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Glossary

Children: Under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child is every human being
below the age of 18, unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained
earlier.t Colombian law distinguishes two specific age groups: children, any person under
the age of 12, and adolescents, any person between 12 and 17 years old.z Consistent with
international legal standards, the term “children” in this report refers to persons under the

age of 18.

Recruitment: In the context of this report, “recruitment” refers to compulsory, forced and
voluntary conscription or enlistment of children into any kind of armed force or armed
group.3 Under Additional Protocol Il to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, children under the age of 15 may not take part in
hostilities.4 Under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the
involvement of children in armed conflict, ratified by Colombia in 2005, armed groups
should not recruit people under the age of 18. State armed forces shall not compulsorily
recruit children or use those voluntarily recruited in hostilities.5 Colombian law

criminalizes the recruitment of children under the age of 18.6

Use: Children may be utilized and exploited by armed groups for a wide array of activities,

including direct participation in hostilities, serving as cooks, porters, messengers, spies, or

 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted November 20, 1989, G.A. Resolution 44/25 U.N. GAOR Supp (No. 49)
at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, ratified by Colombia on January 28, 1991, art 1.

2 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code (Cédigo de la Infancia y la Adolescencia), Law No. 1098 of 2006,
November 8, 2006, http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_1098_2006.html (accessed December 15,
2025), art. 3.

3 UNICEF, The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups,
February 2007, https://www.unicef.org/mali/media/1561/file/parisprinciples.pdf (accessed December 15, 2025).

4 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of
Non-International Armed Conflicts (Protocol Il), 1125 U.N.T.S. 609, entered into force December 7, 1978, arts. 4 and 38; CRC,
art 1.

5 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, adopted
May 25, 2000, G.A. Res. 54/263, Annex |, 54 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 7, U.N. Doc. A/54/49, Vol. Il (2000), entered into
force February 12, 2002, ratified by Colombia on May 25, 2005, arts. 1, 2 and 4; Congress of Colombia, Law Approving the
“Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict” (Ley por
medio de la cual se aprueba el “Protocolo Facultativo de la Convencién sobre los derechos del Nifio relativo a la
participacién de nifios en los conflictos armados”), Law No. 833 of 2003, July 10, 2003,
http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_0833_2003.html (accessed December 15, 2025).

6 Congress of Colombia, Criminal Code (C6digo Penal), Law No. 599 of 2000, July 24, 2000,
http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_o0599_2000.html (accessed December 11, 2025).



being used for sexual purposes, among others.7 The Colombian Criminal Code punishes with
up to 20 years in prison the “use” of children and adolescents in illegal activities.?
Colombian state policies also refer to “utilization” when children and adolescents
participate, occasionally or permanently, in organized armed groups or criminal groups, for

the purpose of carrying out activities of various kinds, whether illegal or informal in nature.?

Release: Refers to the process of formal and controlled disarmament and demobilization of
children from an armed group as well as the informal ways in which children leave by
escaping, being captured, or by any other means. It implies a disassociation from the armed

force or armed group and the beginning of the transition from military to civilian life.°

7 UNICEF, The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups.
8 Congress of Colombia, Criminal Code.

9 Government of Colombia, Adoption of the Public Policy Guideline for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use
of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (Por
el cual se adopta la linea de politica pablica de prevencidn del reclutamiento, utilizacién, uso y violencia sexual en contra de
nifos, ninas y adolescentes por parte de los grupos armados organizados y los grupos delincuenciales organizados), Decree
No. 1434 of 2018, August 3, 2018, https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=87880 (accessed
December 16, 2025); Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the
Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups
(GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO) (Linea de politica piblica de prevencion del reclutamiento, utilizacion, uso y
violencia sexual contra nifios, nifias y adolescentes por parte de grupos armados organizados (GAO) y grupos delictivos
organizados (GDQ)), 2019, https://www.minjusticia.gov.co/ojtc/Documents/Enfoque%2oDiferencial/docs/191119-Linea-
pol%C3%ADtica-Prevenci%C3%B3n-RUUVS.pdf (accessed December 16, 2025).

10 UNICEF, The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups.



Summary

| was recruited while | was studying. | thought | would never see my mom
again.

—16-year-old girl taken by armed groups while returning home from school at night

On October 15, 2025, the Indigenous Guard, an unarmed voluntary group that legally
patrols Indigenous territories, rescued two girls, ages 14 and 15, who the Central General
Staff (Estado Mayor Central, EMC), a dissident coalition that emerged from the
demobilized Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), had taken from their
community in Timba, Cauca, southwestern Colombia. While the Guard was driving the girls
to safety, armed men from the EMC shot at their vehicles, slashed their tires, and took the
girls away again, a member of the Guard said. “There was nothing we could do.” After

significant national pressure, the girls were released on October 20.

Like these girls, hundreds of children have been recruited by armed groups in Colombia in
recent years. By all accounts, child recruitment has been increasing. According to
Ombudsperson Office data reviewed by Human Rights Watch, approximately 1,500

children have been victims of recruitment by armed groups since 2021.

This report examines the dynamics of child recruitment, the factors that place children at
risk, the strategies armed groups utilize to recruit them, and how children are used by the
groups. It also analyzes the government’s response and its shortcomings in preventing
child recruitment, protecting and rescuing children, assisting in the recovery and
reintegration of those who have been released, and prosecuting the armed groups
responsible. Human Rights Watch conducted 184 interviews with government officials,
humanitarian workers, Indigenous and community leaders, members of human rights and
children’s rights organizations, and Colombian state child protection officers. We also held
in-person and virtual group meetings with children who had been victims of recruitment or
had been at risk of recruitment, and obtained data and other information from multiple

government sources.

Our research found that in Colombia’s current violent landscape, where organized crime has

an increased presence, remote communities across the country have witnessed an increase

1 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2026



in child recruitment since 2023. While the 2016 peace agreement between the Colombian
government and FARC guerrillas led to the demobilization of the country’s main armed
group, a myriad of competing armed groups and criminal organizations have continued to
fight for territorial control, intimidate and extort communities, and profit from coca

production and otherillicit economies—while recruiting children to bolster their ranks.

According to our analysis of the Ombudsperson’s Office data, former FARC dissident
groups have allegedly been responsible for 74 percent of the child recruitment cases the
office has documented between 2021 and 2025. Of those groups, the EMC appears to have
been implicated in most of them. Cauca, a state in southwestern Colombia, is home to

nearly 57 percent of all the children reported as being recruited nationally.

Nearly half of all reported child recruitment cases involve Indigenous children, despite the
fact that Indigenous people represent only about four percent of Colombia’s total
population. “They are taking away an entire generation,” an Indigenous leader said. “They

are putting the existence of our community and culture at risk.”

Girls accounted for roughly 40 percent of all recruited children, and their share of reported

recruitment cases increased between 2021 and 2025.

More than 30 percent of the cases reported involved children between 10 and 14 years old.
Under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, the recruitment of children

under the age of 15 can be considered a war crime.

As they have done for decades, armed and criminal groups have taken advantage of
poverty, social exclusion, and barriers to education to recruit children with promises of

power, money, and prestige.

More recently, they have also begun using social media platforms to recruit children.
Dozens of accounts and posts disseminate propaganda that glorifies life in armed group
ranks, promote deceptive job offers or show apparent children in military uniforms carrying
weapons. Worryingly, our research indicates that platforms have not been able to
effectively detect and prevent the proliferation of such content. In some cases, their
algorithms appeared to have actively promoted such content, likely expanding the reach of

armed groups’ efforts to target children.

“I THOUGHT I’D NEVER SEE MY MOM AGAIN” 2



After recruitment, armed groups frequently transfer children to other regions to isolate
them, break family and community ties, and make any escape more difficult. Children are
then used to perform various tasks including intelligence gathering, handling of drones,
and engaging in fighting. Girls are particularly exposed to sexual violence, including being
forced into relationships with commanders.

The government has failed to respond adequately to the increased child recruitment
across the country. Colombia has established a range of policies and strategies to fulfill its
international obligations to prevent child recruitment, protect and rescue children, ensure
the recovery and reintegration of those released, and investigate and prosecute those
responsible. But in practice, these policies have serious shortcomings, as several

government officials confirmed to us.

The National Public Policy on Prevention, passed in 2018, is outdated and lacks a clear
action plan, a dedicated budget and a monitoring system. The body charged with
coordinating its implementation lacks enforcement capacity and resources to implement
the policy at the local level. Recent efforts, such as a 2025-2030 prevention strategy, are

too limited in scope and unable to match the expanding scale of the problem.

Local governments often lack capacity, funding and support to carry out policies

effectively. State and municipal governments are responsible for the implementation of
the National Public Policy on Prevention, but budgetary and capacity constraints and the
absence of a functional search-and-rescue mechanism for recruited children leave many

communities without meaningful state protection.

In the absence of meaningful state protection mechanisms, local community
organizations, such as the Indigenous Guard, have taken a leading role in protecting
children—and even rescuing them from the hands of armed groups. They have done so at
grave risk, and some local leaders and members of the Indigenous Guard have been killed

in retaliation.

The government’s recovery and reintegration efforts for released children have failed to
adapt to the new realities of Colombia’s violent landscape. These efforts provide unequal
treatment for children recruited by armed groups considered parties to the armed conflict

compared to those who suffered at the hands of criminal groups not considered parties to
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the armed conflict—a hard line to draw. The former are entitled to comprehensive, even if
imperfect, care and support programs throughout their lives. The latter may be subject to

criminal prosecution.

Accountability for child recruitment remains the exception rather than the rule. In the last
decade, roughly 1 percent of the criminal complaints into child recruitment have led to an
investigation, and only 0.2 percent led to a conviction. Human Rights Watch was only able
to identify one court ruling against an armed group commanders accused of ordering child
recruitment while a handful of other cases led to the sentencing of low-level perpetrators.
Limited prosecutorial capacity, security constraints for justice officials, obstacles to
reporting, and the growing challenge of investigating recruitment conducted through social
media contribute to the justice system’s overwhelming failure to stand up for child victims

of recruitment.

The new administration of President Abelardo de la Espriella should adopt decisive steps
to end these grave human rights violations. Such change will not take place through an
increased military deployment or the use of lethal force alone, which the administration
has signaled it intends to prioritize. Rather, it requires a comprehensive security and
justice policy that is focused on protecting the population, prosecuting commanders
responsible forviolations, and adopting meaningful steps to address underlying issues
that allow armed groups to thrive—including illicit economies, widespread rural poverty,
and corruption. To address child recruitment, the government should simplify the existing
mechanisms and, most importantly, make sure that the agencies in charge, especially at
the local level, have the resources and capacity needed to address this scourge. Crucially,
the government should also support, and work with, Indigenous and other community
leaders that have adopted crucial steps to protect children across Colombia.

“I THOUGHT I’D NEVER SEE MY MOM AGAIN” 4



Methodology

In researching this report, Human Rights Watch conducted 184 interviews, including with

humanitarian workers, Indigenous leaders, members of human rights and children’s rights
organizations, officials from the Ombudsperson’s Office, the Attorney General’s Office, the
Colombian Family Welfare Institute (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF), the
Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, the Ministry of Defense, and state and

municipal governments.

Human Rights Watch also held in-person and virtual group meetings with five children who
had been victims of recruitment and another five who had been threatened and rescued
before being recruited. Given concerns about security risks for children and their families,
as well as the potential for re-traumatization when discussing traumatic experiences,

Human Rights Watch prioritized careful, low-risk formats over individual interviews.

Interviews were conducted in person and online in Spanish between January 2025 and
June 2026. In-person meetings were held in Bogota and during research trips to Clcuta,
North Santander state; Puerto Asis, Mocoa, Orito, and La Hormiga, in Putumayo state;
Monteria, Puerto Libertador, Montelibano, and Tierralta, in Cérdoba; and Popayan, in

Cauca.

Most interviewees spoke with researchers on condition of anonymity. As a result, the
report omits details that could lead to their identification. Certain details about cases or
the individuals involved have also been withheld when Human Rights Watch believed that

publishing the information could put someone at risk.

Before each interview, Human Rights Watch informed participants of the purpose of the
interview, its voluntary nature, and how the information would be used. Researchers
obtained verbal consent from each interviewee. Interviewees did not receive any

compensation, benefits, or other incentives for speaking with us.

Additionally, Human Rights Watch reviewed 72 accounts and 41 posts on TikTok and

Facebook that glorified armed life and encouraged children to join armed groups. Where

5 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2026



possible, researchers assessed whether the videos showed individuals who could be

children. Human Rights Watch has preserved the footage.

This report also draws on official statistics and documents from the Ombudsperson’s
Office, the Attorney General’s Office, the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, a court system
created under the 2016 peace accord, the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Education,
the ICBF, and other institutions, as well as publications by the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights in Colombia, the UN secretary-general, and other
international and national humanitarian and nongovernmental organizations, and news
articles. Data analysis was conducted in R, a statistical programming language, and code
is on file with Human Rights Watch.

Human Rights Watch sent multiple information requests to government authorities between
October 2025 and July 2026, including to the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization,
the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, the Ombudsperson’s Office, the
Attorney General’s Office, the ICBF, the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Education, the
Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of the Interior, the Office of the
High Commissioner for Peace, the Inspector General’s Office, and the Victims’ Unit. All
requests were answered in full or in part during President Gustavo Petro’s administration.

The responses received are reflected in this report.

Human Rights Watch also sent information requests in March 2026 to 15 mayor’s offices in
some of the municipalities with the highest levels of child recruitment in the country,
located in the states of Cauca, North Santander, Huila, Antioquia, Vaupés, Arauca, and
Putumayo. Seven of them were answered in full orin part. The responses received are

reflected in this report.
Human Rights Watch also provided a summary of findings and requested information from

Meta (Facebook) and ByteDance (TikTok) in July 2026. Both replied. The responses
received are reflected in this report and included in Appendices | and Il.

“I THOUGHT I’D NEVER SEE MY MOM AGAIN” 6



Background

Colombia’s Armed Conflict and Violence

For more than five decades, Colombia has experienced an armed conflict marked by grave
violations of international human rights and humanitarian law, including enforced
disappearances, extrajudicial executions, sexual and reproductive violence, massacres,

kidnappings, and the recruitment and use of children, among others.

In 2016, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) guerrillas and the government
signed a landmark peace accord that disarmed the country’s oldest guerilla group and
contributed to decreasing violence, which in nationwide terms has been in decline since
2002. But in recent years, the armed conflict and violence have taken new forms, with an

increased presence and the proliferation of armed groups in many remote areas. 2

Currently, a myriad of armed and organized crime groups, with varying size, structure, and
origins, operate in Colombia. Among them are the following: 3
e The National Liberation Army (ELN), a guerrilla group formed in the 1960s, which is
believed to have roughly 7,000 members (including fighters and militia members)
and operates mostly in states along the border with Venezuela, such as Arauca and
North Santander, and in the west of the country, including in Chocé and Cauca.
e The Gulf Clan (Clan del Golfo), which currently calls itself the Gaitanist Army of
Colombia (Ejército Gaitanista de Colombia, EGC), an armed group that emerged in

11 See Colombia’s Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition, There is Future if There is Truth:
Final Report, 2022, https://www.comisiondelaverdad.co/sites/default/files/2022-
10/Declaracion_ingles_Informe_Final_version_PDF_con_portada_25oct.pdf (accessed April 13, 2026); Historical Memory
Group (Grupo de Memoria Histérica), Enough is Enough! Colombia: Memories of War and Dignity (jBasta ya! Colombia:
Memorias de guerra y dignidad) (Bogota: Historical Memory Group, 2013), https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/wp-
content/uploads/2021/12/1.-Basta-ya-2021-baja.pdf (accessed April 13, 2026).

12n 2024, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) identified eight non-international armed conflicts in
Colombia, including three between the Colombian state and armed groups, and five others between non-state armed groups.
See ICRC, “The human cost of armed conflicts in Colombia,” April 3, 2024, https://www.icrc.org/en/document/human-cost-
armed-conflicts-Colombia (accessed November 18, 2025). See also Human Rights Watch, World Report 2026 (New York:
Human Rights Watch, 2026), Colombia chapter, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2026/country-chapters/colombia.

13 The location of armed groups is based on Human Rights Watch’s monitoring, including some field work. The number of
members in each group is based on estimates conducted by Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (FIP), a think tank, drawing on data
from the Colombian security forces. These numbers include fighters as well as militia members and others who “support” the
armed groups. See FIP, 27,000 Fighters and Record Levels of Armed Disputes: The Deterioration of Security Marks the Start of
2026 (27.000 combatientes y récord en disputas: el deterioro de la seguridad marca el inicio de 2026), January 2026,
https://storage.ideaspaz.org/documents/cifras-fip-2025.pdf (accessed March 10, 2026).
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part from a flawed demobilization process of paramilitaries in the early 2000s, and
is believed to have roughly 10,000 members. It operates in much of the Caribbean
region and in northwestern Colombia.

e The Central General Staff (Estado Mayor Central, EMC), a coalition of FARC
dissident groups that operates in several states of the country such as Cauca, Valle
del Cauca, Meta, Caquetd, Guaviare, and Arauca on the border with Venezuela and
is believed to have roughly 4,000 members.

e The General Staff of Blocs and Fronts (Estado Mayor de Bloques y Frentes, EMBF), a
coalition of FARC dissident groups that operates mostly in the states of Guaviare,
Caqueta and Putumayo in the south of the country and Antioquia, Bolivar and
North Santander in the north, and is believed to have roughly 3,000 members.

e The National Coordinator of the Bolivarian Army (Coordinadora Nacional Ejército
Bolivariano, CNEB), a coalition of organized crime groups and FARC dissident
groups that operates mostly in the southwest of the country and is believed to have
roughly 2,000 fighters.

e The Conquistador Self-Defense Forces of the Sierra Nevada (Autodefensas
Conquistadoras de la Sierra Nevada, ACSN, or Pachenca), an armed group that
emerged in part from a flawed demobilization process of paramilitaries in the early
20005, and is believed to have roughly 600 members. It operates mostly in

Magdalena state in the Caribbean region of the country.

Armed groups no longer have the capacity or the interest to confront the national
government directly or to seize power. Instead, they are primarily focused on controlling
illicit economies, including drug production and trafficking, illegal mining, and extortion.
To do so, armed groups exercise social control over communities, including by threatening

and killing social leaders, and imposing rules on the civilian population.

14 See, for example, Inter-American Dialogue and FIP, Colombia: Mutations of Organized Crime (Colombia: Mutaciones del
crimen organizado), September 2025, https://thedialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Colombia-Brief_ES-2.pdf
(accessed March 10, 2026).

15 Human Rights Watch, Left Undefended: Killings of Rights Defenders in Colombia’s Remote Communities (New York: Human
Rights Watch, 2021), https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/02/10/left-undefended/killings-rights-defenders-colombias-remote-
communities; “Colombia/Venezuela: Border Area Abuses by Armed Groups,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 28,
2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/28/colombia/venezuela-border-area-abuses-armed-groups; “Colombia: Armed
Groups Batter Border Region,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 26, 2025,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/03/26/colombia-armed-groups-batter-border-region; “Colombia: Armed Groups Strangle
Southern Communities,” Human Rights Watch news release, December 5, 2025,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/12/05/colombia-armed-groups-strangle-southern-communities.
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Theillicit drug trade and mining are the main financial drivers of conflict. Colombia
remains the world’s leading producer of cocaine, accounting for 70 percent of global
production.¢ Additionally, 85 percent of the country’s gold exports come from illegal
sources, with 70 percent of its trade alleged to be controlled by armed groups, according to

one study.v

Decades of Child Recruitment in Colombia

Children have faced widespread and serious human rights violations during the armed
conflict in Colombia. Thousands were killed, forcibly disappeared, kidnapped, and
displaced over decades of violence, according to the Truth Commission established by the

government pursuant to the 2016 peace accord.®

The Truth Commission, analyzing information from over 100 governmental and human
rights groups’ databases, found that at least 16,238 children were forcibly recruited
between 1990 and 2017, 44 percent of whom were under the age of 15. However, the
Commission estimated that the real number of victims during that period could range

between 27,101 and 40,828.1

16 “World Drug Report 2025: Global instability compounding social, economic and security costs of the world drug problem,”
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime news release, June 26, 2025,
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/press/releases/2025/June/unodc-world-drug-report-2025_-global-instability-
compounding-social--economic-and-security-costs-of-the-world-drug-problem.html (accessed October 22, 2025).

17 Giovanni Franco Sepllveda, “Gold at historic prices: a gain lost to informality and illegality” (“Oro con precios histéricos:
una ganancia que se pierde en la informalidad y la ilegalidad”), Periodico UNAL, April 14, 2025,
https://periodico.unal.edu.co/articulos/oro-con-precios-historicos-una-ganancia-que-se-pierde-en-la-informalidad-y-la-
ilegalidad (accessed October 23, 2025).

18 Colombia’s Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition, /¢ is not a lesser evil: children and
adolescents in the armed conflict (No es un mal menor: nifios, nifias y adolescentes en el conflicto armado), 2022,
https://www.comisiondelaverdad.co/no-es-un-mal-menor (accessed October 15, 2025).

19 |bid.; Child recruitment was not considered a crime in Colombia until the year 2000. Therefore, many cases of child
recruitment occurring since the 1960s were likely misclassified as disappearances or kidnappings. Moreover, according to
the Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition, the lack of a unified system to track cases, as
well as the reluctance of victims and their relatives to report cases, makes it impossible to accurately estimate the extent of
this crime prior to 2016.
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Reported Number of Children Recruited by Armed Groups
in Colombia
1990-2017

1,320

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

The commission found that all armed groups engaged in child recruitment. It reported that
the FARC were the armed group responsible for the highest number of child recruitment
cases, with 12,038 documented cases between 1964 and 2019, followed by the United
Self-Defense Groups of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, AUC), with 2,038

cases, and the ELN with 1,391 cases.z?°

The Special Jurisdiction for Peace, a court system created under the 2016 peace accord,
found that the FARC’s child recruitment was a “systematic and frequent practice in

20 |bid.
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different territories of the country, by all the blocks of the former guerrilla.”21 It also
identified grave abuses that children suffered in the ranks of the FARC, including torture,

homicide, and gender-based violence. 22

In a 2003 report, Human Rights Watch documented that many children were recruited at a
very young age. The report found that life inside armed groups was highly regimented and
violent, with children subjected to strict discipline, harsh punishments, and constant
control over their daily lives. Children were forced to undergo military training, carry
weapons, perform forced labor, and obey rigid rules governing behavior, relationships,
and movement. Violations of the rules imposed on children—including attempts to
escape—were often punished with severe beatings or execution. Girls were
disproportionately exposed to sexual violence, forced contraception, and forced abortions.
Children were not only used as fighters, but also frequently to take care of hostages, as
informants, or for intimidation tasks in urban and rural areas, and were exposed early to

extreme brutality, including participation in killings, as a means of enforcing obedience.

21 The Special Jurisdiction for Peace found the FARC to have recruited 18,677 children between 1996 and 2016 alone.
“Special Jurisdiction for Peace establishes that at least 18,667 children were recruited by the FARC-EP” (“La JEP establece
que al menos 18.667 nifios y nifas fueron reclutados por las FARC-EP”), Special Jurisdiction for Peace news release, August
10, 2021, https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/La-JEP-establece-que-al-menos-18.667-ni%(C3%B10s-y-
ni%C3%B1as-fueron-reclutados-por-las-Farc-EP.aspx (accessed October 15, 2025). Special Jurisdiction for Peace, Chamber
for the Acknowledgment of Truth, Responsibility and Determination of Facts and Conduct, Order No. oos of 2024, October 9,
2024, https://relatoria.jep.gov.co//documentos/providencias/1/1/Auto_SRVR-005_o9-octubre-2024.pdf, (accessed
October 15, 2025).

22 Special Jurisdiction for Peace, Chamber for the Acknowledgment of Truth, Responsibility and Determination of Facts and
Conduct, Order No. 005 of 2024.

23 Human Rights Watch, “You’ll Learn Not to Cry”: Child Combatants in Colombia (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2003),
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2003/colombiaogo3/colombiaogo3s.pdf.
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Child Recruitment and Use of Children
After the 2016 Peace Accord

Following the 2016 peace accord, armed groups’ recruitment and use of children adapted

to a changing violent environment.

