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Abstract 

Insecurities associated with the credible commitment problem during disarmament, 

demobilisation, and reintegration (DDR) processes are usually examined within a dyadic 

relationship between the government and a rebel group, ignoring how these insecurities play 

themselves out in the context of multiple warring parties. In addition, most studies on these 

dynamics take an overview macro-perspective, leaving out micro-dynamics such as how 

insecurity is experienced by those undertaking the disarmament process. This paper examines 

FARC members’ perception of insecurity and threat during the disarmament process in 

Colombia in the context of multiple armed groups.  Drawing on semi-structured interviews 

with FARC combatants in three different demobilisation camps during the process of 

disarmament, this paper sheds light on how credible commitment problems between the FARC 

and the Colombian government were influenced by the presence of additional armed actors and 

how associated insecurities are perceived by combatants who are disarming vis-à-vis various 

armed actors.   
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Introduction 

Insurgent disarmament after a negotiated settlement to civil conflict can be difficult.  

One issue is that insurgent disarmament can be beset by credible commitment problems. 

Credible commitment problems are similar to a security dilemma in which both sides (but 

particularly those disarming) fear the other side will renege on their promises and/or violently 

target them when they are vulnerable, which can result in delays to disarmament or even a 

return to fighting.1 In this article I highlight how the presence of multiple armed groups 

excluded from government-insurgent negotiations and corresponding peace processes can 

influence the dynamics in the credible commitment problem during insurgent disarmament. 

Insurgent groups often trust the government based on the government’s interactions with other 

armed groups.2 In addition, insurgents undergoing disarmament can experience security 

dilemmas vis-à-vis excluded armed groups, akin to spoilers.3  

In this article I concentrate on Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) 

members’ perceptions of insecurity vis-à-vis various armed actors during their disarmament 

process in Colombia. More specifically, I describe FARC perceptions of insecurity during their 

disarmament emanating from other potential rivals such as paramilitary actors, criminal bands, 

and the country’s smaller active insurgent group, the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN).  

In doing so, I explore how armed groups external to the government-FARC peace process 

influenced the government-FARC commitment problem during FARC disarmament.  To do 

this, I adopt an exploratory approach based on interviews and surveys with FARC members 

during their disarmament process in three demobilisation camps.  

This article is descriptive of these perceptions of threat and offers a window into the 

dynamics of how insecurity is experienced by disarming FARC members. This article makes 

a contribution to the literature on commitment problems by highlighting how FARC members’ 

trust in the government’s commitment to peace was influenced by excluded armed groups as 

well as how FARC perceived threats vis-à-vis these other excluded armed groups.4 It speaks to 

the broader literatures on inter-group interactions in multi-party conflicts and in multi-party 

peace processes.5 It also makes a contribution to studies on how lived experiences and 

perspectives of insurgents shape the prospects for successful disarmament, demobilization and 

reintegration (DDR).6  

This article frames these issues using the literatures on credible commitment problems, 

multiple armed groups, and spoilers. It then presents a background to the Colombian peace 
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process. After providing a brief overview of the research design, it examines FARC perceptions 

of threat.  

Credible commitment problems and the security of disarming ex-combatants  

Negotiated settlements in civil war resolution attempts are prone to credible 

commitment problems and associated security dilemmas.7 Warring parties on both sides of a 

dispute can never be certain of the other’s true intentions and often fear that the other side will 

renege on their promises. These insecurities associated with commitment problems are at their 

most intense during insurgent disarmament.8 The successful termination of civil war through a 

peace agreement requires that one side, usually insurgents, give up their weapons and 

reintegrate into society. In this situation, governments do not always trust that rebel groups will 

completely demilitarise and fear that they might seek further concessions through force. In turn, 

rebel groups are particularly apprehensive of laying down their arms in case the government 

make use of its advantageous position to wipe out its enemies when they are most vulnerable.  

This makes insurgent disarmament a difficult process, as well as their demobilisation 

and reintegration. Rebel insecurity has often been proffered as reasons for insurgent groups re-

arming and abandoning peace processes, hiding weapons, or behind demands for enhanced 

security provisions for those ex-combatants undergoing disarmament.9 For example, in 

Northern Ireland after signing the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) were reluctant to disarm citing the failure of the withdrawal of British troops and 

watered-down security sector reform.10 The IRA did not formally relinquish weapons until late 

