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This article aims to reconstruct the progression of land grabbing in Colombia by identifying the sequence of
mechanisms and strategies employed to dispossess and seize land through specific case studies. The analysis
centres around 12 estates/farms with a history of violence, dispossession, and the utilisation of legal mecha-
nisms, enabling the identification of certain historical patterns and how changes in the legal framework
contribute significantly to these trajectories. The analysis was conducted through a systematic literature review,
resulting in the reconstruction of multiple stages and modalities of this phenomenon. It also facilitated the
identification of common patterns to gain a deeper understanding of the complexity and historical roots of land
grabbing in the country. The findings demonstrate, despite some case-specific variations, consistent historical
patterns in the land grabbing processes: i) informal land occupation and eviction of peasants, ii) land transfers by
the grabbers to acquire legal title deeds, iii) legal disputes arising when peasants assert their land rights, and iv) a
final struggle for land restitution. The analysis also highlights the dual role of the Colombian state in this process,
whereby it has created political and legal instruments to facilitate the appropriation of land and other natural
resources by capital. Simultaneously, certain official institutions have acted to prevent these actions and defend
the rights of rural communities.

provided valuable insights into the trajectory of abandoned and
dispossessed lands, including information about the original owners, the

1. Introduction

Land concentration and land control have been persistent factors in
the territorial configuration of Colombia, placing it among the most
unequal countries in terms of land access in the Latin-American region
(Fajardo, 2014; Oxfam, 2017). Land grabbing is also recognised as one
of the underlying causes of the armed conflict, resulting in the dispos-
session of over eight million hectares of land and a substantial rural
exodus. In the past three decades alone, more than seven million people
have been forcibly displaced from their lands. Various strategies and
mechanisms have been employed by different actors to seize control of
these lands and their resources. Among these strategies, numerous
studies have identified violence as a prevalent method of land grabbing,
often linked to public policies and economic development projects such
as the establishment of commercial plantations (Thomson, 2011; Ballve,
2013; Grajales, 2013; Gomez et al., 2015; Hurtado et al., 2017). The
implementation of the Land Restitution Law (Law 1448 of 2011), has

tenure system, local conditions, and subsequent transfers. Through an
examination of court case files related to land restitution trials, it be-
comes evident how these contested lands changed hands and the process
of dispossession that occurred. It was discovered that a majority of these
lands were transferred through both legal and illegal means, with offi-
cial institutions playing a significant role in facilitating the formalization
of property rights for land grabbers, companies, or third parties. How-
ever, these transfers were illegal as the lands had previously been ac-
quired through violent means (Grajales, 2016; Vargas and Uribe, 2017).

Despite significant progress in comprehending these processes, few
studies have incorporated a historical perspective to grasp the local
contexts of different land grab cases, particularly the preceding condi-
tions of land tenure and how they facilitated land grabbing. Further-
more, existing reports and studies cover a limited number of individual
cases, necessitating a more comprehensive approach to identify patterns
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or sequences followed by land grabbers and other involved parties.

This paper aims to reconstruct the trajectory of land grabbing in
Colombia by examining the sequence of mechanisms and strategies
employed to dispossess and seize land through case studies. Our analysis
focuses on several estates/farms with a history of violence, disposses-
sion, and the utilization of legal mechanisms, allowing us to identify
historical patterns and explain the role of changes in the legal frame-
work in these processes. In doing so, we address a persistent gap in land
grabbing research in Colombia: the limited attention given to the social
and political historical processes of the appropriated land (White et al.,
2012; Edelman et al., 2013; Borras and Franco, 2013), as well as the role
of the state and local administration in enabling or preventing land
dispossession.

This paper is organised as follows; the next section examines key
aspects of the theoretical framework of the land grabbing process,
highlighting remaining gaps in understanding this phenomenon in
Colombia. Section 3 describes the research methodology employed. The
results, presented in Section 4 explain the process of systematisation and
reconstruction for each case study, outlining the main stages followed.
These outcomes are then discussed in Section 5. The main findings
summarized and further examined in Section 6, alongside concluding
remarks.

2. Land grabbing and territorial contexts

The 2008 food and financial crisis encouraged interest in the phe-
nomenon of land grabbing worldwide; several preliminary studies
focused on explaining their causes in that setting and paid attention to
their characterisation (magnitude of the phenomenon, area affected,
profiles of both investors and target countries). From an economic
perspective, Reydon and Fernandes (2017) conducted an analysis of the
speculative nature of land acquisitions, focusing on the case study of
Brazil. They observed that following the deregulation of the financial
market and the ineffective implementation of legal and regulatory
measures to control foreign access to land, investments in agribusiness
have significantly increased, leading to large-scale land acquisitions
since the mid-2000s. Drawing upon post-Keynesian theory on the for-
mation of asset prices in the context of business-driven economies where
monetary values govern decisions and the pursuit of profit maximization
takes precedence, the authors emphasize the dual character of land it-
self, which serves as both a productive asset (generating income through
productive use) and a liquid asset (subject to speculation due to its
liquidity). This dual nature, encompassing both productive and specu-
lative gains, makes land more attractive and perceived as a secure in-
vestment for economic agents.