As the Ombudsperson’s Office has noted, armed groups no longer operate under a unified
hierarchical structure, but rather through flexible alliances and networks that combine
elements typical of armed and organized crime groups.24 Children are increasingly used in
support roles, including surveillance, intelligence gathering, logistics, and social control of

local communities.?s

There is no unified tally of reported child recruitment cases in Colombia, nor of how many
children have been rescued or released from armed groups.2¢ Human Rights Watch’s
review of data from seven sources, including the United Nations, the Ombudsperson’s
Office, the Attorney General’s Office, the Ministry of Defense and others, indicates that

there has been a significant increase in reported cases of child recruitment since 2023.27

24 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

25 Human Rights Watch interview with an official from the mayor’s office in a municipality in Putumayo, Colombia, September
16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with a senior prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
a local human rights official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a
community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026.

26 Each institution or organization compiles its own figures independently, using its own methodology, data sources, and
criteria for counting cases, which means the numbers reported by different bodies often diverge.

27 See “Caught in the Networks of Conflict: Increase in the Recruitment of Children” (“Atrapados en las redes del conflicto:
aumento del reclutamiento de nifias y nifios”), Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
briefing note, June 27, 2025, https://www.hchr.org.co/historias_destacadas/nota-informativa-atrapados-en-las-redes-del-
conflicto-aumento-del-reclutamiento-de-ninas-y-ninos/ (accessed December 10, 2025); Information provided to Human
Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information
provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar
Familiar, ICBF), December, 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via
email by the Attorney General’s Office, December 15, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch). According to prosecutors,
avictim could be recorded more than once; Coalition Against the Involvement of Children and Youth in the Armed Conflict in
Colombia (Coalicién contra la vinculacion de nifios, nifias y jovenes al conflicto armado en Colombia, COALICO),
“Observatory on Childhood and Armed Conflict Bulletins” (“Boletin Observatorio de Nifiez y Conflicto Armado”), webpage,
[n.d.], https://coalico.org/secciones/publicaciones/boletin-onca/ (accessed December 10, 2025); Information provided to
Human Rights Watch via email by the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, February 20, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025
(copy on file with Human Rights Watch).
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Substantial Increase in Child Recruitment in Colombia
in 2023 and 2024
2016-2025

Cases reported by the Attorney General’s Office
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Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch
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While the reported case counts are not identical, the trends shown in the Ombudsperson’s
Office and Attorney General’s Office monthly tallies do correlate.2® Data from both sources
show a sharp surge of cases beginning in early 2023 with levels remaining elevated
throughout 2024.29 This trend is associated with an increase in recruitment, concentrated
primarily in Cauca and driven by Central General Staff (Estado Mayor Central, EMC)
dissident groups, as described in the following sections.

Correlation Between Institutional Data
January 2023-0ctober 2025

Number of recruitment cases per office by month

o 85

Attorney
General’s Office

D41

522
Ombudsperson’s
Office

T T T T T T T T T T T

Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct
2023 2024 2025

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

28The Ombudsperson’s Office data is based on reports submitted by its regional offices, which are reviewed by a small team
in Bogota to verify cases and remove duplicates. This reporting system was established in 2020 and has been refined over
time. Some of the increase shown in the above graph may be attributable to the reporting system ramping up in its initial
years. The Attorney General’s Office data comes from complaints registered in the Oral Accusatory Criminal System (Sistema
Penal Oral Acusatorio, SPOA) and reflects the victims associated with those complaints. The same victim may appearin
multiple complaints, and the Attorney General’s Office is often unable to identify and remove duplicates. Human Rights
Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025; Human Rights Watch
online interview with the Specialized Directorate for Human Rights Violations of the Attorney General’s Office, March 3, 2026.

29 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient = 0.81. The Ombudsperson’s office was not accurately capturing cases in 2021
and 2022, but its data began to align with the Attorney General’s Office in January 2023, which is related to the strengthening
of its monitoring system. These two offices are compared because they document the most cases but annual counts from
other sources including the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, UNICEF, ICBF and COALICO also correlate with the
Ombudsperson’s Office and Attorney General’s Office over time.
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The director of a civil society organization that has worked for decades with children at risk
of recruitment told Human Rights Watch in September 2025: “l had never seen so much

recruitment—so many cases in such a short period of time.”3°

Given the extent of underreporting, the decline in the number of cases recorded in 2025
does not necessarily indicate a reduction in the actual number of cases. Over time,
previously unknown cases may come to light and be incorporated into official records. For
example, during 2025 and 2026, the Ombudsperson’s Office updated its registry of child
recruitment cases from 2024 on multiple occasions: in January 2025, it reported 409 cases

for 2024, but by November 2025, the figure had increased to 625.

Regions and Municipalities Most Impacted

Child recruitment is geographically concentrated in specific areas of the country. According
to the Ombudsperson’s Office, between 2021 and 2025, 69.5 percent of recorded cases
occurred in three of Colombia’s 32 states: Cauca (57 percent), North Santander (6.9
percent), and Antioquia (6.5 percent). One hundred and seventy-two municipalities in the
country (15.3 percent of the total) recorded at least one case of recruitment during that
period and 20 of these municipalities account for 61 percent of all cases—13 in Cauca, 2 in
Arauca, and 1 each in Antioquia, Caquetd, Huila, Narifio, and North Santander.3:

When comparing the geographic distribution of the Ombudsperson’s Office reports to
those of the Attorney General’s Office, the two sources broadly agree on the most affected
states, with Cauca, North Santander, and Antioquia appearing prominently in both.
However, the Ombudsperson’s Office has warned of the challenges of documenting cases

in remote states with large Indigenous populations, such as Amazonas and Vaupés. 32

39 Human Rights Watch interview with the director of a civil society organization, Bogotd, Colombia, September 23, 2025.
31 nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

32 Ombudsperson’s Office, Early Warning No. 024-22 (Alerta Temprana No. 024-22), September 6, 2022,
https://alertasstg.blob.core.windows.net/alertas/024-22.pdf (accessed July 17, 2026); Ombudsperson’s Office, Early
Warning of Imminent Risk No. 017-23 (Alerta Temprana de Inminencia No. 017-23), May 11, 2023,
https://alertasstg.blob.core.windows.net/alertas/o17-23.pdf (accessed July 17, 2026).
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Child Recruitment Cases Reported to Ombudperson’s

Office by State
January 2021-March 2026
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Locations of Recruitment Have Changed Over Time
2016-2025

Percentage of national child recruitment per year per state in Colombia

State 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
Cauca 3% 8% BTN 28%  30%  32%  48%  41%  37%
\clzll:i :9‘1 3% 2% 3% 5% 2% 6% 9% 4% 8% 10%
ggﬂ;n o 7% 5% 6% 8% 6% 5% 6% 4% 8% 8%
Huila 1% 1% 0% 2% 1% 1% 3% 4% 7% 9%
Narifio 9%  10%  11%  11%  10%  13%  10%  11% 7% 2%
Choco 16%  12%  17% 6% 10% 7% 6% 3% 5% 4%
Antioguia 16%  11%  12%  13%  13%  10% 9% 7% 4% 6%
Meta 8%  10% 5% 4% 1% 0% 1% 2% 3% 3%
Caquets 4% 4% 4% 5% 7% 6% 4% 6% 3% 4%
Tolima 3% 5% 2% 2% 2% 3% 2% 1% 2% 2%
Arauca 5% 3% 6% 10% 3% 5% 4% 1% 2% 2%

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch
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The Attorney General’s Office data shows that the states of Chocé, Antioquia and Meta
accounted for a higher proportion of cases in 2016-2020 but since 2019, there has been a

surge in Cauca and the surrounding areas of Narifio and Valle del Cauca.

Human Rights Watch compared counts of recruitment cases reported by the Attorney
General’s Office to reports of political violence collected by the conflict-monitoring group
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) between 2018 and 2025.33 Child
recruitment cases recorded by the Attorney General’s Office correlate strongly with broader
trends of political violence recorded by ACLED at the yearly and state-year levels,
suggesting that armed conflict and child recruitment are geographically and temporally
linked.34 The relationship weakens when using finer geographic (for example,

municipality) or temporal (for example, monthly) resolution, indicating that while violence
and recruitment tend to occur in the same states, they do not always co-locate precisely

within states or follow each other month to month.

At the municipality level, the data is consistent with the geographic concentration of
recruitment in Cauca, which accounts for 14 of the 20 municipalities reporting the highest
levels of child recruitment between 2021 and 202s5.

The concentration of cases in Cauca could be linked to several factors, including that the
state is a stronghold of the EMC and the state’s large Indigenous population and the
poverty and vulnerability many of these communities face, as shown below. The higher
figures could at least partly reflect better reporting, as growing collaboration between
authorities and Indigenous communities may be surfacing cases that previously went
undetected.

33 ACLED (Armed Conflict Location and Event Data), “Data Export Tool,” webpage, [n.d.], https://acleddata.com/conflict-
data/data-export-tool (accessed August 12, 2026).

34 All correlations reported are Spearman’s rank correlations, where a value of 1 indicates a perfect positive relationship, o
indicates no relationship, and -1 indicates a perfect inverse relationship. The correlations between violent events and child
recruitment are 0.76 at the annual level, 0.72 at the department-year level, 0.51 at the monthly level, and 0.43 at the
municipality-year level.
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Top 20 Municipalities in Colombia with the Highest Number
of Reported Child Recruitment Cases

2021~-2025

STATE MUNICIPALITY TOTAL CASES

Cauca Paez 116
Cauca Corinto s
Cauca Caldono
Cauca Argelia
Cauca Toribfo [ 68
Cauca Inz4

North Santander Tiba

Cauca Santander de Quilichao

Cauca El Tambo

Cauca Morales

Cauca Caloto

Cauca Suarez

Cauca Silvia

Antioquia Bricefio

Huila La Plata

Cauca Popayén

Cauca Buenos Aires

Narifio Policarpa

Arauca Arauca

Caqueta San Vicente del Caguan
Source: Human Rights Watch analysis of data from the Ombudsperson’s Office

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

Responsible Armed Groups

In Colombia, all armed groups are involved in the recruitment of children. According to
data from the Ombudsperson’s Office, between 2020 and 2025, dissident groups that
emerged from the demobilized Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) were

responsible for the highest number of child recruitment cases, followed by the National
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Liberation Army (ELN) and the Gulf Clan (Clan del Golfo).35 In 2025, the armed group
responsible for the highest number of recruitments was the EMC, led by Ivan Mordisco,
accounting for 43.4 percent of reported cases, followed by the ELN (9.5 percent), the Gulf
Clan (6.5 percent), and the General Staff of Blocs and Fronts (Estado Mayor de Bloques'y
Frentes, EMBF) (5.5 percent). Groups such as the Second Marquetalia (La Segunda
Marquetalia) and the Border Commands (Comandos de la Frontera) were also responsible

for child recruitment.36

The surge of reported cases in Cauca was driven almost entirely by former FARC dissident
factions, especially the EMC, the largest faction, which engaged in peace negotiations with
the government between October 2023 and April 2024. Out of 850 cases recorded by the
Ombudsperson’s Office in the state, 654, approximately 77 percent, were attributed to
those groups, rising from 17 cases in 2022 to 237 in 2023 and 290 in 2024. Cauca alone
accounted for approximately 60 percent of all former FARC dissident recruitment cases

documented nationally.37

The Ministry of Defense, whose data source is distinct from that of the Ombudsperson’s
Office, also indicates that FARC dissident groups are responsible for the highest levels of
child recruitment, particularly in the states of Cauca, Narifno, and North Santander.38
According to a senior prosecutor, among these groups, the EMC recruits the largest
number of children, followed by the EMBF.39

Victims
According to data from the Ombudsperson’s Office, between 2020 and 2025, armed
groups recruited children most frequently at ages 15 and 16. Similarly, according to data

35 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

36 Defensoria del Pueblo (@DefensoriaCol), post to X, March 3, 2026,
https://x.com/DefensoriaCol/status/2028837312935669771 (accessed May 14, 2026).

37 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

38 The Ministry of Defense’s data refers to released children who enter the government’s recovery and reintegration process
and are referred to the Ministry of Defense, by various institutions, to obtain a certificate issued by the Operational
Committee for the Abandonment of Arms (Comité Operativo para la Dejacion de las Armas, CODA), which officially certifies
that they were members of an armed group involved in the armed conflict. Information provided to Human Rights Watch via
email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

39 Human Rights Watch interview with a senior prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025.
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provided by the Ministry of Defense, between January 2016 and October 2025 demobilized
children were 7 to 17 years old at time of recruitment, with the median age at 15 for both
boys and girls.« However, more than 30 percent of the cases reported involved children
between 10 and 14 years old.4 Child protection officers told Human Rights Watch that they
have learned about an increasing number of younger children recruited, including some as
young as 9 or 10.4

Percentage of Cases in Colombia by Age at Time of Recruitment

2016-2025

Victims reported by . Victims reported by the

the Ministry of Defense Ombudsperson’s Office

(2016-2025%) (2020-2025) Armed groups
recruited children
most frequently at
ages 15 and 16.
| /\ :

7-year-olds 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

40 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy on
file with Human Rights Watch).

411bid. Under the Rome Statute, the recruitment of children under the age of 15 is a war crime. Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court (Rome Statute), A/CONF.183/9, July 17, 1998, entered into force July 1, 2002, art. 8(2)(e) (vii).

42 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch

online interview with child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with
child protection officer in Antioquia, April 30, 2026.
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An Increasing Proportion of Recruits in Colombia are Girls
2016-2025

Percentage of all child recruitment cases that are female from two data sources
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The Ombudsperson’s Office estimates that, on average, 60 percent of the children
recruited between 2020 and 2025 were boys, and 40 percent were girls. Since 2021, the

proportion of girls recruited increased.4

The increase in the recruitment of girls is also evident from a historical perspective.
According to the Truth Commission, between 1990 and 2017, girls accounted for 31.8
percent of children recruited by the FARC and 34.3 percent of those recruited by the ELN. By

43 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, November 25, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch). Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia,
December 3, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

“I THOUGHT I’D NEVER SEE MY MOM AGAIN” 22



contrast, girls represented approximately 43 percent of all documented child recruitment

casesin 2025.44

Ethnic Identity

According to Ombudsperson’s Office data, child recruitment disproportionately affects
Indigenous communities. Nearly five out of ten recorded cases of children recruited
between 2021 and 2025 were Indigenous.45 Indigenous people represent approximately
4.3 percent of Colombia’s population according to the 2018 census, meaning indigenous
children are documented as recruitment victims at more than ten times their share of the
population.é The proportion of recruited children who are Indigenous has increased

substantially since 2022.47

The state of Cauca accounts for 8o percent of Indigenous children recruited in the entire
country between 2021 and 2025.48 It has the second-largest Indigenous population in the
country, representing 16 percent of Colombia’s total Indigenous population.49 Members of
the Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indigena del Cauca, CRIC) and
the Association of Indigenous Cabildos of Northern Cauca (Asociacion de Cabildos Indigenas
del Norte del Cauca, ACIN), two indigenous associations, said that socioeconomic
vulnerability, family neglect, and the loss of interest in traditional lifestyle due to increased

exposure to social media facilitate the recruitment of Indigenous children.s°

44 Colombia’s Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition, /¢ /s not a lesser evil: children and
adolescents in the armed conflict (No es un mal menor: nifios, nifias y adolescentes en el conflicto armado), 2022,
https://www.comisiondelaverdad.co/no-es-un-mal-menor (accessed July 6, 2025). Information provided to Human Rights
Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

45 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

46 National Administrative Department of Statistics (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadistica, DANE), National
Population and Housing Census 2018 (Censo Nacional de Poblacién y Vivienda 2018), 2018,
https://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/estadisticas-por-tema/demografia-y-poblacion/censo-nacional-de-poblacion-y-
vivenda-2018 (accessed June 11, 2026).

47 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

48 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

49 DANE, National Population and Housing Census 2018.

52 Human Rights Watch interview with Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indigena del Cauca, CRIC)
members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with Association of Indigenous Cabildos of
Northern Cauca (Asociacion de Cabildos Indigenas del Norte del Cauca, ACIN) members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.
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An Increasing Proportion of Children Recruited are Indigenous

2021-2025
65.7% Afro-Colombian
52.1% Indigenous

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Source: Human Rights Watch analysis of Ombudsperson’s Office data.

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

Afro-Colombian children accounted for 5.4 percent of documented cases, roughly
proportionate to their 6.8 percent share of the national population according to
Colombia’s 2018 census. Cases involving Afro-Colombian children were

heavily concentrated in departments along the Pacific coast: Cauca, Valle del Cauca,
Narifio, and Choc6 together accounted for 88 percent of all Afro-Colombian cases.5t

Indigenous children are more likely to be in poverty in Colombia. Poverty among
households who self-identify as Indigenous is nearly four times the national average. In

rural areas, one in two Indigenous families lives in poverty.52

51 DANE, National Population and Housing Census 2018; Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the
Ombudsperson’s Office, May 21, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

52 DANE, Presentation of Results—Multidimensional Poverty 2024 (Presentacién de Resultados—Pobreza Multidimensional
2024), April 2025, https://www.dane.gov.co/files/operaciones/PM/pres-PMultidimensional-2024.pdf (accessed October 27,
2025).
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Armed groups take advantage of this vulnerability by presenting joining the group as an
opportunity to earn money and prestige with their communities.s3 As an Indigenous
Embera-Katio leader and local government official in the state of Cérdoba told Human
Rights Watch:

Indigenous children face extremely difficult circumstances; they are
required to work from a very early age. The Gulf Clan exploits this situation
and uses them to transport goods, operate boats, act as informants, and
even cook for its members. After that, some go on to join the group, and it
becomes very difficult to persuade them to return to their communities and

to live according to their Indigenous culture.s4

Some Indigenous leaders indicated that child recruitment also puts at risk their culture.
One said, “It is deeply painful to see children joining armed groups, because our culture is

put at risk.”ss

Risk Factors

Armed violence and conflict in Colombia take part largely in areas of structural poverty,
where there is little to no presence of government institutions, and high levels of drug
production and trafficking, and illegal mining. This section documents how these factors

facilitate the recruitment of children.

Poverty and Social Exclusion

Armed groups exploit situations of poverty, limited public services, and the state’s failure
to guarantee children their right to an adequate standard of living, including their rights to
food, clothing, and adequate housing. They recruit children by offering money for their

53 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September, 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September, 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview
with an OHCHR official, Bogota, Colombia, September 23, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs officials, Bogota, Colombia, September 23, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview
with International Committee of the Red Cross officials, July 25, 2025.

54 Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025.

55 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.
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families, food, clothing, or protection, filling gaps that public institutions have failed to

address.5¢

According to the National Administrative Department of Statistics (Departamento
Administrativo Nacional de Estadistica, DANE), 17 of the 20 municipalities with the highest
number of recruitment cases between 2021 and 2025 have mostly rural populations.57 In
2025, multidimensional poverty in Colombia was 9.9 percent, but in rural areas it reached

22.4 percent, more than three times higher than in urban areas. 58

Multidimensional Poverty in Colombia
2025

Rural Poverty

Aggregated Poverty T

In rural areas, poverty
reached 22.4 percent of
the population, more than
three times higher than in
urban areas.

Urban Poverty

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

56 Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian
worker, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba,
Colombia, November 12, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca,
Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026;
Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Putumayo, Colombia, April 17, 2026.

57 DANE, Population projections (Proyecciones de poblacién), webpage, [n.d.],
https://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/estadisticas-por-tema/demografia-y-poblacion/proyecciones-de-poblacion (accessed
April 13, 2026).

58 DANE’s multidimensional poverty index is based on five dimensions: education, childhood conditions, health, work, and
housing. DANE, Presentation of Results—Multidimensional Poverty 2025 (Presentacion de Resultados—Pobreza
Multidimensional 2025), April 14, 2026, https://www.dane.gov.co/files/operaciones/PM/pres-PMultidimensional-2025.pdf
(accessed May 14, 2026).
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Multidimensional poverty reflects deprivations that affect people’s access to adequate
housing, public services, health care, and formal work that pays a fair wage, impacting the
life, education, and development of many children.s? In rural areas, 88.9 percent of
workers are in informal employment, where earnings tend to be lower and more volatile,
and workers often have weaker or no access to labor and social security protections

compared to those in formal employment. é°

Components of Multidimensional Poverty in Colombia
2025

INDICATOR URBAN RURAL

Informal employment 64.9%

Low educational attainment 28.8%

Grade lag 183%:

Home overcrowding 5.4% SA%O
Illiteracy 4.2%()
School non-attendance 1.3% © 3.4% Q
Child labor 0.8% @ 27% @

Graphic © 2026 Human Rights Watch

59 Ministry of Education of Colombia, Special Plan for Rural Education (Plan Especial de Educacion Rural), November 16,
2021, https://bapp.com.co/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/1.03.4560.pdf (accessed February 16, 2026).

60 DANE, Presentation of Results—Multidimensional Poverty 2025.
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In 2024, Cauca, accounting for more than 55 percent of all cases of recruitment between
2021 and 2025, had a poverty rate of 43.1 percent, one of the highest in the country. North
Santander, the state with the second-highest number of cases, recorded a rate of 35.3
percent. In contrast, states with less than five cases of recruitment between 2021 and

2025, such as Caldas and Cundinamarca, had poverty rates of around 20 percent. 6!

Illicit Economies

Colombia has approximately 261,000 hectares of coca crops, mainly in the states of
Narifio, Putumayo, Cauca and North Santander.é2 According to Ombudsperson’s Office
data, these four states concentrated 66.5 percent of reported cases of child recruitment in

2024 and 2025.63

A study by UNICEF and the Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de
Bienestar Familiar, ICBF) based on information gathered from released children found that
the first activities recruited boys typically perform for armed groups are linked to drug
trafficking. Both boys and girls may be assigned to coca leaf harvesting and processing or
small-scale drug distribution, or to illegal mining.é4 Similarly, the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) found that armed groups use

children to expand their capacity to produce and traffic cocaine.®s

An Indigenous leader in Putumayo told Human Rights Watch that for children ages 14 or 15,
work in coca fields becomes the first “hook” for recruitment by armed groups. ¢ Children

are taken to other regions with the promise of working on farms or harvesting coca, and

61 DANE, “Monetary poverty and extreme monetary poverty” (“Pobreza monetariay pobreza monetaria extrema”), webpage,
updated June 12, 2026, https://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/estadisticas-por-tema/pobreza-y-condiciones-de-
vida/pobreza-monetaria (accessed April 15, 2026).

62 Ministry of Justice of Colombia, “Detection of Coca Crops (hectares)” (“Deteccién de Cultivos de Coca (hectareas)”),
webpage, updated July 8, 2026, https://www.datos.gov.co/Justicia-y-Derecho/Detecci-n-de-Cultivos-de-Coca-hect-reas-
/acs4-3wgp/about_data (accessed April 15, 2026).

63 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, November 25, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch).

641CB F, UNICEF and Infométrika, Characterization study of children and adolescents released from armed groups in
Colombia (2013-2022) (Estudio de caracterizacion de nifiez desvinculada de grupos armados organizados en Colombia
(2013-2022), 2023,
https://www.unicef.org/colombia/media/13521/file/Informe%20de%2o0caracterizaci%C3%B3n%20completa%20.pdf
(accessed March 10, 2026).

65 “Caught in the Networks of Conflict: Increase in the Recruitment of Children,” OHCHR briefing note.

66 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025.
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once separated from their communities, they are offered a place within the group,
according to a municipal human rights officer.¢7 “Those who labor in coca harvesting
become especially exposed to daily contact with armed actors,” said a child protection

officer assisting children who had been involved in coca harvesting.¢8

“In rural areas, there are no resources and no state presence. The only option left is to
harvest coca to help your family. That is how | started getting involved with the group,” a

child who was released from an armed group said. 69

Barriers to Accessing Education

Armed groups take advantage of poor security conditions for students and teachers, low-

quality education, lack of schools or barriers to education access.?