2005, well after the May 2000 deadline outlined in the Good Friday Agreement. Even when 

the IRA officially disarmed, some in the organisation ostensibly kept hidden weapon caches in 

various rural areas across Northern Ireland in case tensions flared again.11 As a result of these 

insecurities and their associated potential outcomes, existing research emphasises that 

mitigating commitment problems are key to the durability of conflict-ending agreements, 

whether through power-sharing arrangements, security sector reform, or third party 

guarantees.12  

Existing studies tend to conceive of these commitment problems as dyadic between a 

government and rebel group, largely leaving out how armed actors excluded from the 

negotiations and corresponding peace process affect these interactions. Yet research suggests 

that the presence of other armed actors can influence government-rebel commitment 

problems.13  For example, Kirschner argues that information about opponents, such as their 
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behaviour during previous peace attempts with other armed actors, colours the extent to which 

groups trust their rivals.14  Similarly, research has shown that rebel groups compare 

negotiations and the terms and conditions that governments make with other armed actors.15 In 

an alternative scenario, governments might find it convenient to turn a blind eye to inter-group 

fighting to attain an advantage over their primary rivals, which can influence insurgent group 

perceptions in the government’s commitment to peace.16 Thus, in multi-party civil wars where 

governments conduct peace negotiations with one armed actor and exclude others, the 

successive iterations between groups provides scope for rebel groups to compare the deal they 

get to others.    

In addition to this, ex-combatants undergoing DDR processes can experience security 

threats directly from other extra-dyadic warring factions.  Armed groups left out of peace 

agreements or processes often perpetrate post-accord violence, and sometimes against groups 

or individuals who are disarming or attempting to reintegrate.17 Indeed, spoilers are major 

obstacles to peace, including where such groups violently target ex-combatants.18 Pro-

government militias, in particular, as anti-insurgent forces, have undermined peace attempts, 

often targeting demobilizing or former rebels.19 Enduring rivalries between groups provide 

incentives to keep on fighting and provide for self-defence.20 More broadly, demobilizing or 

demobilised individuals are often violently targeted by former comrades in arms, victims, or 

even members of the public.21 Where other armed groups continue to operate during an 

insurgent-government peace agreement, members of the disarming and demobilizing insurgent 

faction can experience threats to their personal safety from a number of possible sources.   

Consequently, research has emphasised the need for security for those undergoing DDR.22  

Finally, most research into the credible commitment problem focuses on the macro-

features of ex-combatant (in)security during DDR processes. Little attention has been cast on 

how ex-combatants’ perceive threats to their safety in these contexts. One notable exception is 

Nussio’s study on the narratives of personal security of demobilizing members of a Colombian 

paramilitary group.23 Others have also examined how satisfied ex-combatants are with their 

DDR process, with a keen eye for improving DDR mechanisms.24 Research has yet to address 

both how this context of multiple armed groups influences perceptions of the commitment of 

the government and insurgent group perceptions of insecurity vis-à-vis a plethora of armed 

factions during disarmament. This study provides an initial bridge over these gaps by exploring 

how FARC members perceived threats to their personal and collective safety emanating from 

various armed groups during their disarmament process in 2017.   
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Background: FARC peace process and disarmament 

Since the 1960s, Colombia has experienced a protracted civil war involving multiple 

warring parties. The main cleavage has been between the government of Colombia and various 

revolutionary left-wing guerrilla groups, primarily the FARC and the ELN, but also has 

included multiple smaller rebel forces such as Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19), Ejército 

Popular de Liberación (EPL), Partido Revolucionario de Trabajadores de Colombia (PRT) 

and others. Right-wing anti-insurgent forces such as the umbrella group Autodefensas Unidas 

de Colombia (AUC), referred to as ‘paramilitaries’ in Colombia, constituted powerful ‘inter-

field’ rivals with the FARC, ELN and other rebel groups. 25 They espoused an anti-communist 

agenda with (clandestine) connections to state institutions and Colombia’s armed forces in their 

counterinsurgency campaigns. 

There have been a few attempts at brokering peace in Colombia. Rather than bring all 

warring parties to the table at once, the Colombian government has attempted to negotiate with 

one group at a time. These negotiations and corresponding peace processes have tended to 

exclude other groups and have often been beset by spoilers.26 For example, during the former 

president Belisario Betancur’s administration (1982–1986), government-FARC negotiations 

led to a ceasefire and the formation of the Unión Patriótica (UP), the left-wing political party 

founded by the FARC and the Colombian Communist Party. However, after an estimated 3,000 

UP members were murdered between 1986 and 1995, including the assassinations of two of 

the UP’s presidential candidates (primarily by paramilitary forces and rogue government 

agents), conflict resumed.27 Then, in the early 1990s the government reached an agreement for 

the demobilisation of various smaller rebel groups such as the M-19, to which paramilitary 

forces also responded violently, including killing an M-19 candidate for president.28 The 

government of President Andrés Pastrana (1998–2002) also attempted to negotiate a settlement 

with the FARC. Ultimately these talks also collapsed, partially due to continued activities of 

external armed actors.29  For example, in October 2000, the AUC attempted to prevent the 

government passing a law that freed FARC prisoners by kidnapping six Colombian politicians, 

forcing the FARC to demand government action against paramilitary forces.30 

Between 2003 and 2006 the Uribe government (in office 2002-2010) reached an 

agreement and hosted a demobilisation program with the paramilitary AUC. By 2006, over 

