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Press Release 

Peace on hold in the Colombian Amazon 

New in-depth study identifies worsening spiral of environmental 
destruction and violence since 2016 peace treaty between 
government and FARC 

Berlin, 30.09.2021: A twin human rights and environmental crisis in Colombia has intensified 
since the government and rebel army FARC signed a peace treaty in 2016, finds a new study 
by WWF in collaboration with the thinktank adelphi, the Colombian NGO Fundación Ideas 
Para la Paz (FIP) and the Frankfurt Zoological Society. The demobilisation and disarmament 
of FARC created a power vacuum in the Colombian Amazon that has allowed increased 
exploitation of natural resources and illegal economic activities, in particular the cultivation of 
coca plants, unregulated gold mining, livestock and agriculture. This has led not only to more 
environmental destruction and deforestation, but sparked a new spiral of violence. 
 
With the sharp increase in illegal activity, local communities, NGOs and state institutions that 
strive to protect the Colombian Amazon are increasingly coming into conflict with the interests 
of powerful and heavily armed groups. In the best-case scenario, they are prevented from 
doing their job, in the worst case they are threatened, abused or killed. Recently published 
data shows that Colombia is now one of the most dangerous countries for environmental 
defenders, with more murders than any other country: 65 of the 227 recorded worldwide in 
2020. At the same time, deforestation has skyrocketed to unprecedented heights, rising by 83 
percent in the first half of 2020 compared to the same period in 2019.  
 
“Hopes for peace and security were not fulfilled with the 2016 ceasefire,” said Dr. Julia 
Gorricho, South America advisor at WWF Germany and an author of the report. “Instead, the 
crisis intensified with the signing of the peace agreement. Colombia’s Amazon region is today 
caught in a new spiral of violence that claims more and more victims. We see how 
environmental degradation and the merciless struggle for resources destroy the livelihoods of 
countless people in the country. At the same time, the destruction of forests is driving the 
global climate catastrophe”.  
 
Indigenous communities are particularly hard hit, losing their land and becoming victims of 
human rights abuses, violence and displacement. Between 2016 and 2019, seven 
environmentalists were murdered in the Amazon region and ten leaders of indigenous 
communities and environmental organizations were threatened. Many other attacks, forced 
evictions and sexual assaults have also been recorded.  
 
Government employees charged with protecting the environment are also at risk. In February  
2020, a dissident group of former FARC rebels told the employees of national parks in the 
Amazon region to leave the protected areas within 48 hours. In order to save their lives, the 
officers complied. 
 
“With the signing of the peace agreement, the dynamics of conflict and environmental 
degradation have changed significantly,” says Lukas Rüttinger, Senior Advisor at adelphi and 
an author of the report. “A complex and constantly changing network of armed groups, 
private sector actors and corrupt officials are using the power vacuum created by the 
demobilization and disarmament of the FARC to expand their power and illegal economic 
activities. The result is an unprecedented rate of resource exploitation in the Colombian 
Amazon,” Rüttinger continued.  
 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/last-line-defence/
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Environmental degradation and conflict produce a vicious cycle. Deforestation, driven by the 
constant instability, is accelerating the global climate crisis. At the same time, the ecosystems 
of the Amazon are becoming less able to withstand the effects of climate change due to 
deforestation and environmental pollution. Changes in water availability, the navigability of 
rivers and weather patterns are already noticeable, endangering the livelihoods of the local 
population. As a result, people come under more pressure to engage in illegal activities such 
as growing coca or joining armed groups, further destabilizing the region.  
 
Above all, profound inequalities that underpin decades of armed conflict persist. On top of 
this, key measures included in the 2016 peace agreement such as comprehensive land 
reform have not been implemented, contributing to the conflict taking on new forms.  
 
According to the authors of the study, the state has not been able to stop deforestation or 
effectively protect those at risk. "The most urgent task at the moment is to protect people 
from direct violence," says Juan Carlos Garzon, Research Associate, FIP. “But you can't just 
do that by fighting crime. The country's social conflicts can only be defused if poverty is 
reduced and new perspectives open up for the people of Colombia. It is also important that 
the local communities in the Amazon receive greater support so that they can better protect 
themselves from social conflicts and the consequences of global warming. "  
 
ENDS 
 
For more information: 

• Immo Fischer, WWF Germany press office, Tel.: 030-311 777 427, 

immo.fischer@wwf.de  

• Michael Hornsby, Senior Manager, Communications, Climate Diplomacy & Conflict, 

adelphi, Hornsby@adelphi.de  

 
About adelphi 
adelphi is an independent think tank and leading advisory body on climate, environment and 
development. Our mission is to strengthen global governance through research, advice and 
dialogue. We offer governments, international organizations, companies and civil society 
actors solutions for sustainable development and support them in meeting global challenges 
effectively. 
  
About WWF 

WWF is an independent conservation organization with a global network active through local 

leadership in nearly 100 countries. Our mission is to stop the degradation of the planet's 

natural environment and to build a future in which people live in harmony with nature. 

 

About FIP 

FIP (Fundación Ideas Para la Paz) is a Colombian think tank whose mission is to generate 
knowledge, propose initiatives, develop practices and accompany processes that contribute 
to building a stable and lasting peace in Colombia. 

 

About the Frankfurt Zoological Society 
The Frankfurt Zoological Society is an international conservation organisation. From its office 
in Frankfurt am Main, it coordinates projects in 18 countries. The aim of the ZGF is the 
conservation of wilderness and biodiversity. The ZGF provides practical, unbureaucratic and 
long-term support to nature conservation authorities, national park administrations and 
national NGOs as well as local communities in the project countries. 
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