNR, has to complement
efforts to fulfil the rights of the victims. At
the same time, it has to articulate and
connect the work of the ordinary system
(Prosecutor’s Office, Procurator’s Office,
Ombudsman’s Office, Victims’ Unit, etc.).
All stakeholders must consider how to grant
the victims the legitimacy they require.
This would alleviate the uncertainty of
families and support the positive social
transformations that have occurred due
to work to investigate disappearances
and raise awareness about the missing.
The UBPD, the Prosecutor’s Office or any
other entity cannot be efficient unless it
forms part of a permanent, frank, honest
dialogue in which civil society plays a
constructive part.
•
Finding the missing is a shared
task: Civil society’s task is to demand that
institutions do their job; that they respond
to the needs for which they exist. Institutions

were created to fill specific purposes and
needs. The vision that I hope to establish is
that we can talk about the existence of a
national system in Colombia for the search
of missing persons: a system in which

everyone has a role to play – a different
role that contributes to the common
purpose of finding the country’s missing
persons and learning what happened to
them.

VI.

PROFILES OF THE MISSING
PANEL DISCUSSION
In the virtual panel “Profiles of the Missing”, relatives of missing persons and
representatives of organizations for the search of missing persons and the FARC’s
Commission for the Search for Missing Persons discussed the different contexts of
disappearance in Colombia and the progress made by institutional mechanisms on
the issue of disappearance.

6.1
Luz Elena Galeano Laverde – Colectivo Mujeres
Caminando por la Verdad – MCV

Luz Elena’s story:
Luz Elena is a spokesperson for the
organization Mujeres caminando por
la verdad (Women walking for the
truth - MCV), a member of the network
Movimiento Nacional de Víctimas de
Crímenes de Estado (National Movement
of Victims of State Crimes - MOVICE) and
the recipient of the 2015 National Award
for the Defense of Human Rights.

She is searching for her husband, Luis Javier
Laverde, a beloved father to daughters
who were very attached to him.
Luis Javier was forcibly disappeared on 9
December 2008 in Medellín (Antioquia), in
the San Javier neighbourhood of Comuna
13. In this area, more than 23 military and
paramilitary operations were deployed,
including the so-called Operation Orion
13

and Mariscal, which claimed the lives of
hundreds and forcibly disappeared more
than 400 persons since 2002.
After the disappearance of her husband,
Luz Elena immediately began searching
for him, without results. Eventually
she joined the collective of Mujeres
Caminando por la Verdad, as she
realized that the best strategy is joining
together with others to make proposals
and advocate. She also participated in
the Havana Roundtable Discussion.
With the support of the Corporación
Juridíca Libertad, she dedicated herself
to memory work, political advocacy and
denunciation, as well as the protection
of the largest urban mass graves in
Latin America, “La Arenera” and “La
Escombrera”, located in Comuna 13.
Luz Elena hopes to one day find Luis
Javier and learn what happened to him
and why. She hopes to learn who was
responsible and end impunity.
Collective Damage
When a loved one disappears, everyone
around that person is hurt, Luz Elena
said. In Comuna 13 alone, where there
are more than 400 missing persons
whose disappearances have caused
emotional, physical, psychosocial and
economic damage on an individual and
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collective level, the missing persons were
ready to serve their community.
Some victims in La Escombrera and La
Arenera were forced to dig their own
graves, while others were dismembered
and placed in bags that were disposed in a
landfill. “The security of these mass grave sites
has diminished because the main actors in
this case are State agents. The institutions do
not provide security to the victims, many of
whom have been targeted with threats of
violence or death,” Luz Elena said.
MCV worked with the Special Jurisdiction
for Peace (JEP), an entity in the SIVJRNR,
to hold the first public hearing at which
its members described the damage
suffered by the Comuna 13 community.
Luz Elena argues that the next step in
Colombia’s efforts to address the issue of
missing persons should be coordination
between the State and victims in
the Peace Accords implementation.
This would enable people like her to
participate in truth and justice processes
on
forced
disappearances
and
extrajudicial actions.
“It is necessary for the entities of the
SIVJRNR, and especially the UBPD, to
have sufficient resources to implement
the regional search plans that will allow
for the prompt initiation of searches to
find missing relatives,” she said.