The literature based on the political economy framework that pri-
oritizes the analysis of power relationships and the politics underlying
the control of land and other resources, has drawn attention to the
structural causes, mechanisms, and effects of land grabbing. Specif-
ically, there is a need to understand how recent land grabs were shaped
by pre-existing social, political and agrarian structures in the respective
contexts where these phenomena occur. These studies encompass
various aspects, including the examination of drivers for global resource
grabbing at the international and national levels (Cotula, 2012; White
et al., 2012), the involvement of multiple actors such as national and
international corporations, state and non-state entities, as well as formal
and informal institutions, and the mechanisms employed to grab
(Wolford et al., 2013; Borras and Franco, 2013). Furthermore, these
studies have highlighted the impact of land rushes on local communities
and their livelihoods, as well as the reactions and outcomes experienced
by the affected populations (Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015).
However, these studies have underscored the necessity of incorporating
a historical perspective on land dispossession within national and local
contexts, where the expulsion of rural populations and land concentra-
tion were processes that preceded the convergence of multiple crises in
2008. The areas where land grabbing occurs already possess pre-existing
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agrarian structures and social formations (Edelman et al., 2013), along
with a long history of land use and political conflicts. Gutierrez and
Garcia (2016) claim that land tenure patterns are linked to the political
system and to the forms in which states are present in territories, which
consequently affects peasants’ land property rights and their relation
with the state and local elites. In contexts of land grabbing, the formality
of land tenure alone is insufficient to ensure property rights, especially
within social contexts characterized by armed conflicts, weak or ille-
gitimate state intervention, and political control exerted by local powers
(Grajales, 2011).

The role played by national and local governments in facilitating and
even creating land grabbing mechanisms is recognised by many authors.
Levien (2012), in his analysis of the law on land concessions in India,
argued that capital accumulation is a political process performed by
states or by the actors exercising coercion to expropriate the means of
production, subsistence and common social wealth for capitalists. In this
context, land dispossession becomes a necessary step for capital accu-
mulation. Leviens’ analysis draws on Harvey (2005) theory of accu-
mulation by dispossession, which posits that wealth is not produced but
rather is transferred from public and popular domains to private accu-
mulation. Moreover, states implemented key instruments to carry out
these transfers, such as taxes and legal measures to increase surveillance
and police repression. Borras et al. (2012) and Wolford et al. (2013)
have similarly concluded that states often play an active role in creating
diverse mechanisms to make land available to investors. This includes
promoting large-scale land investments under the pretext of agricultural
growth and employment as well as modifying legal frameworks to
favour land deals that typically result in the transfer of land from
peasants to investors. In some cases, states may resort to illegal means
when different forms of power are at play within the state apparatus,
ranging from legal to more covert powers. In historically marginalized
areas of Colombia, such as territories of peasant colonization and
communal lands of ethnic groups, the state often exercises its sover-
eignty through coercion using public forces like the army and police, as
well as through alliances with local elites and paramilitary groups
(Gomez et al., 2015; Grajales, 2013). However, simultaneously, certain
institutions within the state, such as the General Comptroller’s Office,
Constitutional Court, and Judicial Courts, take action against land
grabbing by enacting legal measures to block land deals and provide
compensation to those affected by dispossession. The implementation of
legal measures aimed to compensate people affected by violence and
land dispossession has led to the legal disputes between the dispos-
sessed, the land grabbers and the state This dynamic showcases the
ambiguous role of the state and its internal differences (Wolford et al.,
2013). In this regard, Hurtado-Hurtado et al. (2023), conducted an
analysis of the legal contention for public lands in the Colombian
Altillanura region, drawing on Bolivar’s (2010) deconstruction of
state-centric theories that highlight the influence of everyday social and
political relations on state actions. Through this study, they observed the
dual role of the state, wherein it enacted a law to facilitate the grabbing
of public lands while simultaneously implementing legal measures to
protect the legal rights of peasants. This case exemplified the presence of
multiple actors, factions, and interests within the state that constantly
compete for political influence. It emphasized the importance of not
separating society from the state in order to comprehend the complex
and ambiguous relations between civil servants and citizens, as well as
between agencies and communities.