30,000 paramilitary members had disarmed and demobilized. However, a small percentage of 

paramilitary members (officially estimated at less than 10 per cent) did not participate and 

formed new paramilitary groups, building their ranks with new recruits.31 Groups such as the 
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Las Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia (AGC), Los Paisas, Águilas Negras, or Los 

Rastrojos, among many other groups emerged in place of the dismantled AUC. Initially, the 

government of Colombia dismissed these new actors as a-political criminal gangs interested 

solely in narco-trafficking, known as ‘BACRIM’ (short for bandas criminales). Yet, many 

observers, researchers, and government officials now refer to such groups as ‘successor 

paramilitary groups’ or ‘new paramilitary groups’, noting similar leaders, objectives and tactics 

as their AUC predecessors.32   

Under the Santos presidency (2010-2018), government-FARC negotiations to end 

conflict began in 2012 in Havana, Cuba and, after rejection in a national referendum, a revised 

landmark peace deal was signed by both parties in November 2016. The six-point government-

FARC deal was comprehensive, addressing key areas of the conflict. However, these 

government-FARC negotiations and the corresponding peace process excluded other armed 

actors such as the ELN (who had separate secretive talks with the government) and various 

successor paramilitary and BACRIM groups, which continued fighting. As part of the 

provisions for ending the conflict, the two parties agreed to a FARC DDR process (referred to 

in Colombia as a collective ‘normalización’ and ‘reincorporación’). They also agreed that the 

FARC would join the democratic process as a political party and individuals would reintegrate 

into civilian life. The peace agreement also established third-party guarantees in the form of a 

tri-partite monitoring and verification mechanism, made up of representatives from the 

Colombian government, the FARC, and United Nations (UN), known as the Mecanismo de 

Monitoreo y Verificación (MMV) to oversee this process. For the demobilisation and 

disarmament of the FARC, the government helped set up 26 demobilisation camps, called 

zonas veredales transitorias de normalización (ZVTN), spread out across the country. These 

were designed, according to the Colombian High Commission for Peace, to ‘guarantee the 

ceasefire and disarmament as well as begin preparations for the reincorporation of FARC into 

civil society and their transition to a legal [political party].’33 These ZVTN camps varied in 

size, some with over 600 individual fighters and others with little over 50. The camps were set 

up in rural areas close to where FARC fronts operated. Between January and March 2017 

around 6,000-7,000 FARC fighters entered these ZVTN camps.  

The government-FARC agreement established a 180-day ceasefire and weapons 

decommissioning multi-stage timeline once the FARC entered the camps. After some delays, 

partially due to the setbacks from the referendum result and partially due to government 

capacity, this took place over a 4-month period between April and July, 2017. The FARC’s 
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disarmament included various procedures and stages, including identification, registration, 

monitoring and verification, collection, storage, disablement, removal and final disposition. 

The UN identified, registered and verified possession of weapons, it then collected them and 

eventually deposited them into UN storage containers which stayed in the ZVTN camps for a 

few weeks. The containers were then eventually removed from the camps and the UN disposed 

of them by using the weapons as material for building three monuments.34 Individuals were 

provided with certificates to confirm completion of the disarmament process, and which also 

authorised them to begin their formal reintegration into civil society. The UN declared the 

FARC’s full disarmament and an end to the fighting on the 26 of June, 2017 with the last 

containers of weapons leaving FARC camps the 15th of August, 2017.35 

As part of the terms of the government-FARC agreement, the Colombian government 

agreed to establish various mechanisms for the security and protection of FARC members in 

the process of disarmament and reintegration as well as for broader vulnerable sections of 

society. The text of the signed peace agreement recognised that the government of Colombia 

would ‘guarantee the implementation of the necessary measures for integral and effective 

action against criminal organisations responsible for homicide and massacres and against those 

who target human rights defenders, social movements, and political movements as well as those 

that threaten or target individuals involved in the implementation of the peace agreement and 

the construction of peace, including against those criminal organisations that have been 

identified as successor paramilitary groups and their networks’.36 This included, among other 

things, a National Commission for Security Guarantees, an organisation to protect rural 

communities and organisations, an elite police unit, among others.37 Some of these security 

measures were set in place to protect FARC members specifically from successor paramilitary 

actors, which the FARC had pressed for during the negotiations. In addition to this, the 

Colombian military and the Police provided security protection perimeter of 1 km around the 

ZVTN demobilisation camps for the transition period. Both maintained bases just outside the 

camps. They were not allowed to enter the camps unless authorised by the independent 

monitoring team (the MMV).  

