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Violence and inequality still blocking  
solutions for IDPs 
 
 
 
 

Structural inequality, restricted political participation and discriminatory state policies are 
at the core of Guatemala’s challenges today as they were 50 years ago when its war started. 
14 years have passed since the signing of the peace accord which marked the end of the 
country’s conflict and promised durable solutions for those people displaced.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

No profiling exercise has established the number or specific needs of internally displaced 
people (IDPs), and the government chose to address their needs within general (and gener-
ally ineffective) anti-poverty measures. In 2009, any effort to estimate the number of IDPs 
based on existing figures would be unreliable. What is clear is that the indigenous Maya 
population and rural peasants were more affected by displacement, and both are still dis-
proportionately affected by extreme poverty and marginalisation. 

 

  
Many of the country’s IDPs have returned or resettled in areas where they live under simi-
lar conditions as before they were displaced. But they face continuing poverty and new 
struggles to access land to farm; thousands of peasant farmers and smallholders have been 
forcibly evicted by businesses interested in large-scale export agriculture. Others fled to the 
capital and other cities, where they have struggled to integrate culturally and where they 
compete with economic migrants for poorly paid jobs in the informal sector. In cities, wide-
spread violence by criminal gangs has caused new intra-urban displacements.  
 
The current government has enacted policies to address some of these problems, offering 
dialogue and programmes to organised groups of war survivors, and reviving the National 
Reparations Programme.  
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Background 
 
The Guatemalan civil war, which lasted 
from 1960 to 1996, was fuelled by racial 
discrimination, political exclusion and 
indigenous hunger for land. A growing 
insurgency was met by increasing vio-
lence from the US-backed army and sub-
sequently by military governments.  
 
Though the insurgency was never capable 
of defeating the army, many sectors of 
Guatemalan society called for political 
power and wealth to be redistributed; the 
government chose to crush these aspira-
tions through military means. The major-
ity Maya population was extensively 
attacked through the burning of villages, 
massacres and assassinations of leaders, 
in order to ensure that collective action 
became impossible.  During the conflict, a 
total of 200,000 people were assassinated 
and 400,000 fled abroad (REMHI, 1998). 
 
The conflict ended with several years of 
negotiation between the guerrilla coali-
tion and the government, which led to the 
signing of 11 separate peace accords be-
tween January 1994 and December 1996. 
The ample consultation with civil society 
organizations, including those represent-
ing internally displaced people (IDPs), 
set a new standard in the involvement of 
such groups in the transition from war to 
peace (Fagan, 2009). 
 
 
Internal displacement figures and 
patterns 
 
The number of people displaced in the 
conflict, and the number of IDPs remain-
ing in 2009 are far from clear. The Arch 
Bishop’s Human Rights Office estimated 
that a million people were displaced, 

while the Truth Commission reported 
that between 350,000 and 1,350,000 peo-
ple were forced to flee between 1981 and 
1983, when 80 per cent of the human 
rights abuses occurred (REMHI, 1998; 
CEH, 1999). More recently, the National 
Reparation Commission has found that 
many victims of forced displacement 
were not registered by the Truth Com-
mission and so their real number could be 
much higher than previously thought 
(AFP, 2006).  
 
A survey published by UNFPA in 1997 
reported that over 320,000 people consid-
ered themselves internally displaced due 
to the armed conflict, of whom 25 per cent 
were members of collectivities such as the 
“Communities of Population in Resis-
tance” (Pueblos de Comunidades en Re-
sistencia or PCR). 79 per cent were 
displaced from communities in the prov-
inces of Quiche, Huehuetenango, Alto and 
Bajo Verapaz, where the government’s 
counter-insurgency campaign was most 
repressive (UNFPA, 1997; CEH, 1999).  
 
In 1983 the large-scale forced resettlement 
began of displaced indigenous people to 
villages near their places of origin, with 
communities controlled by mechanisms 
including extensive indoctrination 
schemes and a sizable paramilitary intelli-
gence network. However, many IDPs, did 
not immediately return or resettle, as they 
feared for their security in those areas. 
 
Since the conflict ended, many people 
have returned to their place of origin. This 
is particularly true of members of the PCR 
and other organised displaced communi-
ties, who have returned with the support 
of national institutions and international 
agencies. Perhaps the majority of other 
IDPs, however, have resettled in other ar-
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eas where they have lived under similar 
conditions as in their place of origin.  
 