In the Colombian case, Grajales (2013) has highlighted violence as a
prevalent mechanism of land grabbing commonly linked to political
action and economic development. The roots and causes of violence in
Colombia involve historical, political, economic, and social dimensions
extensively explored by various authors, which are beyond the scope of
this analysis. However, a common consensus is reached regarding the
extreme inequality in access to land and other resources. Numerous
documented cases demonstrate the link between violence, forced
displacement of rural populations, and the expansion of commercial
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plantations for crops like palm oil, bananas, sugar cane, and illicit crops
(Mabher, 2014; Grajales, 2013; Gomez et al., 2015; Ballvé, 2013; Hurtado
et al, 2017). Cramer and Wood (2017) emphasize that forcible
displacement was a strategy employed in the recent armed conflict in
Colombia to swiftly transfer land. Additionally, non-violent land grab-
bing mechanisms involving private actors and official institutions in
alliances to legitimize land transfers from peasants to grabbers have
been identified. Such strategies are commonly employed by private
actors and entail issuing illegal title deeds to ineligible private citizens or
legalizing land taken from evicted peasants through transactions
involving fraudulent deeds (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica,
2010; Garcia and Vargas, 2014; Verdad Abierta, 2012a, 2012b, 2013a,
2013b, 2016a, 2016b). Public institutions responsible for agrarian re-
form and land tenure formalization have played a significant role in
facilitating these transfers, leading Pena-Huertas et al. (2017) to label it
as the administrative mechanism of land dispossession. It is important to
note that there is no singular case or model of land accumulation pre-
ceding the recent wave of land grabbing. Different forms of accumula-
tion, including coercive accumulation and alliances between state
institutions and entrepreneurs through legal or illegal means, have
occurred. This analysis shows that the precedent historical, economic,
and social context of control and land accumulation has paved the way
for the recent land rush.

3. Methodology

The analysis carried out is based on (i) a selection of case studies of
land grabbing and dispossession in Colombia from a Systematic Litera-
ture Review, (ii) the reconstruction of the several stages and modalities
adopted in each case and (iii) the identification of common patterns to
gain insights into the complexity and historical roots of land grabbing in
this country.

3.1. Systematic literature review

A systematic literature review is a comprehensive approach that al-
lows for the identification, evaluation, and synthesis of all relevant
studies on a specific issue (Petticrew and Roberts, 2008). Several re-
searchers studying land grabbing have employed this approach. For
instance, Oya (2013) examined the socioeconomic impact of land
grabbing in Africa, while Dell’Angelo et al. (2017) identified cases of
land grabbing associated to common-property regimes, legal pluralism,
public land, small scale farming and coercion, which they called grabbed
commons. Additionally, Oberlack et al. (2016) analysed the factors and
processes that affect livelihoods when large-scale land acquisitions take
place. By adopting the systematic review approach, this study ensures
the reliability and validity of the results while mitigating the biases often
associated with conventional literature reviews.

The data collection process began with an initial assessment of the
literature in the Web of Science and Scopus databases, using keywords
such as ‘land grab’, ‘land transactions’, ‘land deal’, ‘large-scale investment in
land’, ‘green grab’, ‘water grab’, and ‘Colombia’. Grey literature was also
retrieved through Google Scholar. The search was limited to papers
published between 1990 and 2019, as the 1990s marked a period of
increasing violent events (murders and massacres) and a rise in the
number of displaced rural populations. The search was conducted in
both English and Spanish to ensure inclusiveness.

The initial search yielded 437 academic references, which were then
reduced to 133 after removing duplicates. These articles were assessed
for potential relevance based on the inclusion criteria, which focused on
references to regions or specific cases of land grabbing, dispossession,
restitution, and land conflicts related to ownership, green or agro-
environmental projects, and infrastructure projects. Following the se-
lection criteria process, a final set of 29 academic articles was included
for analysis. These articles covered four regions (Montes de Maria, Bajo
Atrato, Uraba, and Orinoquia) and seven departments (Sucre,
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Magdalena, Bolivar, Meta, Valle del Cauca, Narino, and Norte de
Santander), which were examined as case studies. It is noteworthy that
only seven articles specifically focused on individual estates.