The Colombian government has taken some significant steps in the fight against 

criminal bands and successor paramilitary groups.38 However, according to United Nations 

figures, 173 ex-FARC members and an estimated 324 (confirmed 303) social leaders have 

subsequently been assassinated since signing the peace agreement in 2016 to December 2019.39 
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Armed groups outside of the government-FARC peace deal have continued to target 

demobilizing FARC members and those that support the peace process.40  

Research design 

To examine FARC perceptions of threat vis-à-vis various armed groups, I adopt an 

exploratory approach focusing on their personal narratives.  I draw on semi-structured 

interviews and surveys with demobilizing FARC members during their disarmament in three 

ZVTN camps.  I conducted the semi-structured interviews using a 50-question survey about 

the respondent’s perception of threat emanating from various actors. Out of the 22 participants 

who agreed to be interviewed, 16 respondents also agreed to fill in the survey. In these cases, 

I conducted the interview whilst filling in respondents’ answers to questions from the survey, 

double-checking at each question if respondents were happy with the answer. For the 6 

respondents that agreed to participate in a semi-structured interview, but declined to participate 

in the survey, I asked similar sets of questions but only noted their responses without filling in 

the survey. I also spoke more informally to numerous other FARC members who provided 

useful contextual information.  

Crucially, I completed these interviews across two different timeframes during FARC 

disarmament, once in April 2017, after FARC combatants had entered the ZVTN camps but 

just before the disarmament process had begun, and again in July 2017, during the process of 

disarmament while their weapons were held in UN shipping containers waiting to be withdrawn 

and decommissioned.  

In order to get a contrasting sample of perspectives, I conducted these interviews in 

three different FARC ZVTN demobilisation camps across different regions of Colombia; one 

outside of Puerto Frasquillo, near Tierralta, Córdoba (‘Gallo’), San José del Guaviare (Este y 

Oeste) and in Buenos Aires, Cauca (‘La Elvira’).  This ensured a geographical spread of 

respondents and helped to capture the perspectives of various fronts and individuals in 

contrasting contexts. Rival actors such as the Colombian armed forces, paramilitary actors, and 

the ELN had varying levels of presence and different interactions with the FARC in each of 

these areas. For example, Tierralta in Córdoba has traditionally been known as a paramilitary 

stronghold. Santa Fe de Ralito, a former home base for AUC leader Salvatore Mancuso and 

where the Colombian government brokered a deal for paramilitary demobilisation in 2003, was 

not too far away in the same department (Córdoba). There was also a very limited to no ELN 

presence in the vicinity where FARC fronts would have been previously operating.  In contrast, 
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parts of the Cauca department had been dominated by FARC, but various paramilitary groups 

and the ELN have also all recently held presence there. In addition to this, the camps varied in 

size.  The Tierralta camp was a ‘Punto Transitorio’, or a small demobilisation camp, with only 

one encampment (one FARC front), with around 50 FARC fighters, whereas both San Jose and 

Buenos Aires were large Zona Veredales where multiple fronts had coalesced, with around 

200-400 people.  

I selected respondents in these camps based on a convenience sample with the 

permission of one or more of the FARC commanders. All respondents were FARC members 

undergoing disarmament with the collective ‘reincorporation’ process.  I interviewed 

respondents from various positions, including commanders, sub-commanders, militias, 

negotiators (in Havana, Cuba) and rank-and-file ‘soldiers’. Respondents were also from various 

age groups (between 30-75 years old). There were an equal number of female and male FARC 

respondents. All the interviewees signed anonymity agreements.   

Most of the questions in the survey were scale gauges or multiple choice. However, 

some open-ended questions were included. The survey consisted of three sections. The first 

section contained demographic information, age, gender, the length of time as FARC member, 

official ranking or position, and where they were operational. The second section first asked 

respondents to rank from ‘0’ to ‘100’ the level of threat they perceived to their personal safety 

from each of the four potential rival group (BACRIM, paramilitaries, the Armed 

Forces/Government, and the ELN), ‘0’ indicating ‘no threat at all’ and ‘100’ indicating ‘high 

threat’. Next, it contained a series of statements about perceptions of threat to personal safety, 

threats to the peace process, and to various collectives the participant may be a member of (i.e. 

the FARC, their local community, progressive social movements, political groups) posed by 

each potential rival actor (BACRIM, paramilitaries, the Armed Forces/Government, and the 

ELN). It asked the respondents to rank these statements from ‘1’ to ‘5’, ‘1’ being ‘totally 

disagree’ to ‘5’ being ‘totally agree’ as a gauge of the perceived level of threat. For example, 

respondents were asked to what extent they agreed with statements such as ‘Paramilitaries 

represent a threat to the peace process’. It posed the exact same set of statements for each rival 

actor. It then presented various statements regarding the extent to which respondents trusted 

each actor and how they viewed their future interactions after disarmament and reintegration. 