In some rural areas, teachers are forced to leave schools due to threats, sometimes
because they oppose child recruitment or other actions by armed groups.7* “Where | come
from, children sometimes go half a year without teachers. That’s why you end up joining
the guerrillas,” said a 17-year-old boy from the Catatumbo region, who had been recruited

by a FARC dissident group.2

According to the Ministry of Education, in 2019 Colombia’s school dropout rate was 3
percent. Following the 2020 pandemic, dropout rates increased, peaking in 2022, when 4.1
percent of students left school—the highest figure in a decade. Although dropout rates

have since declined, they remain higher than pre-pandemic levels. In 2024, roughly

67 Human Rights Watch interview with a local human rights official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025.
68 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.
69 Human Rights Watch online focus group with released children, November 19, 2025.

7° OHCHR documented 36 cases of child recruitment inside schools between 2022 and 2024. See “Caught in the Networks of
Conflict: Increase in the Recruitment of Children,” OHCHR briefing note.

7t Human Rights Watch interview with a rural teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025. A recent study by the
Special Jurisdiction for Peace documented 388 cases of attacks against teachers between 2017 and 2025. The main forms of
violence were death threats (45 percent) and targeted killings (25 percent). “Study by the Investigation and Prosecution Unit
reveals that Colombia is the fourth country in the world with the most attacks on education (“Estudio de la Unidad de
Investigacion y Acusacion revela que Colombia es el cuarto pais del mundo con mas ataques a la educacién”), Special
Jurisdiction for Peace news release, November 7, 2025,
https://www.jep.gov.co/JEP/documents1/Comunicado%20UlA%20N0.%20141%20-%20Estudio%20de%20la%20Unidad%
20de%20lnvestigacio%CC%81n%20y%20Acusacio%CC%81n%20orevela%20que%20Colombia%20es%20el%20cuarto%20
pai%CC%815%20del%20mundo%20con%20ma%CC%81s%20ataques%20a%20la%20educacio%CC%81n.pdf (accessed
February 9, 2025).

72 Human Rights Watch online group meeting with victims, November 19, 2025.
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300,000 children nationwide dropped out of school, representing 3.4 percent of all
students registered. In rural public schools, the dropout rate was 3.9 percent. In the 20
municipalities with the highest levels of recruitment between 2021 and 2025, the average

urban school dropout rate in 2024 was 3.6 percent, while the rural rate was 4.2 percent.73

Quality of education in rural areas is often low and students in rural and public schools
score significantly lower on nationwide standardized tests than those in private schools or
in urban areas.7s For students whose families cannot afford private higher education, these
results often determine whether they can secure a place in public universities. “Getting a
spot at a university in the interior of the country [referring to major cities such as Bogota,
Medellin or Cali] is like winning the lottery. Young people in rural areas don’t even aspire to
that. But that has to change, because every educated person is one less person in armed

groups,” an Indigenous authority told Human Rights Watch.7s

Children in rural areas also lack transportation to access schools. Many must walk long
distances, which sometimes discourages attendance and, in other circumstances, increases
the risk of them being targeted by armed groups on their way home. Human Rights Watch
documented the case of a 16-year-old girl who was taken by armed men while returning
home from school at night in a rural area of Mit(, close to the Vaupés River, in southeastern
Colombia. After a week with the armed group, she escaped during fighting and surrendered

to the Colombian Army. “I thought I’d never see my mom again,” she said.7¢

Given the lack of teachers and schools in rural areas, many children attend public
boarding schools. As a senior human rights officer explained, “most rural schools only go
up to ninth grade. To complete high school (eleventh grade), children attend boarding

schools far from their families, where the risk of recruitment is higher.”77

73 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Education of Colombia, November 21, 2025 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch).

74 Colombian Institute for the Evaluation of Education (Instituto Colombiano para la Evaluacién de la Educacién), National
report on the results of the Saber 11 exam—2024 (Informe nacional de resultados del examen Saber 11°—2024) (Bogota:
ICFES: 2025), https://www.icfes.gov.co/wp-
content/uploads/2025/09/INFORME_NACIONAL_RESULTADOS_SABER_11_2024.pdf (accessed January 15, 2026).

75 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025.
76 Human Rights Watch focus group with children who were at risk of recruitment, September 23, 2025.

77 Human Rights Watch interview with a senior human rights official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 18, 2025.
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The Ombudsperson’s Office and government officials said that child recruitment is often
higher during school holiday periods, as children have more free time or travel to places
where they are exposed to greater risk.78 Ombudsperson’s Office data shows that over the
past five years, January and June, the months when schools are closed for vacations, have

been the months with the highest number of child recruitment cases.?

Domestic Violence

For some children coming from violent or abusive households, armed groups are perceived
as a way to escape from domestic violence.8e

According to several interviewees who have worked with released children in Cauca, some
of them see armed groups as a means of escape from abuse at home and may even come

to view armed group commanders as figures replacing parents. Similarly, a youth leader in
Cordoba said:

Children who experience violence at home are the most vulnerable.

Members of armed groups present themselves as their closest friends; they
invite them out for drinks and claim to listen to them. Very quickly, children
begin to collaborate with them, trust them, and gain access to clothing and

cell phones. In this way, they gradually draw in others.8:

Indigenous leaders and an Ombudsperson’s Office official also noted that, in some cases,
victims of sexual or physical violence seek to join armed groups in order to gain a sense of
power they feel they need to exact revenge.82

78 Human Rights Watch interview with a local human rights official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch meeting
with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

79 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ombudsperson’s Office, November 25, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch).

80 Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025;
Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, C6rdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview
with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

81 Human Rights Watch interview with a community youth leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025.

82 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights
Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a rural teacher
and member of the Interethnic Guard, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2025.
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Recruitment Strategies

Armed groups often contact children through social media or intermediaries, or during
school or community activities, and offer them promises of social prestige, power, and

money to lure them into their ranks.

Use of Social Media and Other Technologies

Social media platforms play a crucial role in the recruitment strategies used by armed
groups.83 According to the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, 44 percent of children recruited in
2025 were recruited through social media.84 Through platforms such as TikTok and
Facebook, armed groups disseminate propaganda that glorifies life in armed group ranks,
promote deceptive job offers as a recruitment mechanism, and engage with children

through public chat forums and private messaging services.8s

Human Rights Watch identified and reviewed 52 accounts and 37 posts on TikTok that
encouraged users to join armed groups through content that glorified and normalized life
in the ranks. Some accounts are named after an armed group or one of its factions, while
others are individuals who claim to belong to or support armed groups. Taken together,
these accounts had more than 85,000 followers, and some videos reached over 250,000
views and had over 50,000 likes. After Human Rights Watch sent a list of 35 accounts to
ByteDance, the company that owns TikTok, in July 2026, it informed us in August that it
had removed all of them.8 Meanwhile, new content appeared, and researchers reviewed
an additional 17 accounts between July and August 2026 that produced content
substantially similar to that of the accounts TikTok had removed.

83 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with
Attorney General’s Office official, Bogota, Colombia, May 7, 2026. See also “Caught in the Networks of Conflict: Increase in
the Recruitment of Children” (“Atrapados en las redes del conflicto: aumento del reclutamiento de nifias y nifios™), Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) briefing note, June 27, 2025,
https://www.hchr.org.co/historias_destacadas/nota-informativa-atrapados-en-las-redes-del-conflicto-aumento-del-
reclutamiento-de-ninas-y-ninos/ (accessed December 10, 2025).

84 Special Jurisdiction for Peace, Online recruitment 2.0 in Colombia: The recruitment of children into illegal armed groups
through TikTok and Facebook (2017-2026) (Red-clutamiento 2.0 en Colombia: La vinculacion de nifios y nifias a grupos
armados ilegales a través de Tik Tok y Facebook (2017-2026)), January 2026,
https://www.jep.gov.co/JEP/documents1/Informe%20RED-clutamiento%202.0.pdf (accessed August 3, 2026).

85 Human Rights Watch interview with an OHCHR official, Bogota, Colombia, September 23, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026. See also “Caught in the Networks of Conflict: Increase in the
Recruitment of Children,” OHCHR briefing note.

86 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by TikTok, August 5, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).
See Appendix Il for details.
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Researchers also identified and reviewed 20 accounts on Facebook reaching over 15,000
followers. Profiles claimed to belong to or support armed groups and regularly shared
propaganda glorifying armed group life, threatening to attack other armed groups, and
setting forth the groups’ rules for communities. Some profiles also appeared to facilitate
recruitment by advertising joining, encouraging interested individuals to contact them
privately, or offering transportation to those willing to join. After Human Rights Watch sent
a list of 16 profiles to Meta, Facebook’s parent company, in July 2026, it stated in August
that it had removed all of them.8 Meanwhile, new content appeared, and researchers
reviewed an additional four accounts between July and August 2026 that produced content

substantially similar to that of the accounts Meta had removed.

After viewing content linked to armed groups, the account that Human Rights Watch used
to view this content received content recommendations that appeared to promote armed
groups and suggestions to follow additional accounts, including profiles linked to the Gulf
Clan or FARC dissident groups. This suggests that social media platforms’ algorithms may
direct users who engage with such content toward more of the same content by armed

groups.

New friend suggestion 2 New friend suggestion New friend suggestion
Frente Dagoberto Ramos

Incorporaciones Egc AN farc'k.

Screenshots of Facebook notifications suggesting researchers add profiles linked to armed groups as friends.

87 Letter from Meta to Human Rights Watch, August 5, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch). See Appendix | for
details.
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The videos reviewed by Human Rights Watch
displayed weapons, uniforms, bundles of cash,
armbands, and military-style clothing, and
portrayed daily life within the group through clips of
training exercises, meals, and leisure activities. The
videos are overlaid with narcocorridos, a type of
ballad, originally from Mexico, that narrates the
lives of drug traffickers, and similar music genres
that romanticize armed group membership.
For example:

e Apostshows aman’s hands wearing an ELN

ring while displaying a stack of cash. In the

comments section, users asked how they

could join the armed group.
Screenshot from a video posted to

* Another post shows a location in the TikTok in March 2026 showing a man’s

mountains, an apparent training camp hands wearing an ELN ring and

operated by the EMC’s Carlos Patifio Front, displaying a stack of cash.
which operates in Cauca. The video shows
around 27 people in military clothing
building some kind of infrastructure. Some
appear to be children.

¢ Inonevideo, a female, apparently a child,
wears black clothing and displays a radio.
She uses the hashtag #farfromhome with a
ninja emoji and the Colombian flag and an
audio clip of a narcocorrido song.

e Inanother post, a female, apparently a child,
has a radio hanging from her pocket. The
video is overlaid with an audio clip of Jhon
Jairo Velasquez, a former hitman for the
Medellin Cartel led by Pablo Escobar,

Screenshot from a video posted to
referring to the involvement of children in TikTok in January 2026 showing a
drug trafficking. In the comments section, location in the mountains, an apparent
training camp operated by the EMC’s
Carlos Patifio Front.

users asked how to join armed groups.
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e Inanother post, a man, apparently a child,

is seen wearing military clothing and an

armband bearing the Colombian flag. Based

on other posts from the same profile, the
boy appears to have been recruited by the
Jaime Martinez Front of the EMC.

e Inanother post, a female, apparently a girl,
according to other posts from the same
profile, wears black and green clothing. She
uses an audio clip from a rap song with the
lyrics “At 14, | got involved and joined the
guerrillas,” but with text stating that she

was 13 years old when she joined.

Many accounts and posts reviewed included
content linked to the EMC, the ELN, the EGC, and
other armed groups. Researchers were able to
associate some accounts and posts with specific
groups through a combination of visual markers
such as uniforms, flags, and insignia specific to
each group, self-identification in bios, captions,
emojis and hashtags. Group names are disguised
using numbers—F4RC and 3LN instead of FARC and
ELN, for example—to bypass platform controls.
Groups also use emojis such as ninjas, clovers, or
stacks of money, as well as specific country flag
combinations to signal affiliation. For example,
some accounts use the Colombian and Armenian
flags to allude to FARC dissident groups, while
others use the Angolan flag to refer to the ELN,
because the colors of those flags resemble the

groups’ identifying colors.

35

Screenshot from a video posted to TikTok
in July 2026 showing a male, apparently a
child, wearing EMC military clothing.
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Screenshot from a video posted to TikTok
in December 2025 showing a female,
apparently a child, stating that she was
13 years old when she joined an armed
group.
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para el lapiz no Fuimos
Buenos, pala Bala Que se note el
Pulso = W

Quien Para Trabajar
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Screenshots from videos posted to TikTok in July 2026 showing the use of emojis to signal affiliation and
explicitly seek new combatants for armed groups.

Some of the accounts and posts reviewed openly or implicitly sought to recruit. In some
cases, users comment on posts asking how to join a group, while in others, posts directly
invite users to contact them through direct message or offer logistical support, such as
covering transportation costs, for prospective group members. For example, researchers
monitored three posts by apparent FARC dissident groups and the Gulf Clan in which the
captions or text in the video explicitly sought new combatants in areas such as Catatumbo,
Cauca and Tolima. Several of these posts remained active for over a month, accumulating

dozens of comments from users expressing interest in joining armed groups.

Similarly, in May 2025, the Special Jurisdiction for Peace identified 146 social media
accounts on TikTok and Facebook linked to alleged child recruitment practices.38 In

February 2026, it told Human Rights Watch that 37 of these accounts remained active. The

88 5pecial Jurisdiction for Peace, Post-accord online recruitment: The forced recruitment of children and adolescents into
illegal armed groups as a violation of guarantees of non-repetition in Colombia (Red-clutamiento en el posacuerdo: La
vinculacion forzada de nifios, nifas y adolescentes a grupos armados ilegales como una vulneracion a las garantias de no
repeticion en Colombia), May 2025, https://www.jep.gov.co/JEP/documents1/RED-
clutamiento%20en%20el%20oposacuerdo.pdf (accessed December 10, 2025).
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other 109 were removed. They also identified “patterns of digital reconfiguration,” where

suspended accounts are replaced with new ones that publish similar content. 89

dejar nomero para comunicar#militar
See translation

Screenshots from videos posted to TikTok between February and April 2026 showing messages explicitly
looking for new combatants for armed groups.

* @

Screenshot from a post to Facebook in March 2026 showing a recruitment offer with transportation costs
covered. In the comments section, several users expressed interest in joining. According to a profile review,
the account belonged to a man associated with the EMBF’s 33rd Front in the Catatumbo region.

89 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, February 20, 2026 (copy on
file with Human Rights Watch); Human Rights Watch online interview with Special Jurisdiction for Peace officials, March 24,
2026.
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A prosecutor in Cauca described specific “patterns” of recruitment on social media
platforms. He said that on TikTok, individuals he described as “armed influencers” shared
videos of themselves dressed in camouflage uniforms, flaunting money and weapons to
project the group’s power, and to attract new recruits, including children. On Facebook, he
said, armed groups often contact children directly to offer them the “opportunity” to join

the groups.9°

Human Rights Watch received credible allegations about cases where armed groups
contacted children through direct messages on social media to offer them to join their

ranks in other parts of Colombia. s

Under Colombia’s Law No. 2489 of 2025, digital platforms and internet services have a
responsibility to promote safe and healthy digital environments and protect children from
online harm, including exposure to inappropriate content.92 In addition, under Law No.
2590 of 2026, the Colombian government is required to develop and implement a protocol
for coordinating with social media platforms to prevent and block digital content
associated with child recruitment.9 Moreover, Decree No. 769 of 2026, which regulates
Law No. 2489 of 2025, requires social media platforms to incorporate the principles of
safety and privacy by design and by default into their products, establish a mechanism for
addressing complaints related to online violence, and submit semiannual reports on the

implementation of protection measures and compliance with safe design requirements.9

99 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

91 Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025.

92 Congress of Colombia, Law Establishing Provisions for the Development of Healthy and Safe Digital Environments for
Children and Adolescents in the Country (Ley por medio de la cual se establecen disposiciones para el desarrollo de
entornos digitales sanos y seguros para los nifos, nifias y adolescentes del pafs), Law No. 2489 of 2025, July 17, 2025,
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=260756 (accessed July 6, 2026).

93 Congress of Colombia, Law Amending Article 162 and Article 188D of Law No. 599 of 2000 and Establishing Other
Provisions—for a Free Childhood and Adolescence (Ley por medio de la cual se modifican el articulo 162 y el articulo 188D de
la Ley 599 de 2000 y se dictan otras disposiciones—por la nifiez y adolescencia libre), Law No. 2590 of 2026, July 6, 2026,
https://dapre.presidencia.gov.co/normativa/normativa/LEY%202590%20DEL%2006%20DE%20JULI0%20DE%202026.pdf
(accessed July 17, 2026).

94 President of Colombia, Decree Adding Title 31 to Part 2 of Book 2 of Decree No. 1078 of 2015 to Implement Law No. 2489 of
2025 Through Provisions for the Promotion, Protection and Guarantee of Healthy and Safe Digital Environments for Children
and Adolescents (Decreto por el cual se adiciona el Titulo 31 a la Parte 2 del Libro 2 del Decreto niimero 1078 de 2015,
Decreto Unico Reglamentario del Sector de Tecnologias de la Informacién y las Comunicaciones, para reglamentar la Ley
2489 de 2025 a través de disposiciones para la promocién, proteccién y garantia de entornos digitales sanos y seguros para
nifios, niflas y adolescentes), Decree No. 769 of 2026, July 16, 2026,
https://normograma.mintic.gov.co/mintic/compilacion/docs/decreto_o769_2026.htm (accessed July 28, 2026).
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Meta (Facebook) told Human Rights Watch in August 2026 that it condemns the
recruitment of children by armed groups and “constantly strives to refine [its] approach to
combating it across [its] platforms” through its Community Standards and proactive
enforcement measures, including protections built into teen accounts for users under 18,
parental supervision tools, collaboration with authorities, and prevention initiatives.9 It
said it does not allow organizations or individuals that proclaim a violent mission or are
engaged in violence to maintain a presence on its platforms, including the ELN, the Gulf
Clan, and FARC dissident groups, who are subject to “the most extensive enforcement

because [Meta] believes these entities have the most direct ties to offline harm.” 9

According to Meta, the company often sees new tactics used by groups and individuals to
avoid detection and evade policies and enforcement, but it “refines enforcement and
continues to improve [its] ability to catch content that violates [its] policies.” It also
removes content that “facilitates or coordinates the exploitation of humans,” including
recruitment of children.97” Regarding content recommendations, Meta said that its
Recommendations Guidelines seek to prevent the recommendation of content that could
be low-quality, objectionable, or particularly sensitive, and that it uses technology to

detect content, accounts, and entities that do not meet these guidelines.9

For its part, TikTok told Human Rights Watch in August 2026 that it “proactively [prevents]
illegal armed groups and organized criminal groups from using TikTok, including to target,
exploit or recruit minors.” TikTok said it does this through its Community Guidelines,

automated and human content moderation systems, age-based protections for teenagers,

reporting and law enforcement escalation channels, and work with experts,

95 See Meta, “Community Standards,” webpage, [n.d.], https://transparency.meta.com/policies/community-standards/
(accessed August 12, 2026); Meta, “Dangerous Organizations: Terrorism and Organized Hate,” webpage, [n.d.],
https://transparency.meta.com/reports/community-standards-enforcement/dangerous-organizations/ (accessed August 12,
2026); Facebook, “How Teen Accounts work on Facebook,” webpage, [n.d.],
https://www.facebook.com/help/1123135202753352?cms_id=1123135202753352 (accessed August 12, 2026).

96 Letter from Meta to Human Rights Watch, August 5, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch). See Appendix | for
details.

97 |bid.

98 See Facebook, “About recommendations on Facebook,” webpage, [n.d.],
https://www.facebook.com/help/1257205004624246 (accessed August 12, 2026).
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nongovernmental organizations, and the Colombian government, including the ICBF, the

National Police, National Army and the Attorney General’s Office.9

According to TikTok, it does not allow violent or hateful organizations or individuals on
TikTok. It prohibits content or behavior that “promotes, supports, recruits for, or otherwise
facilitates the activities of such actors” and the “glorification of violence and criminal
behavior, as well as the promotion of criminal activities that could harm people, animals,
or property.”1°° The company said that it aims to remove violent content before it is
viewed, and it also endeavors to remove accounts belonging to children under 13 years
old. The company informed Human Rights Watch that between January and March 2026, it
removed 99.4 percent of the content in Colombia that breached their Violent and Hateful

Organizations and Individuals policy before it was reported.

In addition to digital content on social media platforms that glorifies weapons and combat,
armed groups have also increasingly used other new technologies as recruitment tools,
including through online multiplayer and shooter video games. Through the games, armed
groups allegedly contact children and identify their skills. 2

Intermediaries and Civilian Recruiters

Armed group members and civilians, including other recruited children, help persuade

children to join armed groups.

According to a prosecutor and an official in the Ombudsperson’s Office, in Cauca and Valle

del Cauca, EMC members pay “civilian recruiters” who persuade Indigenous children to

99 See TikTok, “Community Guidelines,” August 14, 2025, https://www.tiktok.com/safety/en/policies-and-
engagement/overview (accessed August 12, 2026); TikTok, “Youth Safety and Well-Being,” August 14, 2025,
https://www.tiktok.com/safety/en/policies-and-engagement/youth-safety (accessed August 12, 2026); TikTok, “Age
Appropriate Experiences,” webpage, [n.d.], https://www.tiktok.com/legal/page/global/age-appropriate-experiences/en
(accessed August 12, 2026); TikTok, “Guardian’s Guide,” webpage, [n.d.], https://www.tiktok.com/safety/en/tools-and-
guides/guardians-guide (accessed August 12, 2026); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by TikTok,
August 5, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch). See Appendix Il for details.

100 See TikTok, “Safety and Civility,” August 14, 2025, https://www.tiktok.com/safety/en/policies-and-engagement/safety-
civility (accessed August 12, 2026).

101 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by TikTok, August 5, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).
See Appendix Il for details.

102 Huyman Rights Watch online interview with a COALICO member, July 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an
academic researcher and member of a foundation working on child recruitment prevention, Bogota, Colombia, September
24, 2025.
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leave their communities with the promise of jobs on coca crops plantations or farms.
However, children stop receiving the money they were promised upon arrival and are
forced into the armed group’s activities, according to the prosecutor and the official. They
said the EMC pays recruiters up to US$1,000 per child.»3 According to the official, the fee
depends on several factors, including the gender, height, and physical characteristics of

the child, as well as the complexity of the transportation. o4

Indigenous authorities in Cauca said that children are used as intermediaries in
recruitment efforts. Members of the Dagoberto Ramos and Jaime Martinez Fronts, part of
the EMC, allegedly pay recruited children who encourage their peers to join.s Similarly, a
16-year-old boy from Arauca told Human Rights Watch that some of his classmates, who
are in the armed group, visited his school two or three times a week to persuade others to
join the armed group.¢ Some interviewees said that armed groups use children in their
last two years of high school (10th and 11th grade) to gather information and facilitate the

recruitment of other children. 7

Some girls are recruited into armed groups through what interviewees described as
“romantic manipulation.” 8 “Girls are often led to believe they are entering a relationship,
which is then exploited as a pathway into the armed structure,” an Indigenous authority in
Putumayo told Human Rights Watch. 9

Recruitment During Community Activities

Armed groups also use sports and community events as opportunities to recruit children.

103 Human Rights Watch online interview with a prosecutor in Cauca, Colombia, February 19, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

104 Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
105 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
106 Hyman Rights Watch focus group with children who were at risk of recruitment, September 23, 2025.

107 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch online interview with a community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights
Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

108 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch online
interview with a community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13, 2025.

109 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025.
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In Putumayo, the Border Commands, for example, have reportedly organized mandatory
community events known as “rondas.” According to community leaders and humanitarian
workers, communities are required to participate in these events under threat of sanctions,
such as fines and forced labor.° These events often include football tournaments for
children aged 14 to 18 which, one of them said, the armed group uses to select the

children they want to recruit.

In Puerto Libertador, Cérdoba, the Gulf Clan organizes sports and cultural events.2 A youth
leader who witnessed one of these events said there were more than one hundred young

people, divided into four groups, each wearing different colored T-shirts referring to the Gulf
Clan. “On the stage there was a man encouraging them, telling them they were the youth of

the Clan, and one of the group’s commanders gave the closing speech,” he said. 3

Recruitment in and Around Schools

Interviewees said that risk of recruitment in and around schools is pervasive in some
regions like North Santander, Putumayo and Valle del Cauca.®4 In some cases, the risk has

forced entire families to flee their homes.5

Members of armed groups enter schools and organize activities for students or parents,
some interviewees said.¢ “We were in a rural township in Cérdoba holding discussions

with community leaders when members of the Gulf Clan entered the school wearing

110 |hid.; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with a senior human rights official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 18, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
a community leader, Putumayo, Colombia, September 18, 2025.