A significant number of IDPs who ini-
tially sought refuge in the capital have 
gradually integrated there in search of a 
better life than the rural areas permitted. 
While UNFPA documented fewer than 
30,000 IDPs in the capital city and the 
southern coast, other associations used 
figures from the Truth Commission to 
estimate that 600,000 were living there 
(UNFPA, 1997; DiGeorgio-Lutz and 
Aaron Hale, 2004). 
 
Many IDPs, particularly among those 
who fled to urban centres, have chosen 
not to identify themselves as displaced by 
violence and so have not been counted or 
recognised as such. This group includes 
people who were targeted during the 
1960s and 1970s and also many who 
were displaced later but wanted to keep 
their identity hidden due to the stigma 
attached to the status or their fear of re-
taliation (REHMI, 1998).  
  
Protection issues facing IDPs and 
others 
 
However, in 2009, more than 25 years 
have passed since the peak of the war and 
massive displacements of indigenous 
communities, and it is pertinent to ask 
whether the conditions which forced their 
displacement have changed, if those who 
were displaced still have particular needs 
resulting from their displacement, and 
whether their return or resettlement might 
represent durable solutions. 
 

Continuing insecurity and intra-urban 
displacement 
 
Insecurity is widespread in post-war Gua-
temala. While the international commu-
nity has directed its attention elsewhere, 
Guatemalan society is still struggling to 
transform the state and the repressive 
elements which influence its policies. 
New displacements are difficult to docu-
ment, but urban violence associated with 
gangs and the state’s inability to protect 
its citizens has generated small-scale, in-
tra-urban population movements. 
 
The government has faced serious chal-
lenges for de facto control of Guatemala 
from illegal trade groups and drug ma-
fias. The national murder rate was higher 
in 2008 than at any time during the war 
except the peak years between 1980 and 
1984. Assassinations rose by ten per cent 
a year from under 2,700 in 1999 to over 
6,200 in 2008, making Guatemala one of 
the most violent countries in Latin Amer-
ica (UN GA, 4 May 2009). Whereas most 
victims are young men, killings of 
women and children have recently caught 
the attention of policy makers, prompting 
the passing of a law against gender-based 
violence (UN GA, 28 February 2009). 
 
Gang-associated violence is the most eye-
catching example. Loosely-knit mara 
networks have fought for control of 
small-scale drug trafficking and protec-
tion rackets in urban slums. In 2008 and 
the first six months of 2009, hundreds of 
bus drivers, taxi drivers and shop owners 
were assassinated in Guatemala City 
(GAM, 2009), prompting strikes which 
paralysed the city.  
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The maras have attacked and effectively 
put a halt to projects to develop the capi-
tal’s shanty towns. For example, the im-
plementation of a new water system in 
Colonia Mesquital was brought to an end 
due to extortion and threats. Ten of the 
70 families in the neighbourhood had to 
flee in October 2009. A similar case was 
reported in La Colonia Limon. There is 
limited documentation of this phenome-
non and its magnitude is unknown, but 
community leaders have estimated that 
five per cent of families living in Villa 
Nueva, Zonas 7, 6 and 12 have had to 
resettle in other urban areas over the past 
years due to the threats which followed 
their inability to pay the illegal taxes im-
posed by those groups (IDMC interviews, 
November 2009).  
 
The number of attacks against human 
rights defenders has almost doubled in 
the last five years, and in 2008 there was 
on average an attack every other day. 
Fifty human rights defenders were killed 
between July 2002 and December 2007, 
including 23 killed between 2005 and 
2007 (UN GA, 16 February 2009).  
 
Defenders of economic, social and cul-
tural rights and organisations working on 
justice and the right to truth are among 
the most frequent targets. Community 
leaders expressed deep concern that IDP 
organisations which have reported cor-
ruption within the National Reparation 
Programme have been threatened and 
prosecuted (IDMC interviews, November 
2009). It is symptomatic that the national 
report on the situation for human rights 
defenders last year was entitled Nobody 
Should Lose their Life or Freedom for 
Defending the Right to Land and Food 
(UDEFEGUA, 2008). 
 