I also simultaneously asked questions concerning the nature of the threat and the nature of the 

rivalry they experienced with each set of rival actor.  Given that commitment problems may 

only exist between the government and the FARC, the survey contained an extended set of 
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questions pertaining to trust in the government in the short and long-term. In the final section 

of the survey I offered each an opportunity to speak more openly.  

 

FARC perceptions of threat in the context of multiple armed groups 

In the sections below, I highlight FARC interviewees’ perceptions of threat or insecurity vis-

à-vis various armed groups present in the Colombian conflict.  First, I present FARC 

respondents’ views and trust that the Colombian government (and its armed forces) are 

committed to peace and how the presence of other actors seems to have influenced this.  Next 

I focus on how FARC respondents’ perceived insecurity coming from pro-state paramilitary 

groups (and BACRIM), and finally the ELN.  Each section examines FARC member 

immediate perceptions of threat to their safety (i.e. fear of being militarily targeted) as well as 

fear that they might be collectively targeted. It then gauges FARC member perceptions of trust 

in that group in the future (i.e. long-term).  

FARC and the government (and its armed forces) 

Interviewed FARC members in all three camps perceived very low to minimal threat to 

their personal and collective physical safety from the government and its armed forces during 

the disarmament process as well as looking into their future reintegration. In the surveys, very 

few respondents rated the government and its armed forces as a major threat to their personal 

safety. Only one respondent rated the government and its armed forces as more of a physical 

threat to their personal safety as the successor paramilitary forces (see below). Very few, but 

with a slightly higher average, saw the government and its armed forces as a physical threat 

towards members of their community, social movements and unions, or their political party 

representatives. Only 3 out of 16 respondents classified the government and its armed forces 

as an ‘enemy’.  

Interviewed FARC members also expressed that they trusted that the Colombian 

government and its armed forces would not violently target them during the FARC’s transition 

from conflict to peace.41  One respondent forcefully argued ‘I highly doubt that we will see a 

repeat of what happened with the Unión Patriótica. The state wants peace, as do we.’42 

Respondents detailed how trust between the FARC and the government had been built during 

the years of negotiations. One respondent who was present in Havana for the negotiations 

stated, ‘the government has worked hard to earn our trust and to show us that they are 

dedicated to peace during the negotiations’.43  Another FARC member that was present at 
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negotiations in Havana argued that with the presence of the UN, the MMV, international non-

government organisations (NGOs) and observers, as well as the international attention the 

peace process has garnered, particularly after Santos won the peace prize, it would be extremely 

unlikely that the government and its armed forces would openly revert to militarily targeting 

FARC members participating in the peace process.44 Other respondents emphasised that while 

the government and armed forces as a whole seemed committed to upholding the peace process, 

there were certain elements within the military that were still hostile to the peace process. In 

other words, many recognised that the government was not a unitary entity.   

However, there were significant perceived security threats in one case. In April 2017, 

just before the disarmament process, FARC respondents in the camp in Córdoba (‘Gallo’) 

alleged the Army had staged set-ups (‘montajes’) to provoke the FARC, stating, referring to 

the Army outside the FARC camp, ‘there are tensions with our former enemies.’45 Respondents 

in this camp described how they distrusted both the police and military in the security perimeter 

set up surrounding the camp, and alleged that they were monitoring FARC activities. Many 

respondents outlined that these tensions were largely due to the government not providing 

promised materials for the camps. One respondent claimed that she did not trust the government 

to protect her during the disarmament process and whilst in the camps, connecting this mistrust 

to the lack of provisions from the government. She said, ‘I feel unprotected. Now that the 

government is not fully complying with its end of the deal [with respect to provisions and 

materials in the camps], I am losing trust that the government will provide for my security.’46  

Conditions in this camp improved in my second visit in July. Respondents this time 

around outlined continued dialogue with the government and enhanced material provisions as 

reasons for their optimism during disarmament. Commanders and sub-commanders from other 

camps answered these questions form a more historical and political perspective. One sub-

commander stated ‘it is difficult to trust the government. In the past, the government have 

broken their promises after many negotiations and deals and targeted us.’47 In summary, 

despite the general consensus in trusting that the government and its armed forces would not 

military target demobilizing individuals, this perspective was nuanced.   