111 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025.

112 Hyman Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025,

113 Human Rights Watch interview with a community youth leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025.

114 Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a community
leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a community
leader from Catatumbo, North Santander, Colombia, July 17, 2026.

115 Human Rights Watch interview with a municipal Ombudsperson’s Office, Putumayo, Colombia, September 18, 2025.

116 Hyman Rights Watch interview with a teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview
with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous
authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous teacher, Putumayo,
Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Cérdoba, Colombia, November
12, 2025.
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military-style clothing, including caps bearing the group’s name, the [armed group] block,
and each member’s blood type,” a humanitarian worker said.*7 In a video reviewed by
Human Rights Watch published to TikTok on March 28, 2026, at least four individuals
dressed in camouflage and wearing EMC armbands can be seen distributing notebooks to
groups of boys and girls in school uniforms. According to the reported post location, the

incident would have taken place at a school in El Plateado, Cauca.x8

Some armed groups try to impose their social control over schools and boarding facilities,
attending parent-teacher meetings, establishing “rules” inside the schools, and imposing
“sanctions” on parents and students for misconduct, such as drug use, according to an

Indigenous leader and teachers. 9

”_T—’_‘
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Screenshots from a video posted to TikTok in March 2026 showing the presence of people with EMC insignias
inside a school.

117 Human Rights Watch online interview with a humanitarian worker, July 25, 2025.
118 post to TikTok, March 28, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

119 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with a teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a teacher and
member of the Interethnic Guard, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2025.
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In some cases, members of the group have entered schools to take children away in the
middle of their classes.’2° Human Rights Watch received several credible allegations of
children being recruited by armed groups at boarding schools in Putumayo. According to
interviewees, in July 2025, the EMC’s Carolina Ramirez Front entered a rural boarding
school in the municipality of Puerto Leguizamo and recruited a 16-year-old Indigenous boy.
The parents, fearing reprisals, chose not to report the case to authorities. They also said
that at least two similar cases occurred in 2025.%2 “They do not waste time. They contact
them beforehand through social media, confirm their interest, and when they arrive at the

school, the children stand up and leave with them,” said an Indigenous authority. 2

Some community leaders, humanitarian workers and members of the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights pointed to the lack of physical barriers, like fences
or walls, as a key factor allowing armed groups to enter schools, though it is not clear how

often such measures would be effective.23

Promises of Social Prestige and Power

Armed groups manipulate narratives and cultural ideas of success, prestige, and power to
their advantage. Through symbols, uniforms, weapons, and ideological discourse, they
present violence as meaningful, justified, or even as an honorable pathway to recognition

and belonging. 124

120 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.

121 Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous
teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.

122 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.

123 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with Lourdes Castro, Colombia’s former presidential advisor for human rights, Bogota, Colombia, September 22,
2025.

124 Human Rights Watch online interview with a COALICO member, July 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an
Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous
authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with Lourdes Castro, Colombia’s former
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, Bogota, Colombia, September 22, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a
community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with an
Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13, 2025.
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Recruited children are used to ridicule those who continue studying, by showing off
material goods like money, motorcycles and cell phones to convince others to join the
groups. “Before joining the group, | saw a friend who was already there posting many
luxuries, like money and motorcycles, and that’s how | was convinced. But the reality
inside is very different,” said a 17-year-old boy from the Catatumbo region, who was

recruited by a FARC dissident group.:2s

Payments
While in previous decades the FARC, the ELN, and the United Self-Defense Groups of

Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, AUC) combined persuasion tactics with
coercive recruitment, recently armed groups have relied primarily on promises of money,
prestige, and access to motorcycles, weapons, food, and cell phones, as a way to recruit

children.

Several interviewees in Putumayo said that the Border Commands offers a monthly salary
of more than $650 for children to join the group.2¢ This is highly attractive to children, as it
is higher than Colombia’s minimum wage in the formal economy, which is approximately
$520. Pay is much lower in the informal economy, where most people in rural areas find
work.227 Some interviewees said that children are required to sign contracts indicating that
they will stay in the group for at least three or six months. These contracts are used to

threaten children and their families if they attempt to escape before the term is over.28

According to interviewees in Cauca and Cérdoba, the ELN deceives young people by

offering them jobs on farms in other regions. Upon arrival, they are informed that they have

125 Human Rights Watch online group meeting with released children, November 11, 2025.

126 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025.

127 Ministry of Labor of Colombia, “Living wage: 2,000,000 COP starting January 2026” (“Salario vital: $2.000.000 a partir de
enero de 2026”), December 30, 2025, https://www.mintrabajo.gov.co/inicio/-
/asset_publisher/iVoaoWdbcvYr/content/hallazgos-en-materia-laboral-y-de-seguridad-y-salud-identifica-mintrabajo-en-el-
relleno-do%C3%B1a-juana-duplicado-1 (accessed August 12, 2026).

128 Hyman Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with
an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025.
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been recruited and are forced to begin training and carry out tasks for the armed group,

including burying bodies. 29

According to the CRIC, in Cauca, in addition to offering money to join the EMC, members of

the armed group have offered to pay for girls’ cosmetic or orthodontic treatments. 13°

Training and Deployment of Recruited Children

Training and Indoctrination

The kind of training and indoctrination recruited children experience varies depending on

the armed group, region, and the role assigned to the child.

Community leaders, the presidential advisor for human rights and a prosecutor told
Human Rights Watch about training camps in regions such as Cauca, Antioquia, and
Coérdoba, where they said armed groups provide basic military training for children.t The
Colombian Army has also reported on similar camps in southwestern Colombia. 2

For example, according to interviewees, the EMC has training camps located in the Naya
region, an area between the states of Valle del Cauca and Cauca.®3 Indigenous leaders
who have rescued recruited children said that the group teaches children how to handle
rifles and carries out “political indoctrination.” 34 They said they have documented cases
of children as young as 11 and 12 who have spent between 15 and 30 days in these camps,
before they are sent off to other assignments.

129 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with a humanitarian worker, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025.

13% Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

131 Human Rights Watch online interview with a prosecutor in Cauca, Colombia, February 19, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a community leader from Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a
community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with Lourdes Castro, Colombia’s
former presidential advisor for human rights, Bogota, Colombia, September 22, 2025.

132 “Army denounces dissident FARC child training camps in Cauca and Valle” (“Ejército denuncié campos de entrenamiento
de menores por parte de las disidencias de las Farc en Caucay Valle”), Diario Occidente, December 20, 2024,
https://occidente.co/colombia/ejercito-denuncio-campos-de-entrenamiento-de-menores-por-parte-de-las-disidencias-de-
las-farc-en-cauca-y-valle/ (accessed March 11, 2026).

133 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with
CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia,
March 17, 2026; Ombudsperson’s Office, Early Warning of Imminent Risk No. 036-23 (Alerta Temprana de Inminencia No.
036-23), October 11, 2023, https://alertasstg.blob.core.windows.net/alertas/036-23.pdf (accessed March 20, 2026).

134 Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.
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An official with the Ombudsperson’s Office and a community leader said that in the
Paramillo Massif, a difficult-to-access jungle region between Antioquia and Cérdoba, the
Gulf Clan runs a training center where young people undergo three months of training
followed by nine months of performing tasks elsewhere for the group, such as surveillance
or collecting extortion payments. s After that year, they said, the armed group decides if

the trainees will be part of the military structure or act as lookouts in towns.

Many children receive no training at all, particularly those used as informants or in support
roles that do not require weapon handling. In these cases, indoctrination occurs gradually
through exposure to armed structures, obedience to orders, and acting as the de facto
authority in the community. Over time, children come to normalize violence and perceive

coercion, punishment, and armed authority as an accepted part of everyday life.¢

Local Deployment and Relocation to Other Regions

Some armed groups relocate the children they recruit to other parts of Colombia.

According to Indigenous authorities and a prosecutor investigating child recruitment,
children are transferred to other regions to isolate them, break family and community ties,
and make escape more difficult, while increasing their economic dependence on the

armed group.7

In Putumayo, while the Border Commands have, in some cases, allowed children to remain
at home and continue attending school to persuade peers to join, other armed groups like
the Carolina Ramirez and Radl Reyes Fronts often remove children from their communities

and relocate them far from their families.38

According to data from the Ministry of Defense, 35 percent of children released from armed

groups in 2024 and 2025 were found in a state different from the one in which they said

135 Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia.

136 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview
with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

137 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with
ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official,
Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

138 Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.
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they had been recruited. Children recruited in Cauca and Narifio account for roughly half of
these cases. In cases recorded by the Ministry of Defense, 51 percent of children from
Narifio were found in Cauca and 67 percent of children from Cauca were found in Huila,
Valle del Cauca, and Meta.9 Similarly, several interviewees told Human Rights Watch that
children recruited in Cauca are often transferred to training camps in El Naya or to Guaviare

and Caqueta, passing through the states of Huila and Meta.

According to a prosecutor investigating cases of recruitment, armed groups use public

buses, private vehicles and motorcycles to move children across the country.

Roles of Recruited Children

The roles that children perform within armed groups are diverse and depend on the group,
the child’s age, gender, and the region. According to child protection officers, these
activities include intelligence gathering, serving as messengers, providing medical care,
engaging in combat, and handling weapons, drones, and explosives, as well as guarding
hostages, participating in drug trafficking, and serving as bodyguards for commanders. 42
In some cases, children are sent to participate in hostilities without training, effectively as

“cannon fodder,” according to the presidential advisor for human rights. 3

Children are also taught how to use armed drones. According to child protection officers,

released children who report having operated drones say that armed groups describe the

139 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch).
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official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18,
2026.
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ruling dated May 31, 2024, in which a man was sentenced for recruiting four children in Inza (Cauca) and transporting them
by public bus to Leiva (Narifio), where he handed them over to the Franco Benavides Front of the EMC, a FARC dissident
faction. Fourth Itinerant Specialized Criminal Circuit Court of Popayan, Cauca, Ruling No. 19-001-60-00601-2023-14258, May
31, 2024 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

142 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a
child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection
officer in Putumayo, Colombia, April 17, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officerin
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activity as a game rather than as participation in armed fighting.4 In one video reviewed
by Human Rights Watch, which gained national attention after being reported by a news
outlet in May 2026, a male, apparently a child, is seen setting up a drone and attaching

what appears to be an artisanal explosive device.s

According to humanitarian workers and community leaders, armed groups initially assign
children low-visibility roles to ensure that they can later join the group without being
identified by authorities. These include serving as couriers, informants, and messengers.
These roles are frequently presented as opportunities rather than as recruitment. Children
are given gifts, food, or small payments for their activities, deepening their ties to and
dependency on the armed group.¢ “| have seen children working as ‘lookouts’ who later

appear wearing camouflage,” a community leader from San José de Uré, Cérdoba, said.7

Children and adolescents, especially boys, have also been instrumentalized in activities
such as small-scale drug dealing, contract killing, and extortion.8 A notorious case was
the killing of senator and would-be presidential candidate Miguel Uribe Turbay, who
according to prosecutors was shot by a 15-year-old boy, acting on behalf of the Second
Marquetalia, a FARC dissident group. ¢

144 Human Rights Watch online interview with a humanitarian worker, July 8, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a
child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection
officer in Antioquia, March 26, 2026. See also “This is how dissident groups recruit children in Tolima and train them to pilot
drone bombs” (“Asi es como disidencias reclutan a nifios en Tolima y los preparan para pilotear drones bomba”), Noticias
Caracol, January 2, 2026, https://www.noticiascaracol.com/colombia/asi-es-como-disidencias-reclutan-a-ninos-en-tolima-y-
los-preparan-para-pilotear-drones-bomba-rgio (accessed February 19, 2026).

145 José David Rodriguez, “Minors allegedly being used to assemble explosive drones in Cauca” (“Menores de edad estarian
siendo utilizados para armar drones con explosivos en Cauca”), Caracol Radio, May 11, 2026,
https://caracol.com.co/2026/05/12/menores-de-edad-estarian-siendo-utilizados-para-armar-drones-con-explosivos-en-
cauca/ (accessed August 1, 2026).

146 Human Rights Watch online interview with an OCHA official, July 25, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a
community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia; Human Rights Watch online interview with an OHCHR official, July 17, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 12, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview
with an Indigenous authority, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous
authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a community leader from
Jamundi, Valle del Cauca, Colombia, February 3, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia,
March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.

147 Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2026.

148 |CBF, UNICEF and Infométrika, Characterization study of children and adolescents released from armed groups in
Colombia (2013-2022).

149 “Colombia: Presidential Candidate Attacked, Severely Injured,” Human Rights Watch news release, June 10, 2025,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/06/10/colombia-presidential-candidate-attacked-severely-injured. See also Emma
Jaramillo Bernat, “Justice system orders the arrest of seven commanders of the Second Marquetalia for the assassination of
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Additionally, girls are frequently assigned to cooking duties and trained by armed groups

to approach other children and try to persuade them to join the armed groups’ ranks.s°

According to child protection officers, members of armed groups often perpetuate sexual
violence and impose forced contraception on girls.® In Cauca, interviewees said that
sexual violence is used as a specific form of punishment against girls who are perceived as
“rebellious” or who disobey the orders of commanders. 2 “Women feel less safe [within

the armed groups] because they experience more abuses,” said a girl who was recruited.s3

Release of Recruited Children

The ways in which recruited children leave armed groups vary. Interviewees described
cases of children escaping, being released through negotiations led by their communities
or being rescued by community organizations, Indigenous Guards, and, in some instances,
the Colombian Army. Some children surrender to authorities during fighting between the

armed groups and the army. 54

During peace negotiations under the Petro administration, some children were released
through informal processes that did not ensure adequate protection. For example,
according to the ICBF, in 2024, the Comuneros del Sur Front, an ELN splinter group,
released 12 children without first notifying the authorities. The ICBF subsequently tried to

locate them to initiate the reintegration process but was only able to find four of them. 55

Miguel Uribe” (“La Justicia ordena la captura contra siete mandos de la Segunda Marquetalia por el asesinato de Miguel
Uribe”), £l Pais, March 24, 2026, https://elpais.com/america-colombia/2026-03-24/la-justicia-ordena-la-captura-contra-
siete-mandos-de-la-segunda-marquetalia-por-el-asesinato-de-miguel-uribe.html (accessed August 6, 2026).

150 Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025; Human
Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN
members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.

151 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogotd, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026.

152 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview
with a rural teacher and member of the Interethnic Guard, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2025.

153 Human Rights Watch focus group with children who were at risk of recruitment, September 23, 2025.

154 Human Rights Watch online interview with a lawyer and human rights defender, July 23, 2025; Human Rights Watch online
interview with CICR’s officials, July 25, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with the local director of a civil society
organization, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority,
Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo,
Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a forcibly displaced Indigenous authority, Putumayo,
Colombia, September 18, 2025.

155 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch).
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Between January 2016 and October 2025, the Ministry of Defense reported the release of
3,564 people who were recruited by armed groups as children, 2,129 of whom were
released as children. The vast majority of those released between 2016 and 2025 had been
recruited recently, though some had first been recruited decades prior. The median length
of time between recruitment and release was three years, but since 2019, most children
who were released from armed groups had been recruited less than two years before their
release. For those released in 2025, 47 percent had been recruited within the

previous year, and 74 percent were released while the child was still under the age of 18.156

Released Children by Length of Time of Recruitment
2016-2025
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Since 2019, most children
released from armed groups
had been recruited within the
previous two years.
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156 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch).

51 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2026



Motivation for Demobilization
2016-2023
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Data from the Ministry of Defense analyzed by Human Rights Watch shows that among the
main reasons children want to leave an armed group are to seek a different life and
“military pressure” on the armed groups by security forces. 7

In many cases, recruited children surrender to the military and police during operations
against armed groups. Under Colombian law, authorities must transfer children to the ICBF
within 36 hours, ensure their safe evacuation, provide medical assistance when necessatry,
and immediately activate the protection pathway.8 Security forces are prohibited from
interviewing released children or using them as intelligence sources.% However, members
of organizations working with recruited children and child protection officers told Human

157 |bid.

158 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch).

159 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code, art. 176.
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Rights Watch that security forces often do not comply with these provisions, and use

children as sources for their operations.6°

Armed groups often severely punish children who attempt to leave. In one notorious case
from November 2024, the Gulf Clan tracked down and executed several boys who fled an
armed group in Cérdoba.6 Similarly, the Ombudsperson’s Office reported that in 2023,
the Carolina Ramirez Front, a FARC dissident group, killed four Indigenous Murui boys in

Caqueta who had tried to escape the group. %2

According to interviewees in Cauca, the EMC and the ELN often carry out “war councils” to
try and execute children who attempt to escape.¢3 “We have cases of children who arrive
with severe trauma because their friends were killed in front of them for trying to escape,”
a staff member of £nraizamiento, a community-based program for the restoration of
Indigenous children’s rights, told Human Rights Watch. 64

160 Hyman Rights Watch interview with a COALICO member, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with an academic researcher and member of a foundation working on child recruitment prevention, Bogota,
Colombia, September 24, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia,
April 30, 2026.

161 9CHA, “Humanitarian situation alert: Recruitment and use of adolescent boys in Puerto Libertador, Cérdoba” (“Alerta por
situacion humanitaria: Reclutamiento y uso de adolescentes hombres en Puerto Libertador, Cérdoba”), April 7, 2025,
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ph6cMpTZUCcs4E1tERSqrnQliFu-6ng-/view (accessed December 13, 2025); Human Rights
Watch interview with a president of a Community Action Board, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with a local human rights official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025.

162 “Ombudsperson’s Office rejects the recruitment and killing of 4 indigenous children” (“Defensoria del Pueblo rechaza
reclutamiento y homicidio de 4 menores de edad indigenas”), Ombudsperson’s Office news release, May 21, 2023,
https://www.defensoria.gov.co/-/defensor%C3%ADa-del-pueblo-rechaza-reclutamiento-y-homicidio-de-4-menores-de-
edad-ind%C3%ADgenas (accessed January 19, 2026).

163 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview
with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN
members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.

164 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
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Government Response

Under Colombian and international law, Colombian authorities have a duty to protect the
rights of children, including by preventing and investigating child recruitment, and

prosecuting those responsible.s

Colombia has established a range of policies and strategies that aim to fulfill these

”

obligations. Colombian law distinguishes between “early,” “urgent” and “protective” child
recruitment prevention efforts, and establishes specific initiatives to recover and reintegrate

children subjected to recruitment, and to investigate and prosecute those responsible.

However, as described in more detail below, Colombia’s prevention efforts are under-
resourced and ineffective. The country’s National Public Policy on Prevention is outdated
and lacks a clear action plan, budget, and monitoring system, while the body charged with
coordinating its implementation has limited power to make sure concrete measures are
implemented. Municipal governments, which often conduct important efforts to prevent

child recruitment, lack sufficient technical capacity and funding.

The system to recover and reintegrate released children is designed in a way that creates
unequal outcomes. It supports children recruited by armed groups that are considered
parties to the armed conflict by recognizing them as victims and enlisting them in a
specialized reintegration program. Meanwhile, children recruited or used by armed groups
deemed to be criminal groups that are not parties to the armed conflict are not recognized
as victims and are more likely to face prosecution. The system also faces challenges in

providing appropriate care to Indigenous children and sexual violence survivors.

Efforts to investigate and prosecute child recruitment have also fallen short because of

limited capacity of prosecutors and investigators, security concerns for justice officials,

165 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code (Cédigo de la Infanciay la Adolescencia), Law No. 1098 of 2006,
November 8, 2006, http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_1098_2006.html (accessed January 15,
2026); Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted November 20, 1989, G.A. Resolution 44/25 U.N. GAOR Supp (No.
49) at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, ratified by Colombia on January 28, 1991, art 1;
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, adopted May
25,2000, G.A. Res. 54/263, Annex |, 54 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 7, U.N. Doc. A/54/49, Vol. lll (2000), entered into force
February 12, 2002, ratified by Colombia on May 25, 2005.
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obstacles to filing criminal complaints, and novel investigative challenges connected to

the use of social media.

The government should simplify existing mechanisms and ensure that agencies in charge,
especially at the local level, have the resources and capacity needed to address child
recruitment through stronger prevention plans, search and rescue mechanisms that build on
and support community-led efforts, including those of the Indigenous Guard, and programs
that guarantee children’s recovery and reintegration without discrimination. It should also

strengthen the capacity and security of prosecutors investigating recruitment. 6

Early Prevention
Under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the

involvement of children in armed conflict, Colombia is required to take all feasible
measures to prevent the recruitment and use of children.¢7 Colombia’s Childhood and
Adolescence Code (Law No. 1098 of 2006) recognizes children’s right to be protected
against “recruitment and utilization.” 68 To this end, the Colombian government has
developed a national public policy on prevention, along with other plans and strategies

aimed at addressing the underlining factors that increase risks of recruitment.

The National Public Policy on Prevention and the Intersectoral Commission
In 2007 the Colombian government created the Intersectoral Commission for the
Prevention of the Recruitment and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and

Adolescents by Illegal Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (CIPRUNNA) with the

166 For more information about concrete actions the government should implement, review the “Recommendations” section
of this report.

167 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict.

168 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code; Government of Colombia, Adoption of the Public Policy
Guideline for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and
Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (Por el cual se adopta la linea de politica piblica de
prevencion del reclutamiento, utilizacién, uso y violencia sexual en contra de nifios, nifias y adolescentes por parte de los
grupos armados organizados y los grupos delincuenciales organizados), Decree No. 1434 of 2018, August 3, 2018,
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=87880 (accessed December 16, 2025); Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the
Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups
(GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO) (Linea de politica piblica de prevencion del reclutamiento, utilizacion, uso y
violencia sexual contra nifios, nifias y adolescentes por parte de grupos armados organizados (GAO) y grupos delictivos
organizados (GDQ)), 2019, https://www.minjusticia.gov.co/ojtc/Documents/Enfoque%2oDiferencial/docs/191119-Linea-
pol%C3%ADtica-Prevenci%C3%B3n-RUUVS.pdf (accessed December 16, 2025), p. 16.
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purpose of guiding, coordinating, and promoting the design and implementation of a
National Public Policy on Prevention. The commission is led by the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and is comprised of 19 national-level institutions,
including the Ministries of Interior, Justice, National Education, Foreign Affairs, Defense,
and Health.9

In 2010, through CIPRUNNA, Colombia developed the National Public Policy on

Prevention.° This policy was updated most recently in 2018.17

The 2018 National Public Policy on Prevention is outdated, even by the Petro government’s
admission. As then-Presidential Advisor for Human Rights Lourdes Castro said in 2025,
“the state’s pathways and actions are designed for older conflict dynamics. Today, the
public policy framework is outdated, but we no longer have time [during the 2022-2026

Petro administration] to change it.” 72 The policy fails to include plans to address newer

169 The Intersectoral Commission for the Prevention of the Recruitment and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children
and Adolescents by Illegal Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (Comisién Intersectorial para la Prevencién del
Reclutamiento, Uso, Utilizacién y la Violencia Sexual contra Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes por grupos armados al margen de la
ley y por grupos delictivos organizados, CIPRUNNA) is composed of the Ministries of Interior, Justice, Health, Information and
Communications Technologies, Labor, Culture, Sports, Defense, and National Education, together with the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, the National Planning
Department (Departamento Nacional de Planeacion, DNP), the Department for Social Prosperity, the Victims’ Unit, the Office
of the High Commissioner for Peace, the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (Agencia para la Reincorporaciény la
Normalizacién, ARN), the Agency for Territorial Renewal, the National Training Service, and the Colombian Institute for Family
Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF). Additionally, the Office of the Inspector General, the
Ombudsperson’s Office, and the Attorney General’s Office participate in its sessions as permanent guests, with the right to
speak but without the right to vote. Government of Colombia, Amending Decree 4690 of 2007, as Amended by Decrees 0552
of 2012, 1569 of 2016, and 1833 of 2017, Which Establishes CIPRUNNA (Por medio del cual se modifica el Decreto 4690 de
2007, modificado por los decretos 0552 de 2012, 1569 de 2016 y 1833 de 2017 por el cual se crea la CIPRUNNA), Decree No.
2081 of 2019, November 18, 2019, https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=102912
(accessed January 24, 2026).