6.2
Teresita Gaviria – Asociación Caminos de
Esperanza, Madres de la Candelaria

Teresita’s story:
Teresita Gaviria, 75, has been a tireless
leader in the search for missing persons
since her son Cristian Camilo Quiroz went
missing in 1998. Through her leadership of
the Asociación Caminos de Esperanza,
Madres de la Candelaria (Paths of Hope,
Mothers of La Candelaria Association),
she spreads the message that forgiveness
and reconciliation are possible, and that
pain can be transformed into love and
hope.
Cristian Camilo was a 15-year-old ninth
grader who dreamed of becoming a
doctor when paramilitaries suddenly
disappeared him on 5 January 1998 in
the Magdalena Medio region. Teresita
decided to create an organization so
that she and other mothers and family
members of the disappeared could
join forces to search for the missing
and demand truth and justice. On 19
March 1999, she led the first sit-in at the
Candelaria Church’s atrium, in front of
Berrio Park, in downtown Medellín.
“We want them alive, free and in peace”
shouted the five demonstrators, clutching
photos of their missing relatives.

That sit-in became the germ for Asociación
Caminos de Esperanza, Madres de la
Candelaria – an organization that today is
respected nationally and internationally.
Comprising mostly mothers, wives and
grandmothers of missing persons, the
organization has for 21 years brought
hope to many homes destroyed by war.
The organization led by Teresita has
assisted more than 1,000 victims of crimes
such as homicide, forced disappearance,
displacement, sexual violence, and
massacres. Teresita has been recognized
with hundreds of awards and honors,
including the National Peace Prize
(2006). She was named “Ambassador
of Reconciliation” by the United States
Agency for International Development
in 2018 and “Great Defender of Human
Rights Jesus Maria Valle Jaramillo” by the
Council of Medellin in 2013.
“When a family member disappears, you
think that you will never recover. We, the
victims of disappearance, cannot wait
and dedicate ourselves to the search for
our missing relatives. This is why we joined
together in an organization to support
other families who have suffered from
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disappearance and its consequences,
including
emotional
crises,
forced
displacement, and land dispossession,”
she said.
Teresita has been extorted and deceived
by people who promised to deliver her
son’s body – she even sold her house
as part of futile efforts to get him back.
“Paramilitaries attacked all parts of
Medellín. The State, which was absent
during the attacks, persecuted the civil
society organizations that met in the
atrium of the Candelaria church”, she
said.
Intact Dignity
Teresita believes that those who fight
retain their dignity. They have sought
ways to sustain themselves – some families
have had to go through great difficulties
to make a living while also facing the
stigma of being war victims. In addition,
they have been rejected and stigmatized
due to their work on the issue of the missing

– some have been revictimized so much
that they have not been able to interact
with institutions.
Teresita’s organization has prepared a
report on war orphans for the JEP. “Our
response is to follow through if the entities
do not provide support to the victims,
and to continue our search activities. It
is important to support war orphans and
the children of those who were at war,
as they are not to blame for what their
parents have done,” she said.
She argues that all entities should improve
their approach towards the victims and
coordinate their work. “It is necessary that
all entities go the same way and that they
include and support victims’ organizations
– sometimes they forget about us. All the
organizations of family members must
be supported. We feel that the State is
absent. It should listen well to the victims’
organizations and treat the searchers with
the dignity,” she said.