While it appeared most of the interviewed FARC members were not afraid that the 

government would militarily target them, there was less trust that the government would 

adequately provide for their security against other armed groups once the FARC lay down 

arms. For example, when asked to gauge the extent to which they agreed with the statement ‘I 

can trust that the government (and police, etc.) will protect me from threats to my personal 
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security’, over half responded negatively. The paramilitaries were viewed as the main threat 

(see below), but the government, in FARC respondents’ eyes, was not doing enough to protect 

them, and were seen to have abandoned the security stipulations in the peace agreement.  One 

respondent claimed that ‘The disarmament process has not ended yet.  The security situation 

is very serious, and the state has not taken action against paramilitaries.  We are disarming 

despite the threat from other groups only to demonstrate our commitment to the promise of 

peace.’48 Many high-ranking respondents alleged that the military turned a blind eye to 

paramilitary operations in the region.49 Moreover, many respondents viewed that the 

government was perpetuating the conditions that allowed paramilitaries to function. Around 

two-thirds of respondents thought that the government still had significant clandestine links 

with paramilitary groups and linked threats to their personal safety to the government’s 

unwillingness to tackle paramilitaries. Another interviewee was clear that ‘in order to 

dismantle the paramilitaries, the government needs to terminate the politics and structures that 

support them.’50 FARC members that were in Havana stated that during the negotiations the 

government agreements in addressing continued paramilitary activity as well as providing 

adequate security for demobilizing FARC members were major sticking points, but that the 

state had stopped short of fully dismantling paramilitary groups.51  

In addition to this, there were relatively low levels of trust that the government would 

fulfil its end of the bargain in the long-term. For example, when asked about the future, most 

respondents did not trust that the government would implement the agreed terms of the peace 

deal or that the government had the capacity to do so. There was significantly less trust that the 

Colombian government would allow real political change in the long-term. Even fewer thought 

that the government had the best interests of demobilizing FARC members in mind during this 

peace process. One respondent argued ‘the state doesn’t really care about us or what happens 

with us.  They are just happy if we disarm and disappear.’52 Despite this, many respondents 

had an optimistic outlook for the future and the FARC’s collective role in politics in its 

transition to a political party as well as a personally positive outlook in their reintegration.  One 

stated, ‘With the government we hope that the signed agreements are honoured and 

implemented. But this isn’t just about giving up weapons. We also hope for development in the 

country-side and opportunities for the community to reach its political and economic 

potential.’53  

 

FARC and the paramilitaries 
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 In my interviews and surveys I had initially prepared the same questions relating to 

BACRIM and paramilitaries as separate actors, but all interviewed FARC members rejected 

this distinction. All interviewed FARC members in this study not only viewed BACRIM and 

paramilitaries as one and the same, but also understood the contemporary paramilitaries as a 

continuation from the AUC era.  They also related that not much had changed since the 

paramilitary demobilisation in terms of their relationships to paramilitary actors. One was clear 

that ‘for us the so-called BACRIM and paramilitaries are the same because they have the same 

politics.’54 Another said, ‘BACRIM is the name given to the various actors that continued the 

work of the paramilitaries, displacing, chasing out, and killing the local populations. In our 

communications BACRIM and paramilitaries are treated as the same.’55 All interviewees 

rejected the notion that BACRIM represented a separate category of armed groups that was a-

political and only interested in drug trafficking, as the government of Colombia often claimed. 

Some respondents acknowledged differences between groups, however. One respondent 

outlined how some paramilitary groups operated as military units, such as the AGC, whereas 

others were described as ‘ghost assassins’, such as the Águilas Negras, not really holding much 

of a physical presence and domination of territory but appearing where necessary to use 

violence to further their right-wing political agenda.56  

Respondents all said they experienced significant threat to their personal safety from 

paramilitary forces. In the surveys, on a scale of 0-100 with 0 being ‘no threat’ at all and 100 