170 Government of Colombia, Policy for the Prevention of the Recruitment and Use of Children and Adolescents by Illegal
Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (Politica de Prevencion del Reclutamiento y Utilizacion de Nifios, Nifas,
Adolescentes por Parte de los Grupos Armados Organizados al Margen de la Ley y de los Grupos Delictivos Organizados),
National Council for Economic and Social Policy (Consejo Nacional de Politica Econémicay Social, CONPES) Document No.
3673, July 19, 2010, https://colaboracion.dnp.gov.co/CDT/Conpes/Econémicos/3673.pdf (accessed February 13, 2026).

171 Government of Colombia, Adoption of the Public Policy Guideline for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and
Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups;
Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Public Policy Framework for the
Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized
Armed Groups (GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO).

172 Human Rights Watch interview with Lourdes Castro, Colombia’s former presidential advisor for human rights, Bogota,
Colombia, September 22, 2025.
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dynamics such as the outsourcing of recruitment through criminal networks and

recruitment through social media.3

The policy requires that national institutions such as the Ministries of Education, Health,
Defense, Justice, and other state agencies formulate a coordinated four-year action plan to
prevent recruitment, which must be updated by each new administration. However, the
2022-2026 Petro administration did not establish its own action plan, meaning it lacked a
specific budget to prevent child recruitment, and specific benchmarks to assess the
implementation of the policy.7# According to a former official from the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, the delay of more than a year in appointing a

permanent presidential advisor limited their capacity to formulate and advance this plan.7s

CIPRUNNA’s Institutional Challenges

CIPRUNNA meets without a fixed schedule to coordinate and monitor government actions
aimed at implementing the National Public Policy on Prevention. Between 2007 and
December 2025, CIPRUNNA met 36 times, including 10 meetings during President Petro’s

administration. ¢

CIPRUNNA has made little progress in agreeing on and implementing measures aimed at

preventing child recruitment. Out of the ten meetings held under the Petro administration,
three were conducted in Bogota or virtually and were aimed at agreeing on administrative
proceedings and on a schedule of future meetings.*77 The other seven meetings were held

in places affected by recruitment, such as Cauca, Narifio, or Magdalena Medio. Authorities

173 Human Rights Watch online interview with a humanitarian worker, July 10, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview
with OHCHR officials, July 10, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save the Children, Bogota,
Colombia, September 24, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a Coalition Against the Involvement of Children and
Youth in the Armed Conflict in Colombia (Coalicién contra la vinculacién de nifios, nifias y jovenes al conflicto armado en
Colombia, COALICO) member, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.

174 Human Rights Watch asked the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law
about the plan dating back to 2022, however, the office only referred us to other strategies undertaken since 2025.
Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

175 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
and International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

176 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

77 |bid.
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agreed to take concrete steps to prevent child recruitment, such as carrying out projects in

specific schools. 78

According to a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights,
the institution lacks the capacity to comprehensively track all commitments undertaken by
members of CIPRUNNA. However, the official said that during the final months of Petro’s
term, efforts were underway to develop a monitoring system, with support from
international cooperation partners, to strengthen oversight and accountability
mechanisms. 79 For example, in May 2024, CIPRUNNA established a prevention plan for
Cauca thatincludes 39 commitments, such as providing technical assistance to municipal
teams, facilitating the acquisition of vehicles for these teams, and improving and building
sports facilities to offer activities that could provide alternatives to recruitment. However,
according to Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, nearly two years later,
implementation of the response plan commitments has been slow.8 A humanitarian
worker that tracks the implementation of these commitments on the ground told Human
Rights Watch that, as of December 2025, 25 percent of the commitments had been

fulfilled, and 33 percent were underway. The rest remained pending.8:

“CIPRUNNA is not working ... few participants take responsibility in meetings, and those
institutions that do make commitments tend to propose activities they were already
carrying out; there is no strategic response to the problem,” a Colombian Army general
who participated in CIPRUNNA’s sessions told Human Rights Watch.82 As a humanitarian
worker put it, “almost everything under CIPRUNNA amounts to a compilation of actions

that state entities were already implementing.” 83

Additionally, civil society organizations working on recruitment consider that CIPRUNNA

has taken similar actions for years without analyzing whether they’ve had an impact. 84

178 |bid.

179 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
and International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

180 Hyman Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

181 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by a humanitarian worker, April 14, 2026 (copy on file with Human
Rights Watch).

182 Hyman Rights Watch online interview with a Colombian Army general, April 1, 2026.
183 Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save the Children, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.

184 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with a COALICO member, Bogotd, Colombia, September 24, 2025.
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Budgetary Constraints

CIPRUNNA’s budget was not clearly defined. According to information provided by the
Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights to Human Rights Watch, there was no
unified budget for CIPRUNNA during 2025, and each member institution determined its

own budget allocation for the agreed actions and implemented them autonomously.8s

Between 2019 and 2023, the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights had an
investment project, a budget category distinct from routine operating expenditure tied to
specific initiatives, focused on the implementation of the National Public Policy on
Prevention, with a budget of US$0.53 million in 2021, $1.15 million in 2022 and $1.27

million in 2023.186

For the 2024-2026 period, a new investment project was created with a broader scope. The
new project began to finance the general work of the Office of the Presidential Advisor for

Human Rights on human rights issues, including child recruitment prevention. The budget
was $1.47 million in 2024 and $2.2 million in 2025, but in 2026 it dropped to $0.9 million.

The 2026 budget is not only smaller, but also no longer focuses on child recruitment. 187

According to a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights,
the uncertainty surrounding the possible elimination of the office during the first year of
the Petro administration, combined with staffing shortages, weakened the institutional

capacity required to maintain a dedicated project focused exclusively on the prevention of

185 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

186 DNP, “Projects Map - BPIN: 2018011000832” (“Mapa de Proyectos - BPIN: 2018011000832"), webpage, [n.d.],
https://mapainversiones.dnp.gov.co/Home/FichaProyectosMenuAllUsers?Bpin=2018011000832 (accessed May 14, 2026).

187 Between 2019 and 2023, the budget included an investment project titled “Development of the Intersectoral Policy for the
Prevention of Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Illegal Armed
Groups and Organized Criminal Groups” (“Desarrollo de la Politica Intersectorial de Prevencion del Reclutamiento,
Utilizacion, Uso y Violencia Sexual de Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes por Parte de Grupos Armados Al Margen de a Ley y Grupos
Delictivos Organizados Nacional”), with code number 2018011000832. For the 2024-2026 period, a new investment project
with a broader scope was created, entitled “Strengthening Executive Branch Entities to Design, Implement and Evaluate a
Culture of Respect for and Protection of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law” (“Fortalecimiento de las
Entidades de la Rama Ejecutiva para Disefiar, Implementary Evaluar una Cultura de Respeto y Garantia en Materia de
Derechos Humanos y Derecho Internacional Humanitario. Nacional”), with code number 202300000000445. Information
provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International
Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); DNP, “Projects Map -

BPIN: 202300000000445” (“Mapa de Proyectos - BPIN: 202300000000445”), webpage, [n.d.],
https://mapainversiones.dnp.gov.co/Home/FichaProyectosMenuAllUsers?Bpin=202300000000445 (accessed March 13,
2026).
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child recruitment.88 She said that the budget decrease was also explained in part by the
Trump administration’s massive cuts to US foreign aid and its decision to shutter the US
Agency for International Development (USAID), whose support enabled the Office of the

Presidential Advisor for Human Rights to hire personnel.8

Local Implementation

According to the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, states and
municipalities are responsible for the implementation of the National Public Policy on
Prevention at a local level through the Departmental Prevention Committees and the
Immediate Action Teams (Equipos de Accién Inmediata, EAls).° The policy also
encourages governors’ and municipal offices to establish their own early prevention
territorial plans, outlining the specific measures they will adopt to prevent child

recruitment in coordination with the national government.

The Departmental Prevention Committees are state coordination bodies responsible for
implementing the prevention policy and supporting protection actions. They are typically
established through decrees issued by state governments and include representatives
from local authorities and national institutions such as the Colombian Institute for Family
Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF) and the Victims’ Unit—a body
charged with providing humanitarian assistance and reparations for victims of the armed
conflict. They may also provide financial support to municipalities for the implementation

of protection measures. 92

188 Hyman Rights Watch online interview with a former official of the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

189 |bid.

190 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

191 Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Territorial Implementation
Manual for Prevention Routes: Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and
Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups (GAQ) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO)
(Manual de instalacion territorial de rutas de prevencion: Linea de politica piblica de prevencion del reclutamiento,
utilizacion, uso y violencia sexual contra nifios, nifias y adolescentes por parte de grupos armados organizados (GAO) y
grupos delictivos organizados (GDO)), 2021,
https://derechoshumanos.gov.co/Observatorio/Publicaciones/Documents/2021/170921-Manual-Rutas-PRUUVS.pdf
(accessed January 21, 2026).

192 Government of Colombia, Policy for the Prevention of the Recruitment and Use of Children and Adolescents by Illegal
Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups.
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According to the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, of 32 departments in
the country, 20 have established committees.93 According to the office and an
Ombudsperson’s Office official, many of these committees are established “on paper” but

are not fully functional.94

One particularly effective Departmental Prevention Committee appears to be the one in
Cauca, where the committee serves as a bridge for coordination between municipalities
and the national government and plays a key role in managing child recruitment cases. Its
members highlighted that the committee has achieved significant progress in the last
three years, including by consolidating a unified database of cases, activating agile
response mechanisms, and creating a “sponsorship plan” through which national

institutions and UNICEF support local municipalities to ensure that all of them have EAls.95

EAls, generally composed of the mayor’s office, the local human rights official, the
Ombudsperson’s Office, a child protection officer, a representative of the ICBF, the police,
the military forces, Indigenous leaders, the Victims’ Unit, and the Attorney General’s Office,
are municipal teams responsible for activating urgent prevention and protection efforts when
children are at risk. They also coordinate the institutional response and services available to
support victims. They are typically established through municipal decrees, and their budget
depends on municipal resources, but they may also receive national or departmental co-

financing, as well as support from international cooperation.9¢

The Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights told Human Rights Watch in May
that of 1,123 municipalities in the country, 320 have issued a decree creating the team.
According to one of the office’s officials, “having the decree in place does not necessarily

mean that the teams are working.” 97

193 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
and International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

194 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official, Bogota, Colombia, September 25,
2025.

195 Human Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

196 (Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Territorial Implementation
Manual for Prevention Routes: Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and
Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups (GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO).
197 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
and International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.
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Seven mayor’s offices of municipalities with the highest number of cases of recruitment—
Argelia, Caldono and Corinto in Cauca, Tame in Arauca, Carurd in Vaupés, Orito in Putumayo
and Jamundiin Valle del Cauca—told Human Rights Watch they have insufficient budget,
personnel, and national support to enact preventive measures. Some of these municipalities
said that armed groups limit local government action and create security risks for officials,

social leaders, and victims’ families, who often hesitate to report cases. 98

2025-2030 Prevention Strategy

Since 2025, CIPRUNNA focused on developing a prevention strategy for 2025-2030.%99 The
strategy has the purpose of consolidating “protective environments” in at least 16 states

by creating an urgent prevention pathway for crises, promoting a “cultural transformation
in the digital environment,” strengthening coordination between local and national

governments, and establishing guidelines for peace negotiation processes.2e°

The executive summary of the strategy, which Human Rights Watch reviewed, identifies
nine subregions as having high levels of child recruitment, including the departments of

Cauca, Valle del Cauca, and Huila, and the Catatumbo region. 201

It remains unclear whether the new government plans to implement this strategy as
President Abelardo de la Espriella announced plans to eliminate the Office of the

Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and, at time of writing, no government institution

198 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Carurd’s mayor’s office, March 16, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Jamundi’s mayor’s office, March 19, 2026
(copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Caldono’s mayor’s office,
March 21, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Argelia’s
mayor’s office, April 1, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email
by Corinto’s mayor’s office, April 7, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights
Watch via email by Tame’s mayor’s office, April 7, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to
Human Rights Watch via email by Orito’s mayor’s office, May 11, 2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

199 The strategyis distinct from the policy discussed above, and the 2025-2030 strategy is not intended or expected to
replace the policy.

200 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

201 The Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, head of CIPRUNNA, has
developed three indices in order to measure recruitment trends, predict child recruitment risk at the municipal level, and
rank municipalities according to their level of risk. Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human
Rights Watch).
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had been designated to lead CIPRUNNA.z=°2 |t is also unclear how the strategy would work
or complement the National Public Policy on Prevention, or whether it would include a plan
to operationalize its strategic lines through clearly assigned responsibilities, indicators,

and budget allocations.

Other Plans or Strategies

National Immediate Action Team (ENAI)

In June 2026, Petro’s government created a National Immediate Action Team (Equipo
Nacional de Accién Inmediata, ENAI) intended to respond to emergency situations and
support the work of local EAIs. It is led by the ICBF with the participation of the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, Ombudsperson’s Office, Ministry of Defense,
Colombian Army, the police and the Victims’ Unit.2°3 According to a former official from the
Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, it functions with the existing budgets
of the institutions that are part of it.=204

The former official told Human Rights Watch that between January and May 2026, the ENAI
had evacuated 36 boys and girls at risk of being recruited through urgent, individualized
evacuations.z°s However, its capacity was limited to rescuing individual children on a case-
by-case basis when municipal governments lack capacity to respond, and the ENAI was
unable to respond to risks affecting larger groups of children, schools, or entire

communities. 206

202 “Colombia: De la Espriella will shut down peace and human rights advisories” (“Colombia: De la Espriella cerrara
consejerias de Paz y DDHH”), Deutsche Welle, July 14, 2026, https://www.dw.com/es/colombia-de-la-espriella-
cerrar%C3%A1-consejer%C3%ADas-de-paz-y-ddhh/a-77943205 (accessed July 31, 2026).

203 “Family Welfare consolidates the creation of the National Immediate Action Team to stop recruitment and other forms of
violence against children and adolescents” (“Bienestar Familiar consolida la creacion del Equipo Nacional de Accién
Inmediata para frenar el reclutamiento y otras violencias contra nifias, nifios y adolescentes”), ICBF news release,

June 10, 2026, https://www.icbf.gov.co/noticias/bienestar-familiar-consolida-la-creacion-del-equipo-nacional-de-accion-
inmediata-para (accessed June 12, 2026).

204 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official of the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

205 |hid.

206 |bid.; Human Rights Watch online interview with a COALICO member, June 16, 2026.
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Law No. 2590 of 2026 legally orders CIPRUNNA to create the ENAI, meaning it should
continue to exist in future administrations, including during President de la Espriella’s

mandate.z°7

Safe Schools Declaration Commitments

The Safe Schools Declaration is an intergovernmental political commitment that emerged
from an international conference held in Oslo, Norway, in May 2015. It is designed to
protect students, teachers, and educational facilities from attacks during armed conflict.

The Colombian government endorsed the declaration in November 2022.208

The government committed to implementing nine “actions” between 2022 and 2026 to
implement the Safe Schools Declaration, such as identifying and mapping schools and
universities in areas affected by conflict-related attacks, coordinating plans among
government institutions to protect schools’ infrastructure, and strengthening investigations
on reported violations. However, the Ministry of Education’s National Plan outlining these
commitments does not indicate which entities are responsible forimplementing them, nor
whether there is a specific budget allocated to these actions.2°9 In response to an inquiry
from Human Rights Watch regarding progress on these actions, the ministry highlighted the
creation of four technical working groups that were “meeting, under the leadership of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with the aim of reaching coordination and operational agreements

to advance each of the proposed lines of action.” 2w

Escuela, Territorio de Vida Plan

In April 2025, the Ministry of Education adopted the Public Policy on Comprehensive School

Risk Management and Education in Emergencies, also known as the £scuela, Territorio de

207 Congress of Colombia, Law Amending Article 162 and Article 188D of Law No. 599 of 2000 and Establishing Other
Provisions—for a Free Childhood and Adolescence (Ley por medio de la cual se modifican el articulo 162 y el articulo 188D de
la Ley 599 de 2000 y se dictan otras disposiciones—por la nifiez y adolescencia libre), Law No. 2590 of 2026, July 6, 2026,
https://dapre.presidencia.gov.co/normativa/normativa/LEY%202590%20DEL%2006%20DE%20JULI0%20DE%202026.pdf
(accessed July 17, 2026).

208 JN|CEF, “UNICEF welcomes the Colombian government’s endorsement of the Safe Schools Declaration” (“UNICEF celebra
la adhesi6n a la Declaracién sobre Escuelas Seguras por parte del gobierno de Colombia”), November 18, 2022,
https://www.unicef.org/colombia/comunicados-prensa/escuelasseguras (accessed March 9, 2026).

209 Ministry of Education, National Action Plan on Safe Schools 2022-2026 (Plan de Accién Nacional sobre Escuelas Seguras
2022-2026), 2023, https://www.mineducacion.gov.co/1780/articles-418408_archivo_pdf_2.pdf (accessed March 9, 2026).
210 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Education of Colombia, November 21, 2025
(copy on file with Human Rights Watch).
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Vida plan. It includes three specific objectives and more than ten actions to protect the right

to education from risks associated with climate change and armed conflict.2x

To pilot the plan, the government entities that comprise CIPRUNNA are scheduled to carry
out awareness-raising activities and training in 26 rural schools located in 13
municipalities across six states. These municipalities only include two of the 20 with the

highest number of child recruitment cases: Argelia and Tib(.22

The plan remains limited considering the scale of the problem. “While prioritizing schools
was a good idea, it [came] too late. It should have been an action taken in the first year of
the government, not the last,” a senior official from the Ombudsperson’s Office told
Human Rights Watch.z2

Atrapasueios Strategy

Since 2023, the ICBF has been implementing the Afrapasuerios strategy, which seeks to
create “protective environments” and promote children’s development through activities
that build their skills and talents, and support their life plans and mental health care.

The strategy operates through two modalities:
e (asaAtrapasuenos, an |CBF facility, or Afrapasuefios Comunitarios, a community-
based space where the ICBF carries out workshops and trainings aimed at
highlighting children’s talents and discussing their life plans.

211 Ministry of Education, Adopting the Technical Document Containing the General Guidelines for the Public Policy on
Comprehensive School Risk Management and Education in Emergencies (Por medio de la cual se adopta el documento
técnico con los lineamientos generales de la Politica Plblica de Gestion Integral del Riesgo Escolary Educacién en
Emergencias), Resolution No. 006519, April 1, 2025, https://www.mineducacion.gov.co/1780/articles-423969_pdf.pdf
(accessed March 9, 2026); Ministry of Education, Policy Guidelines: School, a Territory of Life—Public Policy on
Comprehensive School Risk Management and Education in Emergencies (Lineamientos de politica: Escuela, Territorio de
Vida-Politica de gestion integral del riesgo escolary educacion en emergencias), April 1, 2025,
https://www.mineducacion.gov.co/1780/articles-423963_recurso_g5.pdf (accessed March 9, 2026).

212 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

213 Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025;
Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save the Children, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.
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o Mochila Atrapasuerios, which works through local nonprofit organizations in areas
where ICBF facilities do not exist to implement community-based activities aimed
at developing children’s skills, callings, and talents. 214

According to interviewees, ICBF teams supporting the strategy face difficulties accessing
certain territories due to budget constraints and security risks linked to armed groups. As
the director of a nonprofit organization working on child recruitment put it:

The Atrapasuerios strategy is interesting, but itis very urban and does not
reach the places where recruitment actually needs to be prevented, particularly
Indigenous communities. Itis absurd, for example, that it does not reach
Puerto Leguizamo (in Putumayo), given the scale of the needs there.2s

Generacion Futuro

The Ministry of Defense implements a strategy called Generacion Futuro to coordinate its
efforts to prevent child recruitment with local institutions.

According to information provided by the ministry to Human Rights Watch, in 2025 security
forces carried out 12,062 “activities” across the country to prevent child recruitment.
These include discussions and prevention workshops, sports and cultural events,
communication campaigns to raise awareness about the illegality and impact of
recruitment and sexual violence, and promoting reporting hotlines (the ICBF's 141 and the
national emergencies number 123).2:

Community-Led Efforts

According to Indigenous authorities, government efforts to prevent child recruitment do
notinclude culturally appropriate measures for Indigenous children, including
consideration of Indigenous languages, spiritual beliefs, and cultural practices. They
also said that prevention programs hardly reach rural communities at risk due to armed

214 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch).

215 Human Rights Watch interview with the director of a local foundation, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025.

216 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch).
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group control.27 Of the 2,700 prevention activities reported by CIPRUNNA to Human
Rights Watch, 91 were specifically targeted at Indigenous communities.28

Due to these issues, Indigenous communities themselves have played a leading role in
some parts of Colombia to protect these children.

For example, the Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indigena del
Cauca, CRIC), a coalition of Indigenous groups, has established its own human rights
observatory to gather information and document cases. It also runs a strategy known as
escuelitas de guardia (guard schools), in which children as young as five years old are
educated about Indigenous spirituality, as part of an effort to dissuade them from
joining armed groups in the future. 219

Similarly, the Association of Indigenous Cabildos of Northern Cauca (Asociacion de
Cabildos Indigenas del Norte del Cauca, ACIN), another Indigenous coalition, has
created 19 training groups, known as Kiwe Thegnas, where between 8o and 300
children from the age of five learn about Indigenous practices, governance, economic
systems, and the risks of joining armed groups. “The strategy responds to families’
concerns about how children spend their free time, so we train them in crafts, the
Indigenous language, and fulpas—traditional gardens with crops that are part of our
culture,” a member of ACIN involved in the training groups told Human Rights Watch. 2z

Urgent and Protective Pathways

To respond to collective risks of recruitment, when it is not possible to identify a specific
child at risk, the Colombian government has developed the Urgent Prevention Pathway.
Typical scenarios that trigger its activation include armed groups conducting school

217 Human Rights Watch interview with Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (Consejo Regional Indigena del Cauca, CRIC)
members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with Association of Indigenous Cabildos of
Northern Cauca (Asociacién de Cabildos Indigenas del Norte del Cauca, ACIN) members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.

218 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law, December 18, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

219 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
220 yuman Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.
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censuses, distributing pamphlets threatening to take children away from their

communities, or making mass recruitment offers within a community.22

Once such risks become known to any public authority, the municipal EAl is required to
activate an urgent prevention mechanism, including in some cases by convening a security

meeting at the municipal level.222

If a collective threat becomes individualized and there are concrete and personalized
threats or actions against a specific child, the EAl’s institutional response must
immediately transition to what is called a Protective Prevention Pathway.223 This means
that the municipal EAl must convene a meeting, provide resources for the relocation of the

child, and report the case to judicial and other authorities, among other measures. 224

Budgetary constraints, low reporting and lack of local capacity undermine these protective

mechanisms.

Budgetary and Capacity Constraints

According to several interviewees, budgetary constraints are typically the main obstacle for
urgent and protective pathways. Municipalities have limited budgets and must use them

to respond to all humanitarian emergencies, including mass forced displacement.

Relocating a child at risk of recruitment, and sometimes the child’s family, can be very

221 Government of Colombia, Adoption of the Public Policy Guideline for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and
Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups;
Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Public Policy Framework for the
Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized
Armed Groups (GAQ) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO); Government of Colombia, Policy for the Prevention of the
Recruitment and Use of Children and Adolescents by Illegal Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups.

222 The ways in which the State becomes aware of cases vary considerably. Information may come directly from family
members or indirectly from community members or school personnel reporting to authorities such as municipal
ombudsperson’s offices, the Ombudsperson’s Office, or the Attorney General’s Office. It may also come from children who
manage to escape from armed groups, or from children rescued by Indigenous Guards, community organizations, or the
army. Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, 7erritorial Implementation
Manual for Prevention Routes: Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and
Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups (GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO).

223 Government of Colombia, Policy for the Prevention of the Recruitment and Use of Children and Adolescents by Illegal
Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups.

