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„Weaving peace“: picture of the AETCR La Guajira in Mesetas, which had to be relocated in the 
face of threats of violence. Photo: Laura Camila Barrios Sabogal.
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Reconstructing the social fabric is one of the greatest 
challenges of building peace after civil war. A central ele-
ment in this process is the normalization of relationships 
and the reduction of mistrust between former combat-
ants and the population they are reintegrating into. Given 
deep-seated experiences of violence and societal cleav-
ages exacerbated by the armed conflict, this is far from 
easy. However, general research suggests that contact 
between group members can make an important contri-
bution to overcoming existing prejudices and reducing 
social distance and mistrust.1 

	 In late 2016, the peace agreement between the 
Colombian state and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia – People’s Army (FARC-EP) sealed the dissolu-
tion of the guerrilla group founded in 1964, officially end-
ing Latin America’s longest civil war. To facilitate the rein-
tegration of former FARC-EP combatants, the agreement 
took an unusual approach. At the core of the peace deal 
was a collective process called reincorporation, in which 
groups of demobilized FARC-EP members were to gath-
er in so-called “Transition Zones” (Zonas Veredales Tran-
sitorias de Normalización – ZVTN) to jointly transition 
to civilian life. After the signing of the peace agreement, 
over 20 such ZVTNs were established for nearly 10,000 
former FARC combatants. In 2017, these ZVTNs were 
transformed into 24 “Territorial Spaces for Training and 
Reincorporation” (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y 
Reincorporación – ETCR), which have continued to exist 
since August 2019 under the name of “Former ETCRs” 
(Antiguos ETCR – AETCR).
	 The ZVTNs, and thus the current AETCRs, are 
located in rural regions of the country that were chosen 
during the peace talks by the negotiating parties, without 
prior consultation with the local population. That said, the 
arrival of former FARC-EP members and their families had 
an immediate effect on the surrounding communities, 
sparking both expectations and concerns.² In this context, 
the question arises as to the extent to which the territori-
al reintegration process has succeeded in reducing mis-
trust between local communities and former combatants, 
thereby contributing to reconstructing the social fabric in 
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The study  
This TraCe Policy Brief is based on a collaborative re
search project conducted by the authors with the 
support of the Instituto Colombo-Alemán para la Paz 
(CAPAZ, Bogotá) and Rice University (Houston, TX). A 
German version has been published as PRIF Spotlight 
10/2023, and a more comprehensive version is avail-
able in Spanish under the title La reconstrucción del teji-
do social mediante la interacción entre comunidades y 
excombatientes de las FARC-EP as a CAPAZ Policy Brief.

those areas that were particularly affected by the armed 
conflict with the FARC-EP.
	 In this TraCe Policy Brief, we summarize the key 
findings of a research project conducted with support 
from the German-Colombian Peace Institute (Instituto 
Colombo-Alemán para la Paz – CAPAZ). Our survey, field-
ed in seven rural municipalities with AETCRs, suggests 
that contacts—in-person interactions—between members 
of the surrounding local communities and former com-
batants have helped reduce social distance and mistrust, 
and furthermore, have increased the population’s support 
for the peace process. In the following section, we intro-
duce our study and present some of the main quantitative 
results of the project. We then illustrate some of the forms 
of interaction and cooperation observed in the commu-
nities we surveyed, which according to our analysis, con-
tributed to reducing mistrust and social distance. We con-
clude with a series of recommendations.3 

More contacts, more trust: The general pattern
To determine whether contact between members of neigh-
boring communities and former FARC-EP combatants has 
contributed to reducing social distance and mistrust in the 
local population, we conducted field visits between Janu-
ary and December 2022 in seven municipalities with AET-
CRs, collecting in-person surveys from 1,228 individuals 
(see map).4 We statistically analyzed these 1,288 ques-
tionnaires using regression analyses to explore whether 
there was a systematic empirical association between the 

https://www.prif.org/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/reintegration-durch-lokale-interaktion
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variables “contact” and “social distance, ” while consider-
ing additional control variables in our models. Since we 
were interested in whether contact leads to a reduction 
in social distance, the two variables were defined in a way 
that minimized the likelihood of reverse causality—low 
social distance leading to less contact—in line with pre-
vious studies.5 Specifically, we measured social distance 
by asking respondents whether they would mind having a 
former FARC-EP combatant as their boss or as the spouse 
of a close relative.6 
	 In brief, our analysis reveals a consistent, sta-
tistically significant, and negative relationship between 
contact and social distance. This means that members 
of local communities who have had contact with former 
combatants are, on average, less socially distant from 
them, compared to respondents who have had no con-
tact. The more frequent the contact, the more pronounced 
the reduction in social distance. Furthermore, there are no 
systematic differences among the seven municipalities 
we studied. Taken together, these findings provide clear 
evidence of a general and positive impact of interaction 
between the local population and former combatants 
within the framework of the Colombian peace process.
	 Trust-building effects of contact between the 
local population and former combatants are also evident 
in responses to additional questions. As the figure illus-
trates, support for the peace and reintegration processes 
is, on average, 14 percent and 13 percent higher among 
individuals who have had contact with former combat-
ants than among those who have not, respectively. In 
the group who have had contact, support for the political  

participation of former combatants is, on average, 18 per-
cent higher, and the likelihood of voting for a former FARC-
EP member in future elections is 21 percent higher.