6.3
Esteban Sosa Salvarezza – Asociación de Familiares
y víctimas de desaparición forzada en el Caquetá –
FAVIDESC

Esteban’s story:
Esteban Sosa is Vice President and
Project Director of the Asociación de
Familiares y víctimas de desaparición
forzada en el Caquetá – FAVIDESC
(Association of Relatives and Victims of
16

Forced Disappearance in Caqueta).
A social communicator and educator,
he has lived in Florencia (Caqueta)
since 2016, working with academia, civil
society organizations, and international
cooperation agencies.

Although he has no missing relatives, he
is a professional committed to the cause
of finding Colombia’s missing. This led
him to co-found the Association, which
supports families in the municipalities of
Curillo, Belen de los Andaquíes, Florencia,
Montañita and Puerto Rico, an area in
which 30 cases of missing persons have
been documented to be submitted to
the UBPD.
FAVIDESC comprises family members,
professionals, and students who promote
memorialization, empowerment, and
organization. The organization works for
families’ rights to truth, justice, and nonrepetition. It strives to restore the dignity
of families and communities affected
by forced disappearance and other
atrocities.
FAVIDESC
uses
a
comprehensive,
targeted, and innovative psychosocial
approach to address the mental health
needs of individuals and families who
are missing loved ones. It seeks to help
victims recover by building supportive
environments and connections. It works
to strengthen damaged communities
and to create the understanding needed
for non-repetition by ensuring that the
atrocities are remembered, in the area
and across generations.
In 2020, Esteban established the
publishing label FAVIDESC Produccion,
which published testimonies of relatives of
persons missing in Caquetá in a book titled
Ausencias Presentes (Present Absences).
He has also coordinated FAVDISEC
projects involving families of disappeared
persons from Caquetá, supported by
ICMP using funding from the German
Development Cooperation Agency (GIZ).
FAVIDESC cooperates with the UBPD and
organizations of families throughout the
country.

A Need for Development
Forced disappearance in Caquetá has
affected more than 3,000 families. Most
of them are from rural areas and have
also been victims of forced internal
displacement. Their lack of access to
education – some are illiterate – has
made it difficult for them to access their
rights. The persistence of the conflict in
the department means that there is a fear
of reporting, and families continue to be
displaced by threats.
Esteban and FAVIDESC participated in
an ICMP-led mapping of civil society
organizations, with the resulting resulting
mapping
document
recognizing
organizations of family victims of forced
disappearance. FAVIDESC also launched
the Colombian Network of Organizations
of Relatives of Missing Persons, the second
network of its kind in the country, with the
aim of strengthening the participating
organizations’ work.
“The families of the disappeared in
Caquetá need support to escape poverty
and the continuing threats to their lives
and forced displacement. They also need
comprehensive psychosocial support.
The lack of such support for families of
the disappeared means that it the effects
of forced disappearance are not yet
understood”, Esteban said.
He called for the careful protection of
the documentation of disappearances,
which could be destroyed by the region’s
humid conditions and the ongoing
conflict. “ICMP has helped us to protect it
and keep it safe for delivery to the UBPD,”
he said.
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6.4
Gladys Yolanda Montes Ovalles – Asociación de
familiares de personas desaparecidas por la defensa
de los derechos humanos, la paz y la reconciliación
en el Sarare, Arauca Region – ASOFAVIDA Arauca –
Asofavida

Gladys Yolanda’s story:
Gladys Yolanda Montes, an educational
psychologist and human rights lawyer, is
the founder of Asociación de familiares
de personas desaparecidas por la
defensa de los derechos humanos, la paz
y la reconciliación en el Sarare, Arauca
Region – ASOFAVIDA (Association of
Relatives of Disappeared Persons for the
Defense of Human Rights, Peace and
Reconciliation in the Sarare, Arauca
Region).
As a lawyer, she represents victims of
forced disappearance and extrajudicial
executions. Her brother Omar Alfonso
Montes, who was a member of the
political movement Union Patriotica,
which supported the 1991 Constituent
Assembly, was disappeared by the Army
and paramilitary groups on 11 June 1993
in Aquitania (Boyacá).
Gladys
Yolanda
and
her
family
searched for Omar from the moment he
disappeared. Using rented backhoes,
18