224 Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law, Territorial Implementation
Manual for Prevention Routes: Public Policy Framework for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Utilization and Use of, and
Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by Organized Armed Groups (GAO) and Organized Criminal Groups (GDO).
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costly and, in some cases, an insufficient measure.22s The mayor of one municipality told
Human Rights Watch:

We have made efforts, but the budget we were able to allocate for
emergencies is insufficient. In some urgent situations, we have had to pool
money among staff to pay for the children’s transportation in order to save
their lives.226

According to a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
official, there is no national fund to manage urgent cases, and municipalities often lack
the resources to respond.227 In Cauca, the department with the highest number of cases,
the departmental government lacks a humanitarian fund to manage these cases.228 A
humanitarian worker told Human Rights Watch that the army provides the greatest support
in such cases, but there should be a civilian response.229

The institutional response has also been affected by the reduction in international
cooperation funding by the United States and budgetary cuts at the United Nations
level.23° “EAls previously received substantial support from international cooperation. With
the reduction in funding in 2025, their capacity to manage cases has been significantly
affected,” a humanitarian worker told Human Rights Watch.23t Similarly, a municipal

225 Human Rights Watch interview with an official from the mayor’s office of a municipality in Putumayo, Colombia,
September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch online interview with the mayor of a municipality in Cauca, Colombia, February 18,
2026; Human Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
226 Hyman Rights Watch online interview with the mayor of a municipality in Cauca, February 18, 2026.

227 Human Rights Watch online interview with a former official from the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
and International Humanitarian Law, May 26, 2026.

228 Hyman Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
229 Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save the Children, Bogotd, Colombia, September 24, 2025.

230 According to Mireia Villar, the former UN resident coordinator in Colombia, UN agencies in Colombia warned that US
funding cuts have severely weakened Colombia’s humanitarian response by freezing 66.9 percent of the budget initially
planned for 2025, meaning a reduction of US$87 million. The cuts have forced UN agencies to scale back programs providing
protection, education, nutrition, and legal assistance for children and conflict-affected communities in regions such as
Catatumbo, Cauca, Choc6, Narifo, Arauca, and Putumayo. In 2025, the UN estimated that 1.7 million people could lose
access to humanitarian assistance as violence continued to intensify. See “UN Warns of deterioration in humanitarian
response after US funding cuts as violence intensifies” (“ONU advierte deterioro de la respuesta humanitaria tras recortes de
Estados Unidos mientras se intensifica la violencia”), VerdadAbierta.com, June 13, 2025, https://verdadabierta.com/onu-
advierte-deterioro-de-la-respuesta-humanitaria-tras-recortes-de-estados-unidos-mientras-se-intensifica-la-violencia-en-
colombia/ (accessed July 22, 2026).

231 Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save the Children, Bogotd, Colombia, September 24, 2025.
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government official in Putumayo said that losing support from UN agencies has greatly

hindered their response. 232

Local officials also said they lack sufficient support from the national government. “We

feel abandoned by the national government,” one of them said.233 Some mayors’ offices in
municipalities with the highest numbers of child recruitment cases said that support from
the national government has been insufficient, focused primarily on technical assistance,

and at times too slow to respond to the urgency of child recruitment cases.234

They also pointed to the limited capacity by the ICBF to respond to incidents outside
regular working hours. They said their local offices do not have capacity to address cases
after 5 p.m. or on weekends. 235 Child protection officers said that some offices in Choc6
and Cauca organize shifts to provide 24-hour coverage, but others are unable to do so
because of lack of staff, labor protections, and night and weekend pay, as well as mental

and emotional exhaustion.236

Training of local government officials is also limited. Despite efforts by the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, members of civil society organizations said that

many staff across the country need more training, in part due to the high turnover.237

232 Human Rights Watch interview with an official from the mayor’s office of a municipality in Putumayo, Colombia,
September 16, 2025.

233 |bid.

234 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Caldono’s mayor’s office, March 21, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Corinto’s mayor’s office, April 7, 2026 (copy
on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by Tame’s mayor’s office, April 7,
2026 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

235 Human Rights Watch online interview with the mayor of a municipality in Cauca, February 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a Child
and Adolescent Police officer, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.

236 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Choc6, Colombia, April 15, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with
a child protection officer in North Santander, Colombia, April 15, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview with a child
protection officer in Putumayo, Colombia, April 17, 2026.

237 Human Rights Watch online interview with a COALICO member, July 15, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a
COALICO member, Putumayo, Colombia, September 19, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a representative of Save
the Children, Bogotd, Colombia, September 24, 2025.
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Low Reporting

According to several interviewees, relatives of children at risk have few incentives to report
cases. Many believe that public institutions have been co-opted by armed groups and
organized crime or that they would fail to prevent the recruitment of children for other
reasons. The director of a civil society group in Cérdoba, who has worked for decades on
child recruitment, said “people do not trust state institutions to recover their children;
reporting cases may expose them to greater risks.”238 A community leader also told Human
Rights Watch that “it takes less time for the armed group to find out about a report than for

authorities to act.”239

Search for Recruited Children

Government efforts to search for and rescue recruited children are very limited.2 This
means that often this responsibility falls on families, community leaders and other local

civil society actors.

In the absence of a specific mechanism to respond to child recruitment, children who
appear to have been recruited need to be reported as “missing.” 24 When that happens, a
prosecutor or a judge activates an institutional mechanism known as the Urgent Search
Mechanism, and orders the police and other authorities, such as the National Institute of
Legal Medicine and the National Civil Registry, to immediately search for the missing child.
However, the Attorney General’s Office told Human Rights Watch that it has activated this
mechanism for only 40 children since 2016—an extraordinarily low number compared to
the nearly 4,000 criminal cases related to child recruitment opened during the same
period. The office said that it believed that only two of the 40 cases concerned the

recruitment of children.242 However, a prosecutor told Human Rights Watch that the office

238 Human Rights Watch interview with the local director of a civil society organization, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 13,
2025.
239 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 15, 2025.

249 Human Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026;
Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

241 Congress of Colombia, Law Regulating the Urgent Search Mechanism and Issuing Other Provisions (Ley por medio de la
cual se reglamenta el mecanismo de blsqueda urgente y se dictan otras disposiciones), Law No. 971 of 2005, July 14, 2005,

http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_o0971_2005.html (accessed March 23, 2026).

242 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, December 15, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch).
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lacks a “unified registry” of these cases, and therefore the figures reported may be

inaccurate.243

In September 2024, the Attorney General’s Office and authorities of the Special Indigenous
Jurisdiction signed a protocol to allow Indigenous authorities to activate the Urgent Search
Mechanism in cases of disappearances within their territories. 24 According to a
prosecutor, this protocol is a key step in improving the search for children, particularly
because Indigenous authorities can act quickly and order searches for children in
communities across the country.245 According to a member of the CRIC, the protocol has
enabled Indigenous authorities to launch search efforts quickly through social and
community networks, while also improving coordination with state authorities such as the

police, which have located some recruited children at road checkpoints. 246

Another mechanism to search for recruited children is the “Pink Alert” national system.
Created in 2023, the system uses media and telecommunications services to alert the
population about a missing person and establishes Local Search Teams, led by the police
and with the participation of Attorney General’s Office, local authorities, and others, to
search for missing persons including, among others, children recruited by armed

groups. 247

According to several interviewees, existing mechanisms are insufficient to locate and
rescue recruited children since they are not tailored to the specific characteristics of
recruitment in rural areas and Indigenous and peasant communities. Effective responses
require rapid response capabilities that are lacking in rural areas, and dedicated funding

to support the evacuation of children and their families. In addition, search efforts often

243 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, February 24, 2026.

244 «“pttorney General’s Office and Special Indigenous Jurisdiction of Cauca sign a protocol for disappearance cases”
(“Fiscaliay Jurisdiccion Especial Indigena del Cauca firman protocolo para casos de desaparicion”), Meridiano Regional,
September 19, 2024, https://meridianoregional.com/fiscalia-y-jurisdiccion-especial-indigena-del-cauca-firman-protocolo-
para-casos-de-desaparicion/ (accessed March 23, 2026).

245 Human Rights Watch online interview with a prosecutor in Cauca, Colombia, February 19, 2026.
246 Human Rights Watch online interview with a CRIC member, May 20, 2026.

247 Attorney General’s Office, Pink Alert Action Protocol (Protocolo de Actuacién de la Alerta Rosa), approved October 10,
2025, https://www.fiscalia.gov.co/media-portalweb-prd/Protocolo-Alerta-Rosa-FGN.pdf (accessed March 23, 2026).
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require operations on the ground in areas that state institutions are frequently unable to
enter because armed groups control them. 248

Community-Led Initiatives

In the absence of robust mechanisms to search and rescue children recruited by
armed groups, Indigenous and campesino (peasant) communities and women’s
organizations have played a leading role by organizing their own search mechanisms
and engaging with armed groups to seek the release of children.

In Cauca, the CRIC and the ACIN have Indigenous Guards that work to rescue
children.z A member of the Guard who has participated in dozens of rescues told
Human Rights Watch that the Guard accompanies the family and the Indigenous
governor of the community to speak with the commanders of the armed group that
recruited the child.2s° Sometimes the Guard also hides children who have escaped
from armed groups to ensure they are not taken away again and do not suffer
retaliation.2st

Peasant movements in C6rdoba and Indigenous groups in Putumayo have engaged in
similar efforts. 252

In 2024, the National Movement of Mothers and Women for Peace (Movimiento
Nacional de Madres y Mujeres por la Paz), a civil society group, created the Interethnic
Guard composed of Indigenous, Afro-descendant and rural women, tasked with

248 Human Rights Watch meeting with Cauca’s Departmental Prevention Committee, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026;
Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a
prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

249 The Indigenous Guards are an organism of Colombia’s Indigenous peoples, designed to protect their territory. They rely
on voluntary participation of men and women, youth, elders, and children. They are unarmed. Colombia’s Commission for the
Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition, 7he Indigenous Guard: Guardians of the Territory and Life (La Guardia
Indigena, cuidadora del territorio y la vida), October 21, 2020,

https:/ /web.comisiondelaverdad.co/actualidad/noticias/guardia-indigena-cuidadora-del-territorio-y-la-vida (accessed April
14, 2026).

25% Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.

251 Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026; CRIC, “Two girls aged 14 and 15
rescued after being recruited by FARC dissidents in Cauca” (“Fueron rescatadas dos nifias de 14 y 15 afos, quienes habfan
sido reclutadas por las disidencias en el Cauca”), October 20, 2025, https://www.cric-colombia.org/portal/rescatadas-dos-
ninas-14-15-anos-reclutadas-disidencias-farc-cauca/ (accessed March 20, 2026).

252 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous teacher, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025.
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locating recruited children. According to a member of the Interethnic Guard, it
searches for a child on social media or by speaking directly with members of the
armed group. “We do this because the [government] authorities do not act in time and
lack capacity,” she said. Since its creation, the Interethnic Guard has secured the
release of at least seven recruited children.2s3

Part of the success of these community-led rescue initiatives stems from strong
community organization, including the presence of Indigenous and Interethnic
Guards, communities’ deep knowledge of their territories, and their ability to engage
in dialogue with commanders of armed groups.

Community leaders conduct these efforts despite grave risk. For example, in 2024,
Border Commands (Comandos de la Frontera) in Putumayo allegedly killed Néstor
Erney Noa Papa, a 32-year-old Indigenous Guard leader, reportedly in retaliation for
his efforts to rescue recruited children.2s« In March 2024, in Cauca, Central General
Staff (Estado Mayor Central, EMC) members killed Indigenous leader Carmelina Yule
as she was trying to rescue a recruited child.2s5 A year later, in Cauca, EMC members
allegedly killed Edgar Tuming, a Nasa Indigenous leader who had led the rescue of
dozens of children from his community.2s¢ On October 15, 2025, members of the
EMC’s Jaime Martinez Front attacked the Indigenous Guard in Timba, a village in
Buenos Aires, Cauca, while they were transporting two Indigenous girls, aged 14 and
15, who they had rescued. 257

253 Human Rights Watch online interview with a lawyer and human rights defender, July 23, 2025.

254 Human Rights Watch interview with a forcibly displaced Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 18, 2025;
Human Rights Watch interview with a humanitarian worker, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025.

255 Michell Francois Romoleroux, “Carmelina Yulé: the Indigenous female leader who defended human rights in Cauca”
(“Carmelina Yulé: la lideresa indigena que defendia los derechos humanos en Cauca”), £/ Tiempo, March 19, 2024,
https:/ /www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/carmelina-yule-1a-lideresa-indigena-que-defendia-los-derechos-
humanos-en-cauca-3326056 (accessed March 9, 2026).

256 |nternational Crisis Group, Kids on the Front Lines: Stopping Child Recruitment in Colombia, February 12, 2026,
https:/ /www.crisisgroup.org/brf/latin-america-caribbean/colombia/bss-kids-front-lines-stopping-child-recruitment-
colombia (accessed March 9, 2026).

257 Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.
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Recovery and Reintegration

Colombian legislation includes detailed programs to ensure the recovery and reintegration
of children who have been released from armed groups. Colombian law uses the term
restablecimiento de derechos (restoration of rights) to describe what is meant to be a
comprehensive process to restore the full enjoyment of rights for children whose rights

have been violated.2s8

However, a significant shortcoming of Colombian legislation is that it differentiates
between children who have been recruited or used by armed groups that are parties to the
armed conflict and those who have been recruited or used by armed or criminal groups
that are not considered parties to the armed conflict.259 This means that the recovery and
reintegration efforts meant to benefit children in substantially similar circumstances differ
greatly, based not on the specific rights violations children suffer, but rather on the
identity of the armed group involved, impacting the type of program and support they
receive:

e Children who are recruited by armed groups recognized as parties to the armed
conflict are referred to the Specialized Care Program for Released Children. They
are recognized as armed conflict victims and have access to reparation, economic
compensation and reintegration support.

e Children who are recruited or used by other armed or criminal groups are referred
to a broader program designed for every child who has suffered abuse, including

cases of domestic violence or child labor, and they are treated as criminally liable.

258 Ynder article 39 of the CRC, “States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote physical and psychological
recovery and social reintegration of a child victim of: any form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any other form of
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; or armed conflicts. Such recovery and reintegration shall take place in
an environment which fosters the health, self-respect and dignity of the child.”

259 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch); Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code; ICBF, Technical Guidelines for the Specialized Care
Program for the Restoration of Rights and Contribution to the Comprehensive Reparation Process for Children and
Adolescents Who Are Victims of lllegal Recruitment and Have Left Organized Armed Groups Outside the Law (Lineamiento
técnico del programa de atencion especializada para el restablecimiento de derechosy contribucién al proceso de
reparacion integral de nifias, nifios y adolescentes victimas de reclutamiento ilicito, que se han desvinculado de grupos
armados organizados al margen de la ley), version 2, April 20, 2022,
https://www.icbf.gov.co/system/files/procesos/Im12.p_lineamiento_tecnico_programa_de_atencion_especializada_nna_d
esvinculados_gao_v2.pdf (accessed March 24, 2026).
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As the director of a civil society organization working on armed conflict put it:

Today, it is not easy to determine what constitutes armed conflict and what
constitutes organized crime. The burden of making that determination falls
on administrative authorities—usually child protection officers—who often
lack sufficient information to make decisions that have deep consequences
for children. 260

An important aspect of this distinction is that only children recruited by parties to the
armed conflict can receive a waiver for their criminal responsibility. The rest are subject to
the criminal processes established under Colombia’s juvenile justice system, known as
the Adolescent Criminal Responsibility System (Sistema de Responsabilidad Penal para
Adolescentes), which establishes deprivation of liberty in specialized centers for
adolescents, ages 16-18, convicted for any crime, and for children and adolescents ages
14-16 convicted of committing violent crimes, such as murder and extortion. 26t “Many
children end up being prosecuted by the state instead of being protected,” the director of
a civil society organization working on child recruitment prevention told Human Rights
Watch. 262

In accordance with international standards, children who have been recruited and used by
armed groups should be treated first and foremost as victims. Criminal prosecution should
be exceptional, carried out only in accordance with international juvenile justice standards

and with rehabilitation as the primary objective.2¢3

Specialized Care Program for Released Children

In 1999, the Colombian government created the “Specialized Care Program for the
Restoration of Rights and Contribution to the Comprehensive Reparation Process for
Children and Adolescents Who Are Victims of Illegal Recruitment and Have Left Organized

Armed Groups Outside the Law” to guarantee comprehensive recovery and reintegration

260 Hyman Rights Watch interview with a COALICO member, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.
2615 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code.
262 Hyman Rights Watch interview with a COALICO member, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.

263 NICEF, The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups,
February 2007, https://www.unicef.org/mali/media/1561/file/parisprinciples.pdf (accessed December 15, 2025).
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for disengaged children who had been recruited by armed groups that were parties to the

armed conflict.

The program first seeks to ensure the emotional stability of the child and to cover their
basic needs. Later on, the program addresses the child’s social inclusion and skills
development and, eventually, prepares the child for family reunification or independent

living.264

Since its creation, the program has assisted more than 8,200 released children, according

to the ICBF. In 2025, 420 children entered the program, the highest number in 20 years.2¢5

Children in the program are assigned to different care modalities, such as Protection
House (full-time residence in ICBF facilities); Group Home (full-time residence in an ICBF-
run foster home for a maximum of 12 adolescents); Foster Tutor Home (placement with
foster families); and Managing Family Home (support provided within the child’s own
family environment).26¢ According to a child protection officer, the Group Home model has
never operated because of ICBF budgetary and administrative problems. 267

Throughout the program, children are under the care and representation of a child
protection officer who is tasked with processing any additional measures deemed

necessary for the child.2¢8

One key limitation of the program is that it lasts up to 18 months and may be extended
every six months at the discretion of ICBF leadership. Several child protection officers told
Human Rights Watch that this means that children who have been recruited at a very young

264 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch).

265 |pjid.
266 |bid.

267 Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia, April 30, 2026. See
“Colombia: Armed Groups Batter Border Region,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 26, 2025,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/03/26/colombia-armed-groups-batter-border-region.

268 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch).
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age lose protection and government support even before turning 18.269 As one of them
said, “some enter the process at age 12, with serious challenges, and by the time they are
14 and a half, they can be left outside the program and without protection.”27° Since 2026,
Law No. 2590 allows child protection officers, in exceptional circumstances, to extend care
and recovery measures when risks to the child’s life, personal integrity, or reintegration

process persist.27

After turning 18, if the victim was recognized as a former combatant (through a specific
certificate issued by the Operational Committee for the Abandonment of Arms (Comité
Operativo para la Dejacion de las Armas, CODA), the child protection officer transfers the
case to the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN), charged with the
reincorporation of former fighters. The ARN continues the reintegration process, including
through measures to ensure access to the social security system, educational
opportunities, a monthly allowance of about US$130, a business start-up subsidy of about

$2,150, and other benefits. 272

Many children face challenges returning to their communities and reuniting with their
families. Many families live in areas where armed groups are present, which creates
serious risks. Children may face threats of being killed, re-recruited, or forcibly displaced

along with their families.23

According to interviewees, the program faces particular challenges in supporting the
reintegration of Indigenous children. After their release, Indigenous children are frequently

relocated to other cities as part of protection measures, where they must adapt to different

269 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview
with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia, March 26, 2026.

27° Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026.

271 Congress of Colombia, Law Amending Article 162 and Article 188D of Law No. 599 of 2000 and Establishing Other
Provisions—for a Free Childhood and Adolescence.

272 The CODA certificate is issued by the Operational Committee for the Abandonment of Arms, an interinstitutional body led
by the Ministry of Defense, responsible for assessing cases and deciding whether to recognize a child as having been
released from an armed group. Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Ministry of Defense of
Colombia, December 3, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch); Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email
by the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN), November 19, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

273 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026; Human Rights Watch online interview
with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia, March 26, 2026.
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customs, and, in some cases, a different language.2+ “To protect them we uproot them
from their land, their traditions, and their way of life. It is not easy for them to adapt to the
city and its different dynamics. | think the ethnic approach needs to be strengthened so

they can feel more comfortable,” a child protection officer told Human Rights Watch. 275

According to an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official and child protection officers,
another problem with the program is the lack of specialized care for children who faced
sexual violence during their recruitment.27¢ A child protection officer told Human Rights
Watch that is difficult for girls who survived sexual violence to develop trust in the
members of the support team. For instance, many girls do not want to talk to male
officials.?77

General Programs for Children Who Suffered Abuse

Children who are used by armed or criminal groups who are not parties to the armed
conflict do not have access to the Specialized Program for Released Children, reparations
or economic compensation established under the Victim’s Law, or to the reintegration
mechanisms of the ARN.278 The mechanism available to them, which is used for other
children who suffered abuses, including family violence, is focused solely on removing the
child from the “activity generating the threat” to their rights and placing them temporarily

in emergency centers. 279

274 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection
officer, Bogotd, Colombia, March 24, 2026.

275 Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026.

276 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office senior official, Bogota, Colombia, September 25,
2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia, April 30, 2026.

277 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026.

278 Congress of Colombia, Law Establishing Measures for the Care, Assistance, and Comprehensive Reparation of Victims of
the Internal Armed Conflict and Other Provisions (Ley por la cual se dictan medidas de atencién, asistencia y reparacién
integral a las victimas del conflicto armado interno y se dictan otras disposiciones), Law No. 1448 of 2011, June 10, 2011,
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma.php?i=43043 (accessed January 15, 2026); Information
provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights Watch).

279 Congress of Colombia, Childhood and Adolescence Code, art. 53.

79 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2026



Several child protection officers said that children used by organized crime face violations
and risks similar to those experienced by children recruited by recognized armed
groups.28 One of them said:

We have had cases of children involved in criminal gangs who were atvery
high risk of being killed. Unfortunately, they do not have access to the
same protection and relocation measures available under the specialized
program for demobilized children, and we have to place them in foster
homes here in the municipality. 28

Additionally, these mechanisms may not exceed 18 months, although, in exceptional
circumstances, a six-month extension may be authorized, which means that children may
lose access to these mechanisms even before they turn 18.

Mutual Care Strategy

Since 2023, the ICBF has created a pilot strategy separate from the care programs
described above for children used by armed and criminal organizations. The strategy
involves families and local communities, provides psychological support to children who
appear to have been victims of use, and involves them in sports, arts, and other
activities.282 The strategy also provides school-based support aimed at preventing children
from dropping out of school.28 [t is currently being implemented in 21 municipalities,
including Caucasia (Antioquia), Guapi (Cauca), Riosucio (Choc6), Tumaco (Narifio), and
Cali (Valle del Cauca).

Community-Led Initiatives

In Cauca, CRIC and ACIN have developed their own strategies for the recovery and
reintegration of released children in part due to the difficulties government programs
face in incorporating an ethnic lens.

280 Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026; Human Rights
Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Choc6, Colombia, April 15, 2026.

281 Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in Choc6, Colombia, April 15, 2026.

282 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the ICBF, December 17, 2025 (copy on file with Human Rights
Watch).

283 Human Rights Watch online interview with ICBF staff members, June 16, 2026.
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CRIC runs the Camino de Enraizamiento (Pathway to Rootedness) program, which
receives funding from the ICBF. The program, established in 2025, has 55 employees
and aims to “re-root” children in their families, communities, and Indigenous culture.
The program has nine stages, with a strong emphasis on emotional and spiritual
stabilization in accordance with Indigenous traditions, as well as health and
psychological support, and access to education. The program also provides support to
families both before and after children return home.28: “Unlike the state’s official
pathway, which often sends children to institutions outside their territory, this
program allows them to remain in their cultural environment under the supervision of
Indigenous authorities,” said a CRIC member working in the program. 285

ACIN runs the Recomponer el camino de vuelta a casa (Reestablishing the path back
home) program, which has been in place since 2007. Like the program run by CRIC, it
includes spiritual stabilization of children—what they describe as “healing”—as well
as psychological and social work support for families. It also emphasizes education in
Indigenous knowledge, such as crafts and native languages. 28¢

Investigation and Prosecution of Child Recruitment

Article 162 of Colombia’s Penal Code (Law No. 599 of 2000) criminalizes the recruitment of
children under 18 years old and their direct participation in hostilities in the context of the
armed conflict. Article 188D criminalizes the use of children for the commission of

crimes. 287

284 Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia, March 16, 2026.
285 |pid.
286 Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.