Land conflicts and forced evictions of 
small farmers 
 
The expansion of agro-industrial projects 
has led to the forced evictions of small-
scale farmers, and drug trafficking to the 
forced sales of small landholdings in the 
north and east of the country. These 
events and related disputes remain a 
source of social tension and conflict; they 
contradict the spirit of the peace accords, 
and primarily affect food-producing 
peasant farmers.  
 
Guatemala’s economy continues to be 
largely based on agriculture. Access to 
fertile land is crucial for IDPs and was an 
important provision in the peace agree-
ment. However, apart from financial and 
logistical constraints, the will of succes-
sive governments to implement structural 
changes has been very limited, and rural 
development policies have prioritised the 
expansion of an export-oriented produc-
tion model, favouring agro-industrial pro-
jects at the expense of subsistence 
farming and the well-being of farmers 
granted land according to the peace ac-
cords (GOC, 2009). 
 
The expansion of the production of sugar 
and African palm for biofuel, and the 
takeover of extensive areas for cattle 
grazing have provoked conflict with 
small farmers: 72 violent evictions of 
peasant farmers were registered between 
2004 and 2007, with 44 registered in 
2007 alone (AI, 2008). As happened dur-
ing the civil war, intermediaries and pri-
vate security companies operating on 
behalf of larger companies have contin-
ued to approach peasants offering to buy 
the land at a reduced price, and have re-
sorted to threats and violence if their of-
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fer is not accepted (IDMC interviews, 
November 2009).  
 
The lack of consultation with indigenous 
peoples on the exploitation of natural re-
sources in their territories has eroded 
communal autonomy over ancestral terri-
tories and led to direct confrontation be-
tween communities and external 
investors. In September 2009, peasants in 
Estor, Izabal were forcibly evicted while 
resisting the takeover of land by the 
Companía Guatemalteca de Níquel. 
Armed men opened fire on the farmers, 
injuring several and taking others hos-
tage, including one person who was later 
found dead (CERIGUA, 2009).  
 
According to the national Committee of 
Peasant Unity (Comité de Unidad Cam-
pesina), such confrontations have taken 
place across large areas of the country 
(CUC, 2008). While the phenomenon 
does not qualify as forced internal dis-
placement, thousands of peasants have 
left their home as a result of these prac-
tices since 2004, in what peasant leaders 
describe as an agrarian counter-
revolution (IDMC interviews, November 
2009). The calls of indigenous groups for 
protection against evictions have been 
echoed by the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the right to food (5 September 2009) and 
more recently by the government, which 
has designed dialogue mechanisms to 
halt the use of disproportionate force 
against landless peasants. 
 
Extent of IDP exclusion and patterns of 
social inequality  
 
The structural inequalities in Guatemala 
remain at high levels: over 50 per cent of 
the population live under the poverty 
line, and 15 per cent are extremely poor 

(UNDP, 2008). Two factors reportedly 
make IDPs more vulnerable than other 
poor migrants: their loss of land in rural 
areas, which makes it impossible to go 
back even in time of extreme hardship, 
and their inadequate cultural and techni-
cal skills to compete for jobs in the urban 
environment (IDMC interviews, Novem-
ber 2009). However, there are no statisti-
cal indicators comparing their situation to 
that of the rest of the poor population. 
What is known is that poverty is concen-
trated in rural areas, and among the in-
digenous population, which comprises 61 
per cent of the population but 76 per cent 
of the poor (UNDP, 2008) 
 
Levels of under-nutrition were already at 
16 per cent before an unprecedented food 
crisis hit the country in late 2009 (UN 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, 
2009). After scarce rain and the failure of 
government fertiliser-subsidy schemes, 
more than 500 people have died of starva-
tion in 2009 and the situation of 54,000 
families has been declared critical. The 
government declared a state of emergency 
as a means of securing funds from the in-
ternational community, but civil society 
organisations have claimed that a durable 
response requires domestic policy 
changes. The country now has the highest 
rate of malnutrition among children under 
five in Latin America: nearly 50 per cent 
overall and close to 70 per cent among 
indigenous children (MRG, 2009).  
 
32 per cent of women and 40 per cent of 
the indigenous population were still illit-
erate in 2006 (UNDP, 2008). While ten 
per cent more women and indigenous 
people could read and write in 2009 than 
in 1999, the UN’s Special Rapporteur on 
the right to education noted that the pro-
motion of indigenous culture, as explic-
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itly laid out in the peace accords, has 
been whittled down to teaching Mayan 
languages in some primary schools 
(Munoz, 2009). The low self-esteem 
amongst indigenous people, in his opin-
ion, continued to demonstrate the nega-
tive impact of their cultural exclusion. 
  