they finally managed to exhume his body,
along with the remains of other victims.
Throughout the process, Gladys Yolanda
and her family were met by negative
attitudes and responses from the official
entities that should have supported them.
The family were treated as criminals for
looking for their family member and had
to move several times.
Creating Trust is Necessary
At the “Profiles of the Missing” event,
Gladys Yolanda emphasized that the
impact of disappearance goes beyond
individuals. “Those missing are excellent
parents, wonderful spouses, leaders who
built processes, who defended the land.
A whole generation disappears. Even
trust in the State is affected,” she said.
Gladys Yolanda considers trust building,
identifications and documentation of
cases crucial elements of the search
process. She believes that the search
process must begin with real information
about the disappearance sites. Actions

must be coordinated with members
of the FARC, particularly in relation to
cemeteries, as most of the missing have
been found in such locations.
Gladys Yolanda considers truth the key
to stable and lasting peace. For families,

she said, knowing the truth means
knowing where their relatives are, who
disappeared them and why. She called for
cooperation in efforts to find the missing,
including with other countries, such as
Venezuela, where many Colombians are
missing.

6.5
María Lucelly Urbano – Comisión de Búsqueda de
Desaparecidos FARC

María Lucelly’s story:
María Lucelly is a member of Comisión
de Búsqueda de Desaparecidos FARC
(the Commission for the Search of Missing
Persons FARC), a national and regional
organization that works to find the truth
and help families reunite with their loved
ones. Her work follows her participation
in FARC’s negotiating team in Havana,
Cuba. Maria Lucelly’s partner Javier
Castillo Castillo was forcibly disapperead
in 1988 and her sister Doris Amelia Urbano
in 1990.
The members of the FARC Search
Commission are both ex-combatants and
relatives of missing persons. Their efforts –
without the use of State resources – have
led to the documentation and delivery of
more than 300 cases to the UBPD.
As part of her contribution to peace and
within the framework of the commitments

assumed by FARC, María Lucelly has
shared her version of events during
the armed conflict before the Truth
Recognition Chamber of the Special
Jurisdiction for Peace. She has also
contributed to sharing information with
the UBPD, to support its efforts to fulfil its
mandate.
Building Routes for Progress
María Lucelly also works to promote
gender equality and women’s equal
access to positions, trades, rights, duties
and freedoms. She considers cooperation
with the International Committee of the
Red Cross in Colombia (ICRC), ICMP,
victims’ organizations and families to be
fundamental.
The FARC Search Commission began its
work before 2016 and has consistently
cooperated with organizations that
require information.
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Insecurity and the lack of security
guarantees have caused many members
to move to other places, which makes
it difficult to collect information and
coordinates, she noted. In addition, many
of those who held key information were
killed in the war.
María Lucelly finds it crucial to continue
building routes for progress to fulfil
the commitment made in the Peace
Agreement. The lack of sufficient
resources and guarantees makes the
support of organizations such as ICMP

essential for the gathering of information
and documentation related to cases in
the search for missing persons, she said,
adding that more support is needed.
She emphasized the need to strengthen
security guarantees, and for international
entities and organizations to provide real
and coherent support. The assistance
from international partners such as ICMP
should be made permanent to enable a
continuous process that entrenches the
achievements made, she argued.

6.6
Olga Esperanza Rojas – Fundación para la protección
de los derechos de las víctimas de secuestro,
desaparición forzada y otros hechos victimizantes –
FUNVIDES

Olga Esperanza’s story:
Olga Esperanza Rojas’ husband José
Vicente Rojas disappeared in 1992. Her fight
to find him led her to create the Fundación
para la protección de los derechos de las
víctimas de secuestro, desaparición forzada
y otros hechos victimizantes – FUNVIDES
(the Foundation for the Protection of the
Rights of Victims of Kidnapping, Forced
Disappearance and other Victimizing Acts),
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which now is one of the most important
victims’ organizations recognized by the
SIVJRNR. FUNVIDES fights for the rights of
around 15,000 victims.
José Vicente Rojas disappeared on 3
November 1992 in Carepa (Antioquia), while
traveling home from the battalion where he
was on duty. He was detained by members
of the 34th and 5th fronts of the FARC, who
were setting up an illegal roadblock.