287 Congress of Colombia, Criminal Code (C6digo Penal), Law No. 599 of 2000, July 24, 2000,
http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_o599_2o000.html (accessed March 12, 2025); ICBF, Technical
Annex for the Prevention of the Recruitment, Use, and Utilization of Adolescents and Youth (Anexo Técnico para la
Prevencion del Reclutamiento, Usoy Utilizacién de Adolescentes y J6venes), 2022,

https:/ /www.icbf.gov.co/sites/default/files/documentos-
construccion/o8._anexo_tecnico_para_la_prevencion_del_reclutamiento_uso_y_utilizacion_de_adolescentes_y_jovenes_.p
df (accessed March 20, 2026).
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Investigations into child recruitment are opened when the Attorney General’s Office
decides to investigate a crime on their own initiative or receive a formal complaint from

families, competent authorities or others.

For alleged acts of unlawful recruitment committed between 2016 and 2025, prosecutors
opened 3,947 preliminary inquiries under Article 162 of the Criminal Code. Of those, 45,
that is roughly 1 percent, moved forward to a proper investigation, 25 reached trial and 9

ended in a conviction.z288

The few cases of criminal convictions for child recruitment appear to focus on low-level
perpetrators, such as people who moved recruited children to other parts of Colombia, as
opposed to focusing on those most responsible for these crimes. Human Rights Watch was
able to find only one ruling served in the last decade against someone accused of ordering
child recruitment: a 2024 decision sentencing leaders of the EMC and the General Staff of
Blocs and Fronts (Estado Mayor de Bloques y Frentes, EMBF) to between 11 and 15 years
and 4 months in prison for their responsibility in the recruitment of ten children, nine of
whom were killed on August 29, 2019, in a military bombing in San Vicente del Caguan,

Caqueta.=89

According to prosecutors, the low number of cases advancing into investigation stage, trial
and sentencing is explained by several factors, including limited capacity and security
constraints of prosecutors and investigators, lack of reporting and overlapping of
complaints, and novel investigative challenges related to recruitment through social

media.

Additionally, prosecutors opened 262 preliminary inquiries involving 356 alleged victims
of sexual violence related to the unlawful recruitment and use of children committed

between 2016 and 2025. All of these inquiries advanced to formal investigations, 17

288 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, December 15, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch).

289 Néstor Gregorio Vera Fernandez, known as “lvan Mordisco,” is the top commander of the EMC, a faction of FARC
dissidents. Géner Garcia Molina is a commander of the Segunda Marquetalia. Miguel Botache Santillana was one of the
commanders of the FARC dissidents and was succeeded by Ivan Mordisco after his death in May 2022. Alexander Diaz
Mendoza is the current commander of the General Staff of Blocs and Fronts (Estado Mayor de Bloques y Frentes, EMBF), a
dissident faction that split from the EMC in 2023. Third Itinerant Specialized Criminal Circuit Court of Florencia Caqueta,
Conviction No. 18592600000020220000600, June 28, 2024.
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resulted in criminal trials, and 14 ended in convictions.29° However, child protection
officers told Human Rights Watch, there is likely significant underreporting of these cases,
as girls often avoid talking about these experiences and, when they do, it is usually after a

long period of trust-building and psychological support. 29

Limited Capacity and Security Constraints

In September 2024, the Attorney General’s Office created the “Group for the Investigation
of the Crime of Unlawful Recruitment and Related Offenses.” The group operates from
Bogota, under the Specialized Directorate against Human Rights Violations, which reports
to the Deputy Attorney General’s Office against Organized Crime.292 The group handles
recruitment cases nationwide, but with a particular focus on Cauca, Antioquia, North
Santander and the Orinoco region, which have the highest numbers of child recruitment,
and investigates crimes committed in rural areas and in the context of the armed conflict
where victims are Indigenous, Afro-descendant, campesino (peasant) or LGBTQI+.293 The

regional offices of the Attorney General’s Office also handle recruitment cases.

As of July 2026, the group had five prosecutors handling 249 cases. According to
information provided by the Attorney General’s Office to Human Rights Watch, of those
cases, 243 are at the preliminary inquiry stage and 6 are under investigation, meaning
that, on average, each prosecutor is responsible for 48 cases at the preliminary inquiry
stage and one case under investigation. The most recent case under investigation is about
events that occurred in 2019. The others involve alleged recruitments that occurred

between 2008 and 2012.294

The group has one analyst who analyzes patterns and consolidates information to support
priority investigations, and is supported by 86 judicial police investigators. However, none

of these officers is dedicated exclusively to investigating child recruitment cases; they can

290 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, December 15, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch); Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogota, Colombia, March 24, 2026.

291 Human Rights Watch interview with a child protection officer, Bogotd, Colombia, March 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch
online interview with a child protection officer in Caldas, Colombia, March 30, 2026.; Human Rights Watch online interview
with a child protection officer in Antioquia, Colombia, March 26, 2026.

292 Human Rights Watch interview with a senior prosecutor, Bogotd, Colombia, September 25, 2025.

293 Information provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, July 22, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).

294 |bid.
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be assigned to investigate various other crimes related to human rights abuses, such as
the killings of human rights defenders and enforced displacement or disappearance.29
“The number of judicial police officers is insufficient to meet investigative needs,” a

prosecutor told Human Rights Watch.296

Regional offices handle the recruitment cases that are not investigated by the group. Only
three states have prosecutors dedicated to investigating these abuses inside regional
offices: Popayan (Cauca), Cali (Valle del Cauca) and Pasto (Narifio).297 In the case of Cauca,
as of March 2026, only one prosecutor was charged with investigating 423 recruitment
complaints.298 Human Rights Watch asked the Attorney General’s Office for the total
number of cases handled by all its regional offices, but at time of writing, it had not yet

received a response.

In 2025, the Attorney General’s Office created a committee tasked with investigating child
recruitment cases that occurred between 2022 and 2025 in the southwest of the country,
including the departments of Cauca, Narifno, Valle del Cauca, and Meta. The committee’s
approach involves developing strategies to allocate financial, technological, and technical
resources to support prosecutors in their investigations, including requests for evidence
and court hearings. The committee meets at least once a month and includes prosecutors
from the Group for the Investigation of the Crime of Unlawful Recruitment and Related
Offenses, regional offices, and specialized offices of the Attorney General’s Office
investigating human rights crimes, including the killings of human rights defenders and

massacres, as well as investigating organized crime. 299

However, ongoing violence restricts access to territories and hinders evidence collection.
According to information provided by the Attorney General’s Office to Human Rights Watch,

prosecutors and investigators face difficulties accessing areas where armed groups are

295 |bid.

296 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

297 Human Rights Watch interview with a senior prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, September 25, 2025.
298 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.

299 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, July 22, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch); Human Rights Watch interview with an Attorney General’s Office official, Bogota, Colombia, May 7,
2026.
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present.3e For example, Tibd, in the Catatumbo region, one of the municipalities with the
highest levels of recruitment in the country, has not had prosecutors since an unidentified

gunman shot and killed the local prosecutorin 2021, as she was leaving her home. 301

Lack of Reporting and Overlapping of Complaints

Lack of reporting is one of the significant challenges raised by local authorities, community

leaders and humanitarian workers. 302

As prosecutors, government officials and experts explained, there is a wide range of
reasons why families do not report child recruitment. These include:

e Fear, as discussed above, that armed groups will learn that families have reported
the crime and retaliate against them, compounded by the belief that authorities tip
off armed groups about complaints made against them.33

o Abelief that government officials will achieve little, if anything, through their
efforts to investigate, prosecute, and punish those responsible, or that any such
prosecution will not effectively prevent these crimes from recurring. Families and
communities often view other means of securing children’s release as more

effective than reporting cases to the Attorney General’s Office. 3o«

390 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, December 15, 2025 (copy on file
with Human Rights Watch).

301 Human Rights Watch online interview with a child protection officer in North Santander, Colombia, April 15, 2026. See
“Prosecutor Esperanza Navas was murdered in Tibd, North Santander” (“Fiscal Esperanza Navas fue asesinada en Tibd,
Norte de Santander”), £/ Espectador, June 9, 2021, https://www.elespectador.com/colombia/mas-regiones/fiscal-
esperanza-navas-fue-asesinada-en-tibu-norte-de-santander/ (accessed April 15, 2026).

302 Hyman Rights Watch online interview with an OCHA official, July 25, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a local
human rights official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an official from the
mayor’s office of a municipality in Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an
Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous
authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a local human rights official,
Cérdoba, Colombia, November 10, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cérdoba,
Colombia, November 11, 2025.

393 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with
a prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, February 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo,
Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a local human rights official, Cordoba, Colombia,
November 10, 2025.

304 Human Rights Watch interview with a COALICO member, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025; Human Rights Watch
interview with a community leader, Cérdoba, Colombia; Human Rights Watch interview with CRIC members, Cauca, Colombia,
March 16, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview with ACIN members, Cauca, Colombia, March 17, 2026.
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e A perception, in some communities that have been affected by violence for
decades, that child recruitment is “normal.” 305 As an academic and director of a
foundation working on the prevention of child recruitment said, “Children and
communities tend to perceive recruitment as employment, which is why they do
not report it.” 306

o A problematic practice by some government officials by which they advise families to
report cases as “enforced disappearances” or “forced displacement” in order to
obtain reparations as victims of the armed conflict. While this practice may facilitate
access to emergency humanitarian assistance in the short term, it contributes to the

underreporting and misclassification of child recruitment cases.3°7

At the same time, the Attorney General’s Office lacks an adequate system to filter
duplicate complaints and to ensure centralized statistics among the regional offices and
the Group for the Investigation of the Crime of Unlawful Recruitment and Related Offenses
in Bogota.3e8

Access to Information and Victims

Prosecutors face significant challenges accessing information and victims in child
recruitment cases to build their cases against recruiters, contributing to the low number of
convictions.

When children remain within armed groups, prosecutors must rely on other methods to get
information on the victim in the case they are investigating, a prosecutor told Human
Rights Watch.3%9 In those cases, prosecutors search the National Institute of Legal
Medicine’s Information System for Missing Persons and Human Remains (Sistema de

Informacion Red de Desaparecidos y Cadaveres, SIRDEC) to check if there is a missing

395 Human Rights Watch interview with an Indigenous authority, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights
Watch interview with a local human rights official, Putumayo, Colombia, September 16, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview
with a community leader, Putumayo, Colombia, September 17, 2025; Human Rights Watch interview with a community
leader, Cérdoba, Colombia.

396 Human Rights Watch interview with an academic researcher and member of a foundation working on child recruitment
prevention, Bogota, Colombia, September 24, 2025.

397 Human Rights Watch online interview with a prosecutor in Cauca, Colombia, February 19, 2026; Human Rights Watch
interview with an Ombudsperson’s Office official, Cérdoba, Colombia, November 11, 2025.

398 Human Rights Watch interview with a senior prosecutor, Bogoté, Colombia, September 25, 2025.

399 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, February 24, 2026; Human Rights Watch interview
with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.
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person report and to locate family members. When possible, prosecutors try to build
through family members a database of DNA samples and images to cross-check with
SIRDEC and against demobilized members of armed groups in order to determine whether
they may know the recruited child and have information about the child’s condition and
whereabouts.3

When children have left armed groups, prosecutors rely primarily on the child’s statement
given to the ICBF and the CODA during their investigation. However, these statements are
often incomplete or inconsistent, requiring additional interviews that must be approved
and conducted in the presences of child protection officers, who sometimes raise concerns
of revictimization. Children may also be reluctant to cooperate throughout judicial
proceedings or may change their statements, particularly because of security concerns or
because they rejoined armed groups, making it harder to advance in the investigations

and reach a conviction, said a prosecutor.3

Investigative Challenges Related to the Use of Social Media

Prosecutors referred to challenges faced during investigations related to the use of social
media. Some said that online content frequently promotes armed violence but does not
constitute a crime per se. “The only way we can move forward [with a formal investigation]

is if a victim reports being contacted through a specific account,” a prosecutor said.32

An important challenge is preserving information. According to prosecutors, some TikTok
and Facebook accounts reported by the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights
were deleted and the metadata was not preserved for criminal investigations. The Attorney
General’s Office raised this issue with social media platforms, which responded by

providing training to prosecutors on how to request and handle this information.3

310 Human Rights Watch interview with an Attorney General’s Office official, Bogota, Colombia, May 7, 2026.
311 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Cauca, Colombia, March 18, 2026.
312 Human Rights Watch interview with a prosecutor, Bogota, Colombia, February 24, 2026.

313 |bid.; Human Rights Watch interview with an Attorney General’s Office official, Bogota, Colombia, May 7, 2026.
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On February 7, 2025, the specialized office of the Attorney General’s Office investigating
human rights violations opened an ex officio investigation into the alleged recruitment of

children through digital media and social media platforms nationwide.314

314 |nformation provided to Human Rights Watch via email by the Attorney General’s Office, July 22, 2026 (copy on file with
Human Rights Watch).
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Recommendations

To the Administration of President Abelardo de la Espriella:

Strengthen the National Public Policy on Prevention, CIPRUNNA and Related Strategies

Update the National Public Policy on Prevention, aligning it with other existing

efforts such as the 2025-2030 Prevention Strategy, the Safe Schools Declaration

action plan, and the Public Policy on Comprehensive School Risk Management and

Education in Emergencies, also known as the £scuela Territorio de Vida plan. This

update should address changes to strengthen both the policy itself and the

capacity of responsible institutions, including by:

O

Addressing differences in the treatment of children recruited by armed
groups that are parties to the armed conflict and those recruited and used
by criminal groups that are not, while ensuring that all such children are
treated primarily as victims;

Establishing indicators and measurable targets covering processes (for
example, programs implemented, officials trained, communities reached)
and outcomes (for example, changes in reported recruitment cases,
children enrolled in protection or education programs, reintegration
outcomes) to monitor both implementation progress and impact of the
policy;

Designating entities at the national and local levels responsible for the
implementation and dedicated budget for each action outlined in the
policy;

Ensuring public policy and programs have a gender, ethnic and age-
sensitive approach, and are culturally appropriate;

Creating a monitoring and evaluation system that produces an annual
report and maintains a regularly updated, publicly accessible dashboard
providing updates on implementation of the policy;

Adopting measures to support young people in building plans for their
future, expanding income-generation opportunities and linking vulnerable
populations to existing social policy programs and financial support
mechanisms;
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o Developing and implementing a media and communications strategy to
raise awareness about child labor and recruitment.

e Strengthen the work of the Intersectoral Commission for the Prevention of the
Recruitment and Use of, and Sexual Violence against, Children and Adolescents by
[llegal Armed Groups and Organized Criminal Groups (CIPRUNNA) by ensuring it
operates with adequate and guaranteed budget allocation, and establishes a
system of participation and decision-making that guarantees compliance with
commitments, including by:

o Designating high-level representatives of the institutions that are part of
CIPRUNNA to attend the sessions;

o Establishing mandatory compliance mechanisms for member institutions;

o Ensuring that CIPRUNNA’s decisions are binding on participant institutions
and subject to follow-up and public reporting;

o Establishing a planning and monitoring system to track and assess
institutional compliance with agreed commitments;

o Establishing that an institution such as the Colombian Institute for Family
Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF) should lead the
implementation of prevention measures at the territorial level, with the
support and participation of other national institutions.

e Strengthen the implementation of the Safe Schools Declaration action plan,
aligning it with the National Public Policy on Prevention, in order to avoid
duplication of institutional efforts, including by:

o Prioritizing territories affected by recruitment and use;

o Adopting measures to reinforce school attendance and protect children
at risk;

o Providing training in emotional support skills and tools for teachers and
family members to identify recruitment risks and prevent child recruitment

through existing institutional pathways.

Secure Sufficient Budget
o C(reate a specific investment project for the prevention of child recruitment,
including the resources necessary to strengthen early, urgent, and protective

prevention pathways.
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Through the National Development Plan Law of the new 2026-2030 administration,
establish a budget tracking mechanism to monitor resources invested in
prevention, protection, and restoration of rights for children who are victims of

recruitment, use, and utilization.

Strengthen Institutional Coordination and Territorial Capacity

Establish, through a decree, an operational framework for the National Immediate
Action Team (Equipo Nacional de Accién Inmediata, ENAI), clearly defining its
responsibilities in rescuing children and allocating the budget required for its
effective functioning.

Promote the creation and effective functioning of Departmental Prevention
Committees and ensure that they have the institutional backing, budget, and
operational capacity to fulfill their roles at the territorial level.

Direct the National Planning Department, in coordination with the Office of the
Presidential Advisor for Human Rights or any institution that assumes its functions
under the new government, to develop guidance for the formulation of territorial
development plans that include prevention measures aligned with the National
Public Policy on Prevention, as well as dedicated budget allocations for the
operation of Immediate Action Teams (Equipos de Accién Inmediata, EAls),
Departmental Prevention Committees, and urgent and protective prevention
measures.

Direct the Interior Ministry to work with the Ombudsperson’s Office to develop
guidelines that ensure that the Inter-Agency Commission for the Rapid Response to
Early Warnings (Comisidn Intersectorial para la Respuesta Rapida a las Alertas
Tempranas)—charged with responding to early warnings by the Ombudsperson’s
office regarding risk situations for the civilian population due to the armed
conflict—responds promptly and effectively to early warnings, and ensure

meaningful evaluation of past responses and theirimpact.

Establish Monitoring, Early Warning, and Information Systems

Establish and finance a unified system for monitoring, recording, and verifying
cases and figures related to the recruitment, use, and utilization of children
capable of integrating and cross-referencing data from multiple sources. The
system should be led by the Human Rights Observatory of the Office of the
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Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, or whichever institution that assumes its
functions under the new government, and bring together information from different
state entities, including the Ombudsperson’s Office, the ICBF, the Attorney
General’s Office, the Ministry of Defense, as well as non-state sources such as the
United Nations and civil society organizations. The system should publish quarterly
reports and maintain a publicly accessible dashboard with anonymized and
disaggregated data on recruitment and release by source, year, month,
department, municipality, gender, age, ethnicity, and responsible armed group.

o As part of the Safe Schools Declaration action plan, create a mechanism for the
Human Rights Observatory of the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human
Rights, or whichever institution that assumes its functions under the new
government, to record and track attacks on schools, threats against teachers and
students, forced displacement of education personnel, and recruitment in or near
school premises. The system should coordinate with the Ministry of Education and
local educational authorities to ensure timely reporting and response. The system
should publish quarterly reports and maintain a publicly accessible dashboard
with anonymized information.

e Create a national early warning system for school dropouts, based on information
provided by schools and municipal and state education secretariats on students’
attendance, academic performance, participation in school meal programs, and
other indicators. The system would trigger outreach strategies to identify children
who have dropped out of school or are at risk of dropping out. The strategy should
be led and funded by the Ministry of Education in coordination with departmental
and municipal education secretariats, with the participation of the ICBF, and
should publish annual reports on dropout trends, outreach actions taken, and
children reached.

e Require regular exchange of information among the three systems above, joint
analysis of patterns and risk factors, and consolidated public reporting, ensuring
that data on case incidents, school attacks, and dropout trends are read together

as part of an integrated early warning and response framework.
Advance Search, Rescue, and Emergency Response

e Fully implement the “Pink Alert” national system as a state-led and state-funded

search and rescue mechanism for recruited children, ensuring it functions at the

“I THOUGHT I’D NEVER SEE MY MOM AGAIN” 92



local and regional level across all affected territories. The mechanism should
coordinate with experienced civil society organizations involved in locating and
rescuing recruited children. Authorities should also ensure coordination between
the “Pink Alert” national system and the urgent and protective prevention
pathways established under the National Public Policy on Prevention, as well as
municipal EAls, in order to avoid duplication of efforts.

Create and finance a national emergency response fund for the urgent protection of
released children or those at imminent risk of recruitment, administered by the
ICBF or the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, or any institution
that assumes its functions. Access to the fund should be triggered by formal
identification of a child through the “Pink Alert” national system, the urgent and
protective prevention pathways established under the National Public Policy on
Prevention, or a determination of imminent risk by a competent administrative
authority. The fund should complement, and not replace, the responsibilities of
local authorities, and should guarantee children’s swift access to restoration-of-
rights pathways, including shelter, psychosocial support, and legal protection

measures.

Strengthen Recovery and Reintegration Programs, and Institutional Capacity of the ICBF

Ensure that children who are victims of use and utilization by armed or criminal
groups have access to a specialized restoration-of-rights program within the ICBF,
recognizing their needs, experiences, and vulnerabilities. To this end, the
government should either create a dedicated program specifically for these victims
or expand the existing Specialized Program for Released Children with a specific
focus to include victims of use and utilization by criminal groups.

Ensure that the ICBF has the guaranteed budget and administrative capacity
necessary for all measures under the Specialized Program for Released Children,
and any expanded or new program for child victims of use, to be fully implemented
nationwide.

Adopt internal regulations within the ICBF to guarantee minimum standards of
trauma-informed, emotional and psychosocial training for all personnel working in
the Specialized Program for Released Children, and any expanded or new program
for child victims of use, including child protection officers and their teams, as well

as private service providers responsible for implementing program measures.
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Ensure that this training incorporates a culturally sensitive approach and
addresses the specific needs of cases involving sexual violence.

Hire, train, and deploy more child protection officers in regions heavily affected by
the recruitment and use of children, with the goal of ensuring 24-hour, seven-day-
a-week coverage.

Ensure that, in accordance with Article 12 of Law No. 2590, the Administrative
Process for the Restoration of Rights for children who are victims of recruitment can
be extended beyond the time limit established for other rights violations when

risks to the victim’s life, personal integrity, or reintegration process persist.

Integrate Child Protection into Security and Peace Policies

Formulate and implement an effective security policy grounded in human rights
that prioritizes criminal prosecutions against armed and organized crime groups
responsible for the recruitment and use of children, based on assessments by the
Attorney General’s Office, the National Police, and all state intelligence agencies.
The policy should ensure that affected communities, particularly children, are
protected, and serve as an overarching framework establishing prioritization
guidelines for other policies, such as the National Criminal Policy Plan and the
Public Policy on the Dismantling of Criminal Organizations.

Ensure that any negotiations with armed and criminal groups incorporate measures
to prevent child recruitment and promote the release of children already in armed
groups. Any agreements, whether ceasefire arrangements or implementation
measures, should include concrete and appropriate safeguards to protect civilians,
such as child protection clauses, age verification mechanisms, and commitments
to cease recruitment. Compliance with these safeguards should be monitored by
independent bodies, including the UN and civil society organizations with
experience in child protection.

Ensure that any demobilization or surrender legislation submitted by the
government to Congress explicitly addresses the situation of children who have
been recruited, used, or utilized by armed groups. Such legislation should treat
children primarily as victims rather than perpetrators, guaranteeing the full
restoration of their rights, their access to truth and reparation mechanisms, and
the investigation and prosecution of those responsible for their recruitment, use,

and utilization.
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Address the Underlying Risk Factors that Drive Child Recruitment

Prioritize the implementation of social protection programs in territories most
affected by child recruitment to ensure families suffering from poverty and social
exclusion have access to at least a basic standard of living that reduces their
vulnerability to the economic incentives offered by armed groups.

Intensify efforts to expand the presence of state agencies and programs in remote
areas and address the root causes of violence by implementing the Development
Programs with a Territorial Focus (Programas de Desarrollo con Enfoque Territorial,
PDET) established in the 2016 peace accord and other programs or strategies
aimed at strengthening state institutions in remote municipalities.

Design and implement strategies to reduce barriers to access to education in high-
risk territories, aligning them with other existing efforts such as the Safe Schools
Declaration action plan and the Escuela Territorio de Vida plan, including through
the provision of transportation, school supplies, meals, and flexible learning
modalities for children in remote or conflict-affected areas. These strategies should
be coordinated between the Ministry of Education, local governments, and the
ICBF, and should be linked to the national early warning system for school
dropouts recommended above.

Reduce community dependence on illicit economies, like drug trafficking and
illegal mining, in territories most affected by recruitment, including through
security operations grounded in human rights, and alternative development
programs for families dependent on illicit economies.

Strengthen the response to domestic violence in high-risk territories by expanding
access to specialized attention services, establishing child-friendly reporting
mechanisms, training local authorities and teachers to identify and respond to
situations of domestic violence, and ensuring that children fleeing violence at

home have access to immediate protection and psychosocial support.

Address Digital Environments and Online Risks

Ensure that efforts to address the recruitment and use of children by armed and
criminal groups through digital platforms are implemented in a manner consistent
with international human rights law. Relevant authorities, in coordination with
social media platforms and civil society organizations, should improve

collaboration, ensure timely referrals to child protection services where
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appropriate, clarify operational responsibilities, and promote transparency and
accountability through regular and proactive reporting on actions taken and
outcomes achieved.