‘high threat’, all except for one rated the personal level of threat from paramilitaries above 50, 

with the most common answer ‘100’ (six out of 16 respondents). Respondents described 

security tensions with paramilitary groups whilst in the camps as well as in their forecasts for 

the future. Two FARC commanders in one camp described potential military confrontations 

between the two groups including how paramilitary members had approached the perimeter of 

their camp at night.57 One respondent claimed ‘we are surrounded by paramilitaries’, pointing 

to the mountains nearby, and most agreed that the paramilitaries considered FARC members a 

military target.58 In July 2017, after disarmament, one FARC member stated that ‘the 

paramilitaries have always been our enemy and we are worried about our insecurity being 

without arms.’59 Another described how he felt safer in the camps than outside of them and 

was worried that the state could not or would not do anything to protect him after he leaves the 

camp.60 Generally speaking, amongst respondents there was not much optimism that they 

would be safe from paramilitary violence after disarmament and after leaving the camps. One 

interviewee related that paramilitary violence against him and his family was one of the main 
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reasons why he joined the FARC in the first place and he did not expect that to he would be 

treated differently in the future.61  Another stated, ‘if the government fulfils its terms of the 

agreement and takes steps to implement the peace process, the paramilitaries will not leave us 

alone.’62 

In addition to a threat to their personal safety, all FARC respondents agreed that 

paramilitaries were a threat to the peace process, to their communities, to social movements, 

and their political party representatives. All except for two respondents classified paramilitaries 

as ‘enemies’ to some degree (the two others did not agree or disagree). Many were worried that 

paramilitary forces would obstruct FARC participation in politics by assassinating or ‘violently 

opposing’ the politicians that represent their interests, including when the FARC becomes a 

political group.  Others were afraid that a paramilitary massacre of FARC political 

representatives, similar to that of the UP in the 1980s, could provide the basis for future 

conflict.63   

Respondents described the sense of threat emanating from paramilitary groups as 

affecting their decision to disarm or their perspective on the disarmament process. When asked 

why FARC members disarmed despite potential dangers, a common narrative was that they 

were taking a risk for peace. For example, one stated ‘We experience fear of the state and the 

paramilitaries. We experience insecurity. I could only lay down arms due to my confidence in 

the peace process and with our conviction that the best way to end this armed conflict is by 

joining the political process.’64 He described the disarmament process and his involvement in 

the peace process more generally as a ‘necessary risk’ for a more peaceful Colombia. One 

FARC militia member said that ‘The rivalry we have with the paramilitaries is over the control 

of territory, over power, and the political direction of the country. The FARC have always 

pursued a change in society to get rid of inequalities, but the paramilitaries have always looked 

to gain access to resources for themselves and their superiors, killing campesinos in order to 

do so.’ He continued, ‘For the moment our rivalries with the paramilitaries have not affected 

my disarmament or demobilisation because what we agreed to with the government is clear. 

The problem is that if the paramilitaries come to kill us, now that we have disarmed we have 

nothing to defend ourselves with.  But we are committed to peace. It is a risk we have to take.’65  

Another said, ‘Our word and promises to the Colombian people are important despite the risks, 

we also have the will power to see this through and to show the world who we are.’66  
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FARC and the ELN 

There was a stark contrast between different locations in how FARC members 

perceived a threat from the ELN. In camps in Córdoba and Guaviare, areas where there was 

little to no ELN presence, respondents rated their perception of threat to their personal safety 

from ELN as ‘0’.67  Correspondingly, all respondents in these two areas ‘completely disagreed’ 

that the ELN posed a threat to the Government-FARC peace process, to FARC communities, 

social movements, and to their political party representatives. None considered the ELN as an 

‘enemy’.  Moreover, far from considering the ELN as potential rivals or spoilers to peace, many 

respondents referred to the ELN as ‘friends’ or ‘brothers and sisters in arms’ with the FARC 

in that they had similar revolutionary objectives.68 FARC members with more experience, 

respondents over the age of 50, in both camps stated that because the ELN were not present in 

their areas, there was no FARC-ELN rivalry or competition, but that they were not sure about 

other areas.69 

In contrast, in Cauca, where the ELN had a relatively strong presence, respondents 

perceived the ELN as a strong threat to their personal safety. The higher the rank, the higher 

the respondent tended to rate the threat to their personal safety as well as the perceived threats 

to the peace process, communities, social movements, and FARC political party 

representatives. Respondents rated the ELN, on average, as much less of a threat than 

paramilitaries, but perceived the ELN in these areas as more of a threat, on average, than the 

government and its armed forces.  In interviews one FARC commander in Cauca detailed that 

the ELN were a threat to his personal safety and the FARC collectively in three main ways.  