Olga Esperanza and her son Emerson
created FUNVIDES to bring together
families of members of the Army and Police
who have been victims of kidnappings,
hostage situations and disappearances.
Families Need More Support
FUNVIDES has delivered the first report
on military victims to the SIVJRNR. The
organization was recognized as being
part of the first case before the Special
Jurisdiction for Peace . It actively contributes
to the SIVJRNR’s efforts to build peace and
learn the fate of the missing. It currently
represents more than 4,600 members of the
public forces who were kidnapped and
disappeared in the context of the conflict.
Olga Esperanza said that the suffering of
families of missing Public Force members is
compounded by the “false belief that the
Army helps us, or that the State helps us.”
FUNVIDES enables families to share their
pain and unite in demanding their rights.

Olga Esperanza noted that ICMP is the
only organization that has supported her.
FUNVIDES is part of the network “Red VER”,
which brings together organizations that
search for the missing. This network, which
is supported by ICMP, addresses the issue
of the missing and fosters a process of
forgiveness, justice, and collaboration.
“The pain is the same for all. The whole
country and all countries must unite in the
search for missing persons. The best strategy
is to unite, to look for allies like ICMP and to
support each other. It is a long process that
must continue”, Olga Esperanza said.
She appealed to all entities and
international organizations to continue
supporting smaller organizations and
families, and in particular women, some
of whom are dying without finding their
children. “This process must continue,”
she said.
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VII.

CLOSING REMARKS BY
BERT KOENDERS, ICMP
COMMISSIONER
Colombia’s Missing Persons Process:
A Coordinated and Effective Approach

Bert Koenders
ICMP Commissioner

Excellencies, Representatives of the
Colombian Institutions, Families of the
Missing,
Let me begin by thanking Director Luz
Marina Monzón for the remarkable work
she has done to establish the UBPD, and
for her very informative remarks today on
the development of a long-term missing
persons strategy for Colombia. ICMP
wants to continue assisting the UBPD in
line with its needs as the process moves
forward.
I would also like to thank Paula Gaviria for
moderating today’s event. Throughout the
discussion she has shown great sensitivity
while also highlighting underlying issues
and possible solutions. And let me express
heartfelt appreciation to the European
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Union for the support it has extended
to ICMP’s Colombia program over the
last two years. This support has made it
possible for ICMP to fulfil the role assigned
to it under the Peace Agreement.
And, most of all, I want to thank the
relatives of missing persons who have
shared their experiences with us today.
A guiding principle of ICMP’s work since
it was established nearly 25 years ago
has been to listen to the families – listen
to their experience, understand their
needs, and respond to their proposals
for action. ICMP’s Profiles of the
Missing events set out to highlight this
fundamental principle – that families of
the missing must be front and center of
any missing persons strategy.

There are more than 100,000 persons
missing from Colombia’s more than
five decades of conflict. Finding the
missing and securing the rights of all
survivors, regardless of their ethnic
background, their economic status,
their political affiliation, their gender,
their sexual orientation, their role in the
conflict, or the circumstances of their
disappearance is an indispensable
investment in lasting peace.

relevant Colombian institutions
work with the Search Unit.

ICMP is here to help Colombia. No country
can be expected to find such a large
number of people on its own. It is a massive
undertaking that requires international
support. Colombia owns the process.
Considering the scale of the challenge,
I believe the country would benefit from
taking advantage of help that is available
from specialized organizations. As Her
Majesty Queen Noor said at the beginning
of today’s discussion, ICMP’s assessment is
that Colombia has the elements required
for a successful missing persons process.
By partnering with others, it can deploy
these elements to maximum effect.