Language barriers have also limited em-
ployment opportunities for Mayan IDPs, 
particularly those who were displaced to 
urban areas. According to accessible data, 
they not only continue to face insecurity 
and discrimination, but also find it very 
difficult to find work, in part due to their 
lack of Spanish (IDMC interviews, No-
vember 2009; RI, 2005).  
 
National government response 
 
A specific response to IDPs? 
 
The traumatic impacts of displacement 
were recognised in the 1994 Agreement 
on Resettlement of the Population Groups 
Uprooted by the Armed Conflict (the 
Agreement on Resettlement), which con-
firmed that resettling the uprooted popula-
tion was “an important component of a 
firm and lasting peace” and that IDPs mer-
ited “special attention” so that they might 
enjoy the same rights as other citizens 
without discrimination (IACHR, 2001). 
 
The Agreement on Resettlement set out 
to reintegrate IDPs culturally, economi-
cally and politically, by creating the nec-
essary conditions for them to engage in 
the development of the new Guatemalan 
society. In keeping with that goal, the 
government committed to combat pov-
erty, to ensure the participation of IDPs 
in the development of state policies at all 
levels and to put in place mechanisms 
which recognised and reconciled differ-

ent interests. Special consideration was 
given to women-headed households, 
widows, orphans and the cultural and or-
ganisational needs of indigenous com-
munities. 
 
More than 90 per cent of the IDPs were 
displaced by the state security forces, and 
so the realisation of IDP policies called 
for in the Agreement on Resettlement has 
been a good test of the government’s 
commitment to change. However, since 
taking over responsibility for the protec-
tion of IDPs and other conflict-affected 
groups after an interim period in which 
they were supported by the international 
community, the government has failed to 
realise these goals. For example, although 
an effective response and avoidance of 
new conflicts among vulnerable groups 
depend on their accurate profiling, the 
government ignored the particular situa-
tion and needs of IDPs and within two 
years of the signing of the peace accords 
announced that it would address their 
needs along with those of the rest of the 
war victims, through a national poverty 
alleviation programme (Fagan, 2009). No 
further IDP profiling took place.  
 
To combat poverty, the current govern-
ment has enacted a number of social pro-
grammes, most notably the cash transfer 
programme Mi Familia Progresa which 
currently reaches 136 poor municipalities 
(UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to 
Food, 2009). But despite some legal ini-
tiatives to address inequality, income 
from taxes has proven insufficient for the 
government to fulfill its obligations at 9.9 
per cent of the total gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) in 2009, below the 12.5 per 
cent stipulated in the 1996 peace agree-
ments.  
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The state of the reparations process in 
2009 
 
The National Reparations Programme 
(Programa Nacional de Resarcimiento or 
PNR) for all victims of the armed conflict 
was set up in 2003. The PNR, largely 
funded by the international community, is 
mandated to provide reparation to the 
victims of the conflict, including IDPs. 
Unlike survivors of serious human rights 
abuses and their family members, IDPs 
are not eligible for individual compensa-
tion, and tailored individual responses are 
not achievable, particularly for those who 
are not within organised groups. But IDP 
groups have negotiated collective repara-
tion measures, including memorials and 
subsidies to buy land and build shelters. 
The PNR’s mandate is due to come to an 
end in 2013. 
 
According to government sources, sig-
nificant progress has been made in the 
implementation of the peace accords in 
2009, the most important being of legis-
lative nature. In 2008, the Ministry of 
Agriculture resolved almost 460 land 
disputes cases involving over 38,000 
families; the Land Fund, with a $23 mil-
lion budget and a role derived from the 
peace agreements, helped almost 2,000 
families acquire titles to their land. An-
other 66,000 families accessed loans to 
buy or rent land in 2008, 400 received 
subsidies to buy land and 61,000 families 
to rent land (SEPAZ, 2009). 
 