Design and implement a national strategy for digital literacy and safe internet
access for children and adolescents in territories most impacted by the armed
conflict, led by the Ministry of Information Technologies and Communications in
coordination with the Ministry of Education and the ICBF, with a focus on
recognizing and reporting online recruitment tactics. This strategy should prioritize
communities with limited connectivity and digital education resources, and should

include specific components for teachers, families, and community leaders.

To the Colombian Congress:

Conduct oversight of implementation of relevant laws in line with Colombia’s
obligations under international human rights law, including review of annual
reports, cooperation among responsible institutions and effectiveness in
addressing child recruitment online.

Promote policies and regulatory frameworks that encourage digital platforms
operating in Colombia to conduct human rights due diligence; provide meaningful
human oversight of content moderation and recommendation systems; ensure
adequate moderation capacity in Spanish and relevant Indigenous languages; and
increase transparency regarding risks to children, including risks associated with
recruitment by armed groups, in line with international human rights standards.
Assess whether existing legal frameworks adequately address the recruitment, use
or utilization of children, particularly through digital technologies, and where
necessary, adopt narrowly tailored measures that provide legal clarity, in line with

international human rights standards.

To the Attorney General’s Office:

Strengthen the capacities of the justice system and criminal and forensic
investigations, particularly through the “Group for the Investigation of the Crime of
Unlawful Recruitment and Related Offenses” within the Attorney General’s Office,
by increasing the presence of prosecutors and investigators in areas most affected

by recruitment and ensuring they have the technical capacity and protection to
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conduct both physical and digital investigations. Ensure that the group has a
dedicated judicial police unit with sufficient resources to conduct investigations
and maintain territorial reach.

Deepen investigative efforts aimed at dismantling child recruitment networks,
including those involving civilians, by developing subregional investigations to
identify criminal patterns that may facilitate the prosecution of those who order or
command child recruitment, including senior commanders of armed groups.
Strengthen reporting channels for the recruitment and use of children by ensuring
safe, confidential, and accessible mechanisms for rural and ethnic communities,
including tailored pathways for anonymous and remote reporting, and implement
strengthened protection measures for victims and witnesses to help reduce
underreporting driven by fear of reprisals.

Develop clear procedures for the preservation, collection and lawful access to
relevant digital evidence in specific investigations involving the online recruitment,
and use of children, including mechanisms for timely cooperation with social
media platforms while ensuring robust human rights safeguards.

Ensure that prosecutors and investigators handling cases involving the online
recruitment and use of children receive adequate and ongoing training on
conducting rights-respecting digital investigations; identifying, preserving and
documenting relevant digital evidence; submitting effective legal requests for
information; interviewing children in a trauma-informed, age-appropriate, and non-
revictimizing manner; and understanding available restoration-of-rights programs
and protection pathways to ensure effective referral and coordination.

Establish a unified, trauma-informed testimony protocol for children who are
victims of recruitment and use, ensuring that a child’s account is collected only
once, under the highest evidentiary standards, and in conditions that protect their
dignity and wellbeing. This protocol should be developed jointly by the Attorney
General’s Office, the ICBF, and the Operational Committee for the Abandonment of
Arms (Comité Operativo para la Dejacion de las Armas, CODA) and should include
clear procedures for the admissibility of testimony collected by non-judicial
entities in criminal proceedings, reducing the need for children to retell their story
multiple times.
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To the Ombudsperson’s Office:

Strengthen the mechanism for monitoring cases of child recruitment, use, and
utilization, ensuring that they are regularly shared and cross-referenced with the
mechanism established by the National Government for the monitoring, recording,
and verification of cases and figures related to recruitment and use. The office
should keep publishing periodic public reports on its findings, disaggregated by
territory, armed group, age, gender, and ethnicity, and should flag patterns and
emerging risks to CIPRUNNA and the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human
Rights, or whichever institution that assumes its functions under the new

government, in a timely manner.

To State and Municipal Governments:

Ensure the establishment, effective functioning, and adequate resourcing, both
budget and personnel, of EAls and Departmental Prevention Committees, in
coordination with CIPRUNNA and the Office of the Presidential Advisor for Human
Rights, or whichever institution that assumes its functions under the new
government, to guarantee coherent and complementary action between national
and local levels.

Include specific measures to prevent recruitment, use, and utilization in territorial
development plans and municipal and departmental policies, in line with the
National Public Policy on Prevention and guidance from the National Planning
Department. These measures should include dedicated budget allocations, and
coordination mechanisms with national-level bodies and civil society organizations
operating in the territory.

Establish a local emergency response fund for the urgent protection of released
children or those at imminent risk of recruitment, designed to complement, and not
duplicate, the national emergency response fund and the responsibilities of
national authorities. These funds should guarantee timely access to protection and
restoration-of-rights pathways, including shelter, psychosocial support, and legal

protection measures.
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To Social Media Platforms:

Conduct ongoing human rights due diligence to identify, assess, prevent, mitigate,
and account for the risk that social media platforms, including their moderation
and recommendation systems, may contribute to the recruitment, use, or
utilization of children by armed groups.

Implement and publicly report on compliance with child safety obligations and
risk-mitigation measures under applicable international human rights and
Colombian law for the detection and moderation of content linked to armed
groups, organized crime and the recruitment and use of children, ensuring that
such content is not amplified or recommended by platform algorithms. When
content is removed, platforms should preserve relevant evidence and facilitate
lawful access to such information in specific investigations involving children,
consistent with international human rights law.

Conduct regular, independent, and publicly available audits of recommendation
systems to identify and mitigate risks of exposure of children to content or
accounts linked to recruitment by armed groups, share the findings with Colombian
authorities and civil society organizations, and mitigate associated risks, in line
with international human rights standards.

Establish and implement clear and rights-respecting mechanisms to identify and
respond to content and conduct associated with the recruitment, use, or utilization
of children, including procedures for escalating credible cases involving imminent
risk of harm to appropriate child protection authorities.

Publicly report on measures taken to address recruitment-related content and
accounts, including removals, referrals and risk-mitigation efforts.

Establish dedicated, accessible, and child-friendly reporting channels in Spanish
and relevant Indigenous languages for users to flag content related to the
recruitment and use of children, ensuring that reports are reviewed promptly and
that users—including children—receive timely information about actions taken, as
well as opportunities to appeal or seek redress where appropriate.

Work with the Attorney General’s Office to provide training for prosecutors and
investigators on navigating platform environments and tools, submitting effective
and lawful requests for information, identifying and preserving digital evidence,

and using such evidence in judicial proceedings.
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To UN Agencies and Mechanisms:

e Continue and strengthen monitoring of grave violations against children’s rights in
Colombia through the UN Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism established under
UN Security Council Resolution 1612.

e Through UNICEF, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, the
Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, the UN Office on Drugs and
Crime, the International Organization for Migration and other relevant UN agencies,
provide technical and financial support to the Colombian national government and
state and municipal governments for the implementation of the National Public
Policy on Prevention, the Specialized Program for Released Children, and any new
or expanded program for children who are victims of use, prioritizing territories
most affected by recruitment and with the weakest institutional capacity.

e Strengthen the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights’ presence in
the country and its capacity to document cases in the region, as well as its ability
to provide technical assistance to the government in the development of public
policies.

To Donor Governments, including the United States, Canada and European
Countries:

e Express concern, both publicly and through diplomatic channels, about the
recruitment, use, and utilization of children by organized armed groups or
criminal groups and press the Colombian government to adopt effective and
measurable actions to prevent recruitment, protect at-risk children, and restore the
rights of those affected.

o Urge the president of Colombia to make the prevention of child recruitment and the
protection and reintegration of children associated with armed groups a top priority
in any negotiations or demobilization processes, ensuring that any agreements
include concrete, enforceable, and independently monitored child protection
commitments.

e Provide sustained funding for programs aimed at preventing child recruitment, use

and utilization, protecting children at risk, and restoring the rights of victims.
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Appendix I: Letter from Meta to Human Rights Watch

o\ Meta

5 August 2026
Dear Ms. Estrada,

Thank you very much for your letter of 9 July 2026 concerning your research findings related
to the alleged recruitment of children by Colombian armed groups using Facebook. We
appreciate Human Rights Watch's continued engagement with us and your important work in
support of human rights in Colombia and around the world.

The recruitment of minors by armed groups is a practice we unequivocally condemn, and we
constantly strive to refine our approach to combatting it across our platforms. We address
this challenge on multiple fronts: our Community Standards and their proactive enforcement,
Teen Accounts with built-in protections for under-18 users and parental supervision tools,
collaboration with authorities, and prevention initiatives such as customized messages to
alert users about the risks of interacting with these types of organizations.

Our approach is guided by respect for core human rights principles, as reflected in the UN
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and enshrined in our Corporate Human
Rights Policy.

Following a careful review, we have removed all 16 of the Facebook profiles you flagged to us
for violations of our Dangerous Individuals and Organizations policy.

This is an adversarial space, and we often see instances of groups or individuals taking on new
tactics to avoid detection and evade our policies and enforcement—which is why we continue
to evaluate and update our approach. As we learn about new signals and trends, we refine our
enforcement and continue to improve our ability to catch content that violates our policies.

In response to your questions, we are attaching detailed information on our relevant policies
and enforcement practices.

Please do not hesitate to reach out to us with any further questions or to escalate any
additional profiles or content for review.

Yours sincerel

Alex Warofka
Human Rights Manager
Lead, Emerging Risks

Enclosure: Additional information on policies and enforcement [3 pgs.]
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Our Community Standards

Under our Dangerous Organizations and Individuals policy, we do not allow organizations or individuals that
proclaim a violent mission or are engaged in violence to have a presence on our platforms. We assess these
entities based on their behavior both online and offline, most significantly, their ties to violence. Under this
policy, we designate individuals, organizations, and networks of people. These designations are divided into
two tiers that indicate the level of content enforcement, with Tier 1 resulting in the most extensive
enforcement because we believe these entities have the most direct ties to offline harm.

We do not allow individuals or organizations involved in organized crime, including those designated by the
United States government as specially designated narcotics trafficking kingpins (SDNTKs); hate; or terrorism,
including entities designated by the United States government as Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) or
Specially Designated Global Terrorists (SDGTs), to have a presence on the platform. We also don't allow other
people to represent these entities. We do not allow leaders or prominent members of these organizations to
have a presence on the platform, symbols that represent them to be used on the platform, or content that
glorifies them or their acts, including unclear references to them. In addition, we remove any support for these
individuals and organizations.

The National Liberation Army (ELN), Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia (“Gulf Clan”), and dissident
aroups from FARC are designated as FTOs and SDGTs by the US government and thus classified as Tier 1
entities under Meta’s Dangerous Organizations and Individuals policy.

Additionally, under our Community Standards on Human Exploitation, we remove content that facilitates or
coordinates the exploitation of humans, including human trafficking and recruitment of child soldiers.

Our approach to child safety

We want teens to have safe, positive online experiences, and we've designed Facebook and Messenger Teen
Accounts to help address parents’ biggest concerns. Among other protections, Facebook and Messenger
users aged 13 to 17 will automatically have all of the following features:

e Messading restrictions: Teens will automatically have more protective message delivery settings. Only
Facebook friends or other connections (e.g., people they have messaged with before) can chat with
them. People with their phone number can send them message requests. Teens’ ability to message or
interact with profiles and Pages that primarily share content inappropriate for teens is limited.

e Audience restrictions: Teen Accounts settings will be automatically set to Friends for who can see their
posts, stories, reels, friends list and pages they follow.

e« Age-Appropriate restrictions: Teens will be limited in their ability to follow, search for, interact with or
see content from profiles or Pages that primarily share content inappropriate for teens when in the 13+
setting.

e Search: We block search terms related to certain sensitive topics, like suicide, self-harm, and eating
disorders, as well as teens’ ability to see content results for a wider range of mature search terms.

e Content restrictions: Teens will typically see content, such as posts, reels and stories, that’s similar to
what they would see in content rated for ages 13+.

e Live Broadcast Restrictions: Live Broadcasting is defaulted to off for all teens under 18. Teens under 16
will require parental supervision to turn this feature on.

e Limited interactions: Teens will need to review posts that they are tagged in before the post appears
on their profile. Teen Accounts will also have the “Allow anyone to remix your future public reels”
setting turned to off.

Additionally, through parental supervision tools, parents can see who their teens have been messaging with
over the past seven days—without reading the content of those messages. This is an effort to keep parents
informed about who their teens are interacting with.

While your letter focuses primarily on Facebook, teens get a similar set of protections on Instagram.
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How we detect and address violations

We use a combination of technology and specialised human review teams to detect and review content and
accounts that potentially violate our Community Standards.

Our technology proactively detects and removes the vast majority of violating content before anyone reports
it. Engineers, data scientists and review teams work together to update and improve this technology over
time. Meanwhile, our technology helps human review teams prioritize content.

Recently, we've begun integrating more advanced Al systems into our existing content enforcement
processes. These more advanced Al systems cover languages spoken by 98% of people online, far beyond our
previous coverage of around 80 languages, helping us apply policies more accurately and consistently across
billions of pieces of content. These systems can also understand more context and cultural nuance — including
niche subcultures — rapidly changing and regionally-specific code words, emoji meanings, and slang.

Between October and December of 2025 (the most recent data available in our Community Standards
Enforcement Report), we proactively detected 98.80% of all content removed from Facebook for violating the
terrorism portion of our Dangerous Organizations and Individuals policy before any user report.

Additionally, we have teams across investigations, engineering, policy, and integrity who are dedicated to anti-
trafficking efforts, and we've invested in technology to proactively detect and review content and behavior
related to human exploitation and child safety. For example, our child safety teams have worked to source
child safety related terms, phrases and emojis for our systems to find. We have many sources for these terms,
including non-profits and experts in online safety, our specialist child safety teams who investigate predatory
networks to understand the language they use, and our own technology which finds misspellings or spelling
variations of these terms.

Though most of our enforcement against Dangerous Organizations and Individuals comes from routine
content removal, sometimes that's not enough. This is an adversarial space, and designated dangerous entities
sometimes attempt to get around our enforcement and re-constitute networks on our platform. To combat
these networks, we use a key approach called a strategic network disruption (SND). An SND allows us to
remove a network of already banned DOI actors all at once, either when they're first designated, or as part of
our ongoing work to keep these designated groups off our platform. Disabling these clusters in their entirety
makes it more difficult for them to return to the platform. It also sends a clear message that we are aware of
their presence and that these groups are not welcome on our platforms. Finally, this technique allows us to
study how these DOIs might try to bypass our detection, as well as how they might attempt to return to our
apps after we remove their accounts.

How we partner with stakeholders to address exploitation

We collaborate across industry to share insights and technology through our membership in Tech Against
Trafficking. This is a cross-industry group whose mission is to work with civil society, law enforcement,
academia, technologists, and survivors to advance and scale the use of technology to prevent, disrupt, and
reduce human trafficking and increase survivors’ access to resources.

Additionally, since 2024, Meta has undertaken a series of youth-focused messaging campaigns, delivering
educational content and online resources to help users protect themselves from potential harm. These
campaigns are designed and operated in partnership with regional experts and local NGOs, ensuring our
interventions are both effective and deeply relevant to the communities we serve. In Colombia, we worked
with Tiempo de Juego to tailor our interventions to local needs. Our approach prioritized children and
adolescents (between ages 13 and 18) who, while not currently violating policies, were connected to accounts
previously identified and removed for involvement with dangerous organizations. The custom messaging
program demonstrated effectiveness in driving meaningful behavioral change and mitigating DOl risk in
strategically important markets such as Colombia. The intervention produced a robust causal effect on
account deactivation, and the two-round design confirmed that follow-up messaging can substantially amplify
behavioral change outcomes.
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How we recommend content

Through our Recommendations Guidelines, we work to avoid making recommendations that could be low-
quality, objectionable, or particularly sensitive. For users under 18, Facebook has additional age-appropriate
content guidelines.

Our Recommendations Guidelines are designed to maintain a higher standard than our Community Standards,
because recommended content and connections are from accounts or entities you haven't chosen to follow.
Therefore, not all content allowed on our platform will be eligible for recommendation. We use technology to
detect content, accounts, and entities that don’t meet these Recommendations Guidelines and to help us
avoid recommending them. As always, more severe violations of our Community Standards—such as our
Dangerous Organizations and Individuals or Human Exploitation policies, discussed above—will be removed
from Facebook.

Our cooperation with law enforcement

Meta has established processes for working with law enforcement, including in response to requests to
disclose user data. Our approach is detailed in our Law Enforcement Guidelines, Privacy Policy, Safety Center,
and Government Requests for User Data report.

We disclose account records solely in accordance with our terms of service and applicable law. A Mutual Legal
Assistance Treaty request or letter rogatory may be required to compel the disclosure of the contents of an
account.

When reviewing law enforcement requests, we assess, under our policies, whether they are consistent with
internationally recognized standards on human rights, including due process, privacy, free expression and the
rule of law. For example, if we determine that a government request is deficient, we push back and engage
governments to address any apparent deficiencies. Where appropriate, we will legally challenge deficient
requests.

Our Government Requests for User Data report provides information on the number of requests we received,
the number of users/accounts requested, and the rate we complied with all or some of the government's
request. In the first half of 2025, the most recent period for which data is available as of this writing, we
received 3,782 requests for user data from Colombia and produced data in response to 70.17% of them.
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Appendix Il: Email from TikTok to Human Rights Watch

/526, 245 PM ]
& Outlook

TikTok Response re: Research findings on child recruitment by armed groups in Colombia and
request for information

rrom [ —

Date Wed 8/5/2026 2:03 PM

To  Human Rights Watch Americas_

-

You don't often get email from_Lea~n why this is important

Dear Juanita,

Thank you for reaching out about Human Rights Watch's upcoming report. We appreciate the opportunity to
share more about TikTok's approach to platform safety.

We work proactively to prevent illegal armed groups and organized criminal groups from using TikTok,
including to target, exploit, or recruit minors. Content of this nature has no place on our platform, and when
we detect it, we remove it. Our Trust and Safety team removed all 35 of the accounts (and associated content)
identified in HRW's letter. TikTok takes a comprehensive approach to safety. This includes clear Community
Guidelines, automated and human content moderation, age-based protections for teens, reporting and law-
enforcement escalation channels. We also work with experts, NGOs, governments, and industry partners to
help prevent harm on TikTok.

Our Community Guidelines

Our Community Guidelines apply to everyone and everything on our platform. We do not allow violent and
hateful organizations or individuals on TikTok, and we prohibit content or behavior that promotes, supports,
recruits for, or otherwise facilitates these actors. We also prohibit glorification of violence and criminal
behavior or promotion of criminal activity that could harm people, animals, or property.

Our youth safety framework includes robust policies, in-app features, and educational resources like our
Guardian's Guide. When we believe an account belongs to someone under 13 (or the jurisdiction’s minimum
age), we remove it; for users under 18, we apply additional safeguards with over 50 preset settings. In Q1
2026, our age checks led to the removal of more than 25 million underage accounts globally. We require
users to be 16 or older to use Direct Messages, and teens under 16 lack access to direct messaging or group
chat where available. Parents and guardians also have additional controls through Family Pairing.

How We Moderate and Recc d Content

https://outlook.office.com/mailinbox/id/AAKALgAAAAAAHYQDEapmEc2byACqAC%2FEWgOA3JO0FWka%2BP7cSEUNH3AABhop02QAA?nativeV. . 13
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8/5/26, 2:45 PM
We aim to remove violative content before it's viewed. Between January and March 2026, 99.3% of violative
videos were removed proactively and 94.4% within 24 hours globally. This work is especially important in
Colombia and across Latin America, where we continue adapting to evolving evasion tactics used by bad
actors. In Colombia, between January and March 2026, we proactively removed 99.4% of content that
breached our Violent and Hateful Organizations and Individuals policy before it was reported.

We regularly update our Community Guidelines to make them clearer and more responsive to emerging
harms, informed by input from creators, experts, and organizations, as well as enforcement trends and misuse
patterns. We continue to refine moderator guidance, training, and technologies for consistent enforcement at
scale.

TikTok is designed to support discovery while giving people meaningful control over their experience,
including tools to shape their For You feed. Additionally, users in Colombia are prompted to review our
Community Guidelines when searching for certain terms related to organized crime and violent organizations
(Image 1). We have also banned search terms related to criminal organizations as a complementary measure
(Image 2).

( 10:39 8 - T

< Qerac 0

Mejores Ususnos  Videos Somdos LIVE  Luge
-
- '

G/

Tu seguridad es primero

Es importante considerar la fuente, la intencién y el
contexto del mundo real del contenido asodado con
arganizaciones criminales. Recuerda que no
permitimos contenido que promueva, glorifique,
reciute o hable en nombee de organizaciones
criminales u organizacionas Gue hayan cometido No se encontraron resultados

actos de violencia.

« Denuncia cualquier cosa que consideres que
paodria mfringir las Normas de la comunidad

+ Consulta a pagina sobre nuestro enfoque para
combatir el contenido extremista violento en
linea

Enviar comentario

Image 1: Example of Community Image 2: Example of banned search
Guidelines redirect in Colombia. terms intervention in Colombia.

https:f/outlook office.com/mailfinbox/id/AAKALGAAAAAAHY QDEapmEc2byACGAC%2FEWgOA3JODHFWka%2BP7cSEUNH3AABhop02QAA?nativeV. .
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Our Partnerships
We work closely with authorities and local organizations, including the National Police, National Army,
Attorney General's Office, CIPRUNNA, and have partnered locally with civil society organizations to address
this issue. Our dedicated law enforcement team typically handles authorities' requests within 24 hours. We
also partner with ICBF and ICMEC to promote digital citizenship and educate teens and families about digital
risks. In 2024, we launched a local version of our Guardians Guide in partnership with ICMEC in Colombia. We
work with NGOs, academics, researchers, and advisory councils to inform our policies, product features, and
safety processes. We are also members of Tech Against Terrorism and the Global Internet Forum to Counter
Terrorism, which strengthen our trust and safety work through intelligence-sharing and industry best
practices.

Thank you for your questions. We welcome a continued dialogue with Human Rights Watch regarding our
shared priority of maintaining a safe platform for our users.

Sincerely,

d TikTok

hitps://outlook.office.com/mail/inbox/id/AAKALgAAAAAAHY QDEapmEc2byACGAC%2F EWgOA3JOOHFfWka%2BP7cSEUNH3AABhop02QAA?nativeV. . 3/3
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“I Thought I’d Never See My Mom Again”

Recruitment and Use of Children by Colombian Armed Groups

More than 1,500 children have been recruited by armed groups and criminal organizations in Colombia
since 2021, according to government data.

“I Thought I’d Never See My Mom Again” examines the dynamics of child recruitment, the factors that
place children at risk, and the strategies and tools armed groups use to recruit them, including social
media. Italso analyzes the government’s response and its shortcomings in preventing child recruitment,
protecting and rescuing children, assisting the recovery and reintegration of those who have been
released, and prosecuting those responsible. Colombia has a comprehensive strategy to address child
recruitment on paper, butin practice the response is underfunded, fragmented, and unable to match the
expanding scale of the problem. Armed groups have also taken advantage of social media platforms to
recruit children. Platforms have not been effective enough. In some cases, their algorithms appeared to
expand the reach of armed groups’ efforts to target children.

The new administration of president Abelardo De la Espriella should take decisive steps to end
these grave human rights violations. This requires more than increased military force: it demands a
comprehensive security and justice policy that protects the population. The government should update
its National Public Policy on Prevention, and ensure that the agencies in charge of addressing child
recruitment, especially at a municipal level, have adequate funding and staff. Authorities should
support—and work with— Indigenous organizations and other community leaders to protect children
across Colombia.

hrw.org

(above) A child writes “No
More War” as he takes partin a
demonstration to commemorate

the International Day Against the
Use of Child Soldiers, also known
as “Red Hand Day,” at Bolivar
Square in Bogota, Colombia.

© 2025 Raul Arboleda /AFP via
Getty Images

(cover) A 17-year-old boy
recruited by the 33rd Front of the
EMBF, a dissident group of the
demobilized FARC, operating in
Colombia’s Catatumbo region
near the Venezuelan border.

© 2026 Federico Rios Escobar
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