• Create a Central Record of all
those who went missing. This is a step
that must be taken now. During this
pandemic period, it would make sense
to use online methods to encourage
families to report missing persons and
to engage in the process.

The watchwords are:
• Find the missing – and I emphasize
the word “find”, not just “search”.
• Simplify and harmonize the process.
The more complex the process, the less
engagement there will be from civil
society. Make it easy to report missing
persons and to receive updates about
the process. Make it clear how other

will

• Keep families front and center:
Colombia must put the families at
the center of the process and work
to secure the rights of all survivors. I
recommend that families are offered
the space they have requested to
participate.

• Use
advanced
technologies.
Taken together with the steps I have
just mentioned, making use of the latest
forensic science – and there have
been important breakthroughs even
in the last two years – can significantly
increase the number of identifications.
While there have been achievements,
there is much more to do. ICMP would
like to continue working with the UBPD
and its Colombian partners—the families
of the missing and civil society – to find
the missing and to secure the rights of all
families of the missing.
Finding the missing is key to peace and
stability.
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VIII.

THE WAY FORWARD

Head of ICMP´s Colombia Program
Lina María Pinilla: Only a Joint Effort Will
Give the Results Needed
Lina María Pinilla
Head of ICMP´s Colombia Program

In this publication, and throughout
ICMP’s work with Colombian civil society
stakeholders, we have sought to highlight
several key messages. One is that the road
to accounting for the more than 120,000
missing persons left behind by the conflict
is, and will continue to be, difficult. But it is
not impossible.
Colombia has strong institutions with
technical capacity for the State to fulfil
its duty to provide answers to the families
of missing persons. It has a dynamic and
active civil society that ensures that
the families’ demands for their rights
cannot be ignored. The support of the
international community is a key to results
that contribute to the consolidation of
peace.
ICMP promotes eight principles that aim
to reflect and promote a new global
consensus on how to address the problem
of missing persons. Their application in
Colombia would greatly contribute to
bringing much-needed results.
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These principles, cited below, must be
prioritized as Colombia charts a way
forward:
• Responsibility
of
the
State:
Guaranteeing peace is one of the
responsibilities of States. Accounting
for missing persons and protecting
persons from disappearance is an
essential element in achieving these
objectives. In Colombia, the various
institutions with a mandate on the issue
of disappearance must join forces to
fulfil this responsibility.
• Substantive Rights: After the
disappearance of a person, multiple
rights are violated for the person and
his/her family. Reporting on missing
persons in Colombia should be done
under a rights-based approach to
victims of disappearance.
• Technical capacities: Colombia
has a great institutional technical

expertise that has been built through
decades of efforts. Still, operational
and technical knowledge can be
further strengthened, across all of
Colombia’s relevant institutions to
account for missing persons, prioritizing
their regional teams.

known, including the cause and
manner of death in cases where
the disappeared person has died.
The mandates of the three SIVJRNR
institutions should be harmonized to
make this possible.
• Justice:
The
justice
system
should lead efforts to investigate
disappearances and identify and
prosecute those responsible; and

• Cooperation:
Inter-institutional
coordination in Colombia is one of
the greatest challenges. Coordinated
action that harmonizes the mechanisms
of ordinary and transitional justice is
essential for the measures to continue
to be effective.
• Procedural rights: Accounting
for missing persons includes not only
the identification of remains and
their release to relatives, but also
investigations that can clarify the
violations and abuses that led to their
disappearance.
• Truth: The circumstances of the
disappearance should be made

• Rule of law: Failures in the rule of law
are both a cause and a consequence
of the disappearance of persons. All
measures to address the problem must
respect and promote the rule of law.
ICMP’s experience has proven that
effective participation of families of missing
persons and civil society organizations
in the entire missing persons’ process is
needed in order to apply these principles.
ICMP encourages Colombia to continue
on this challenging mission.
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