Forms of interaction and cooperation
What lies behind the abstract category of social contacts? 
Our research in the seven municipalities points to three 
forms of cooperation that bring the local population and 
former FARC-EP combatants into contact with each other: 
local infrastructure and service provision initiatives; pro-
ductive projects; and education, culture, and sports initia-
tives.
	 First, the establishment of the current AETCRs 
was accompanied by initiatives to improve local infra-
structure and the provision of basic public services. For 
example, in the case of Tierra Grata (Manaure), these ser-
vices are jointly managed by the local population and a 
group of former combatants. Additionally, facilities such 
as supermarkets and restaurants have been built within 
the AETCRs and these are accessible to the surrounding 
communities. In the case of Colinas (San José del Guavi-
are), an ambulance and local health facilities were estab-
lished, which also serve the residents of the nearby villag-
es.
	 Second, as part of the reintegration process, 
projects aimed at the production and processing of goods 
were launched and financially supported, often benefit-
ing the surrounding rural communities as well. In Agua 
Bonita’s AETCR (La Montañita), thanks to international 
development cooperation, a facility was built to convert 
raw materials into pulp. In Colinas, one of the projects  

Legend: In addition to the names of the municipality and the respective AETCR, the information includes the number of surveys conducted (in parentheses).

Map: The municipalities in the study and AETCRs
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implemented was to process raw materials from the har-
vest of the surrounding villages.
	 Third, former combatants and community mem-
bers regularly collaborate on joint educational projects. 
Across the AETCRs that were examined for this study, a 
project conducted by the National Open and Distance Uni-
versity (Universidad Nacional Abierta y a Distancia) and 
funded by the Norwegian Refugee Council, for example, 
enabled hundreds of former combatants and members 
of neighboring communities to pursue their first academ-
ic degree together. In terms of cultural initiatives, the arts 
and cultural festival Sembrando paz (“Sowing Peace”) is 
worth mentioning. This two-day event takes place annu-
ally with one of the days being held within the AETCR in 
La Fila (Icononzo) and the other in the urban center of the 
municipality, promoting artistic exchange and reconcilia-
tion between the groups. Additionally, members of the sur-
rounding villages visit the AETCR area to use the sports 
facilities.
	 However, it is also the case that across the 
municipalities that were part of this project, contacts 
between the local population and former combatants 
decrease with increasing geographical distance from the 
AETCRs. In particular, residents of the small town centers 
of the municipalities often have little to no contact with 
former FARC-EP members, primarily due to the remote-
ness of the AETCRs and the poor conditions of the roads. 
As a consequence, mistrust toward former combatants 
especially persists in these urban areas.

Conclusions 
The implementation of the 2016 peace agreement and the 
overall peace process in Colombia face numerous chal-
lenges that cannot be discussed here.7 However, our study 
suggests that a core objective of the reintegration of for-
mer combatants appears to been successfully achieved: 
their collective territorial reintegration is contributing to 
the reduction of the perceived social distance and mistrust 
among the local population. Direct contact is key to this 
success. The conditions that facilitate or limit the inter-
action between the local population and former FARC-EP 
combatants are therefore crucial. This underscores the 
importance of programs that bring together people living 
within and outside the AETCRs and that promote cooper-
ation between these two groups. Based on this, we would 
like to make three recommendations.
	 First, the initiatives, experiences, and social rela-
tionships that have been developed since 2017 as part 
of the reintegration process should be protected. In this 
regard, the Colombian state has the primary responsibili-
ty to prevent the gradual and fragile progress achieved in 
marginalized regions of the country from being threatened 
by the ongoing dynamics of violence and the presence of 
armed groups. Recent experiences in Mesetas (Meta) 
reinforce this. In March 2023, former FARC-EP members 
and their families had to leave their AETCR due to vari-
ous threats from one of the remaining FARC-EP dissident 
groups. In May, the national government purchased 1,460 
hectares of land in another municipality (Acacías) to allow 

Figure: Perceptions of former combatants and the peace process
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the former combatants to continue their reintegration pro-
cess there.8 This change implies that here, the process of 
reconstructing the social fabric and building trust with the 
new host communities has to be started from scratch.
	 Second, the findings of our study emphasize 
the importance of the diverse initiatives and projects that 
facilitate contact and cooperation between local com-
munities and former combatants. The commitment of 
the local actors themselves is crucial for these projects. 
However, they often also require external support, wheth-
er from government agencies, non-governmental orga-
nizations, or international development cooperation. For 
numerous productive projects, educational initiatives, and 
cultural activities, it is essential to maintain or build upon 
such support.
	 Third, our study shows that the reduction 
of social distance and the progress achieved in the 
trust-building process have primarily been observed in 
rural communities in close proximity to the AETCRs. Proj-
ects and initiatives, whether driven by state institutions or 
non-state actors and international development cooper-
ation, should therefore actively involve the urban centers 
of the municipalities as well, including by means of public 
campaigns aimed at countering the stigmatization of for-
mer guerrilla fighters.
	 Finally, maintaining the commitment to the 
implementation of the 2016 peace agreement and 
strengthening it through the involvement of violent actors 
who are still active remains of central importance. With-
out tangible progress toward a peace that encompasses 
the marginalized rural regions of Colombia, the advances 
in reconstructing the social fabric that we have observed 
in our study will remain limited and persistently at risk.
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