Spending through the PNR increased sig-
nificantly in 2008, with the amount spent 
almost half that spent since the pro-
gramme’s inception in 2003. Over 10,000 
survivors of the armed conflict received 
compensation as well as an official par-
don for the injustices brought against 

them (SEPAZ, 2009). While IDPs have 
not been eligible for monetary compensa-
tion, reparation measures in their favour 
in 2008 included the construction of 900 
houses (FONAPAZ, 2009). The PNR 
now hopes to draw up plans with some of 
the worst-hit villages for projects which 
will benefit the whole community.  
  
Given the lack of a reliable register and 
practical selection criteria, however, it 
remains to be seen whether the govern-
ment has the technical capacity to im-
plement its policies (IDMC interviews, 
November 2009). While the PNR has re-
ceived recognition for making progress 
despite a lack of collaboration from other 
state institutions (GTZ, 2007) it has also 
been criticised for corrupt and clientelist 
practices, and for generating competition 
and even conflict between victims’ asso-
ciations. When the 900 houses were built 
last year, for example, victims and non-
victims alike reportedly had to pay up to 
$600 each to access them (IDMC inter-
views, November 2009). 
 
Such problems are compounded by the 
fact that NGOs and urban ladino groups, 
who are more adept in communicating 
with national and international bodies, 
dominate the victim’s agenda at the ex-
pense of indigenous groups unable to 
make their needs and demands known 
and heard in the capital. The reparation 
policies have also been criticised for re-
sponding more to the logic of the donor 
than that of the receiver, with one leader 
reporting: “There is an assumption that 
the survivors have psychological prob-
lems, and they are therefore offered men-
tal health sessions. But the victims are 
poor and need land to cultivate and, to 
that, there is no response.” (IDMC inter-
view, November 2009). 
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The mara violence is a clear demonstra-
tion of how the state is failing to protect 
its citizens. The influence of criminal 
networks in state institutions has more-
over become a serious threat to political 
reform. Drug cartels control municipali-
ties and local authorities across a broad 
swath of rural Guatemala that extends 
from the Mexican border to the Carib-
bean (ICG, 2009). According to a WOLA 
study, these “parallel forces” render legal 
mechanisms of social control inefficient 
and allow political violence to flourish 
(WOLA, 2007).  

Government response to violence and 
insecurity 
 
Post-conflict governments have lacked 
the political will and the capacity to bring 
those responsible for human rights abuses 
and war crimes to justice. This is perhaps 
not surprising, as government agents 
were allegedly accountable for 93 per 
cent of these. The investigative units and 
the judges have been corrupted and have 
lacked the resources necessary to prose-
cute the high number of perpetrators. 
Moreover, activists’ efforts to do so have 
been criminalised. In 2007, when 98 per 
cent of crime went unpunished, the Inter-
national Commission Against Impunity 
in Guatemala (CICIG) was established to 
assist national institutions in the investi-
gation and prosecution of crimes alleg-
edly committed by organised criminal 
groups (CICIG, 2009). 

   
 
Note: This is a summary of IDMC’s new 
internal displacement profile on Guate-
mala. The full profile is available online 
here.

 
Some analysts believe that today’s vio-
lence is a continuation of practices devel-
oped during past counter-insurgency 
efforts and results from policy decisions 
taken since (ICG, 2009; UN GA, 4 May 
2009). They report that the inadequate 
response to unlawful killings has been 
due to insufficient budget allocations, 
inadequate witness protection and lack of 
judicial reform, and that attempts to re-
form the security forces, such as the dis-
missal of 1,700 police officers for 
corruption in 2008, have been insuffi-
cient. Other analysts recognise the in-
volvement of influential parties including 
state institutions in the violence, and rec-
ognise the government’s lack of will in 
confronting the problem, but believe that 
the current crime wave represents a 
marked change from the past (UNDP, 
2008).  
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal 
displacement worldwide. 
 
Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced 
within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations. 
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries. 
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-
hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. 
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil 
society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org . 
 
 
Contact: 
 
Nina Birkeland  
Head of Monitoring and Advocacy  
Tel.: +41 (0)22 795 07 34  
Email: nina.birkeland@nrc.ch  
 
Sebastián Albuja 
Country Analyst 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 08 
Email: sebastian.albuja@nrc.ch
 
 

IDMC 
Norwegian Refugee Council 

Chemin de Balexert 7-9 
1219 Geneva, Switzerland 

www.internal-displacement.org
Tel:  +41 22 799 0700 
Fax:  +41 22 799 0701 
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