First, he said that a few years prior the FARC and ELN commands in his region held a series 

of meetings in which the ELN accused the FARC of being ‘traitors’ to the revolutionary cause 

by entering into the peace agreement with the government. ‘There is a chance’, he said, ‘but a 

very unlikely one, that ELN could militarily target FARC members.’  He stated ‘as long as 

there is no peace deal between the ELN and the government, the ELN represent a threat to the 

FARC reincorporation and peace in the country.’ Secondly, as ELN expand their control over 

communities previously held by FARC, the ELN tax local communities and could possibly 

punish some members of those communities for cooperation with the FARC.  He said the 

FARC felt a ‘responsibility to protect those communities from reprisals’. Finally, and similarly, 

he said the process of ELN establishing control of territory previously held by the FARC could 

lead to violence against FARC members and communities.70  
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Conclusions 

This article offers a glimpse into how demobilizing FARC members perceived 

insecurities associated with the credible commitment problem in the context of multiple 

warring groups.  It highlights how FARC members’ trust in the government’s commitment to 

implementing the peace agreement was influenced by excluded armed groups. It also sheds 

some light on demobilizing members’ perception of threat vis-à-vis other armed groups that 

have continued activities despite the government-FARC peace agreement.  

 Interviewed demobilizing FARC members, for the most part, trusted that the 

government and its armed forces would not violently target them during their disarmament or 

reintegration in the future. However, they expressed doubt in the government’s commitment to 

the implementation of the peace agreement, especially regarding the government’s 

commitment to their physical security vis-à-vis armed groups excluded from the government-

FARC agreement.  In addition, FARC members expressed that these excluded armed groups 

posed a significant threat to their personal safety during their disarmament and in their future 

reintegration due to continued rivalries, personal retaliation, or from forced recruitment. Many 

were also concerned about paramilitary actors targeting FARC ex-combatants, political party 

members, and social and community leaders and activists, threatening FARC inclusion into the 

political process. A few were afraid of ELN reprisals for being ‘traitors’ to the armed 

revolutionary cause.  

 This article offers a snapshot of FARC members’ perceptions during disarmament in 

April and July 2017. Since then, conservative President Iván Duque’s administration, elected 

in 2018 on an anti-peace-process platform, has stalled on the implementation of some of the 

terms of the agreement.71 Previous research has indicated how breaking promises like this can 

erode armed groups' trust in the government’s commitment to peace.72 While the majority of 

FARC fighters have continued ‘reincorporation’73, some top- and middle- rank commanders, 

including alias ‘Santrich’, have returned to arms, lamenting the Duque administration’s failure 

to implement the terms of the government-FARC agreement.74 Similarly, other ‘dissident’ 

FARC members have also returned to war citing threats from other armed groups, such as 

paramilitary forces.75 Indeed, the United Nations counted 173 ex-FARC members and 

estimated 324 (confirmed 303) social leaders have been assassinated from the signing of the 

peace agreement in 2016 through to December 2019, with many more killed since the 

beginning of 2020.76   
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This article makes two related contributions to the literature on credible commitment 

problems during attempts to end civil conflict.  First, this article suggests that the presence of 

extra-dyadic armed groups excluded from peace processes can affect credible commitment 

problems between a government and an insurgent group, at least on one side.77 The presence 

of external armed actors can impact insurgent member’s perceptions of the government’s 

commitment to the implementation of the terms of an agreement, especially where insurgents 

perceive that the government can influence excluded armed group activity.  

Secondly, this article also suggests that continued activities of armed groups outside of 

government-insurgent peace processes can constitute the primary security dilemma impeding 

insurgent DDR. This corroborates existing research into the effects of continued competition 

with excluded armed groups on insurgent group DDR, and ultimately on conflict duration and 

conflict reoccurrence.78 It is also consistent with the literature on spoilers79 and on pro-

government militias effects on the prospects for peace.80  

Further research is required to make generalizable observations beyond the Colombian 

case, but anecdotal evidence points to similar dynamics elsewhere. For example, in Mindanao, 

Philippines, armed groups such as Christian militias and hard-line Islamist separatists that were 

excluded from the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro (CAB) between the 

Philippine government Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) (2014), have diminished MILF 

trust in the government’s commitment to the agreement and created security dilemmas for 

MILF vis-à-vis other groups.81 In Sudan, the implementation of DDR programmes after the 

government in Khartoum and the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) signed Sudan’s 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (2005) was significantly complicated by the presence of 

multiple excluded armed groups.82  

These observations have policy implications for mitigating credible commitment 

problems and associated security dilemmas after negotiated settlements between governments 

and insurgent groups in the context of multiple warring parties. This research highlights how 

there is a small window of opportunity for warring parties to signal their commitment to the 

terms of a negotiated settlement, including by, but by no means limited to, addressing excluded 

armed groups.83 It also underscores the importance of security provisions for insurgent 

members undergoing DDR, including, potentially, institutional and third-party guarantees.84 In 

the case of Colombia, many have argued already that security for demobilizing FARC members 

must be a vital part of the implementation of any peace agreement between the government 

and the FARC.85  Further acknowledging insurgent perceptions of insecurity vis-à-vis excluded 
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armed groups could be a useful departure for policymakers in designing transitions from 

conflict. 
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