3.2. Selection and reconstruction of case studies

The systematic review facilitated the identification and preliminary
characterization of nine specific case studies (numbered 1-9, see
Table 1). However, in order to reconstruct and systematize the processes
of dispossession comprehensively and enable comparative analysis,
supplementary sources were necessary. Therefore, three additional
sources were utilized to augment and triangulate the available infor-
mation. Firstly, official documents from public institutions involved in
the legal and judicial processes related to the mentioned cases were
collected and analysed. These sources encompassed land restitution
trials conducted by the Land Unit Restitution (URT), the General
Comptroller’s Office (CGR), the Supreme Court of Justice, local courts,
the Constitutional Court (CC), and the National Centre for Historical
Memory (CNMH). These entities have extensively documented the
armed conflict and the land dispossession process. Secondly, reports and
investigations conducted by specialized non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and web portals played a crucial role in monitoring
Colombia’s violence and land dispossession processes. Notably, Verdad
Abierta, an independent journalistic portal specializing in reconstruct-
ing and disseminating information on the Colombian armed conflict,
was instrumental. The reliability of Verdad Abierta has been acknowl-
edged by numerous academic authors who have employed it as a source
for their research (as evidenced by some of the selected studies in our
systematic review). Thirdly, national press sources, such as the Espec-
tador newspaper, were consulted to reinforce the reconstruction of case
study processes further and identify additional sources mentioned in
news articles. Exploring these supplementary sources of information
enabled the identification of three additional well-documented case

Table 1
Location, size and source of case studies.
Estate Location Size Source
(State- (ha)
Municipality)
1 Déjala Quieta Antioquia - Turbo 25 Ballvé (2013); Garcia and

Vargas (2014); Verdad
(2012b).

2 Jiguamiand6 Chocé - Riosucio & 100.457 Grajales (2015, 2011);
& Curvarado Carmen del Darién Baquero (2015); Osorio
(2015); Verdad (2014)
3 Las Pavas Bolivar - El Penén 3.000 Gomez et al. (2015);

Verdad (2017)
Centro Nacional de
Memoria Historica (2010)

4 La Alemania Sucre - San Onofre 558

5 Parcela 4 Bolivar - El Carmen 17 Aparicio (2017); Bargent
de Bolivar (2012); Tribunal civil de
Clicuta (2016); Verdad
(2016b)
6 La Bellacruz Cesar - La Gloria, 9.000 Uribe and Rodriguez
Tamalameque & (2012); Verdad (2011); CC
Pelaya (2016a)
7 El Porvenir Meta - Puerto Gaitan 27.000 Rodriguez (2014); CC
(2016b); Verdad (2016a);
El Espectador (2016)
8 El Brasil Meta - Puerto Gaitan 16.000 Rodriguez (2014); Verdad
(2013a)
9 Macondo Meta — Mapiripan 5.577 Verdad (2013b); Somo
(2015); El Espectador
(2017)
10 El Secreto Meta - Mapiripan 4.656 Verdad (2012a); CGR
(2014)
11 El Agrado Meta - Mapiripan 4.300  Verdad (2012a); URT
(2017)
12 Madreselva Meta - Mapiripan 4.000 Verdad (2012a)

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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studies (numbered 10-12, Table 1), which were subsequently included
in the analysis.

By combining scientific articles, legal and judicial documents, and
grey literature, we were able to reconstruct the trajectory of these land
transfers and corroborate the accuracy of the facts reported solely by
sources like the online and printed press, which may have inherent
ideological biases. The triangulation of both academic and non-
academic sources, including official documents, bolstered the reli-
ability and credibility of the information utilized in our study.

Ultimately, a selection of 12 case studies was made, and their his-
torical trajectories were reconstructed. A comparative analysis was then
conducted, focusing on the identification of patterns or sequences of
events and the utilization of instruments in the processes of disposses-
sion and land grabbing. Similar stages were grouped using common
labels to facilitate this analysis, and the synthesized information was
presented in a single table. This comparative study allowed for visual-
izing the trajectories of dispossession and land grabbing and establishing
patterns and similarities. The analysis was contextualized within the
primary events of the political and legal landscape during different pe-
riods, as these undoubtedly influenced the trajectories. The technique
employed, which involved case reconstruction and the application of
labels or categories in a temporal framework, represents a creative and
innovative contribution that can be applied to similar studies. Addi-
tionally, it contributes to a better understanding of the trajectories
inherent in the land dispossession process.

4. Results: systematization of case studies

The findings presented in this study provide significant evidence
regarding the trajectories of the 12 selected estates. The characteristics
of each estate are detailed in Table 1, and their geographical locations
are illustrated in Fig. 1. These estates are situated in 11 municipalities
across six departments. For a comprehensive understanding of the his-
torical processes associated with each case, please refer to Appendix A,
which contains the detailed historical trajectories of the case studies.

After reconstructing the historical trajectory of each estate, we
carefully examined the major events that took place in terms of changes
in property ownership and land use. For the purpose of categorization,
we assigned a specific label to each event, which is described in detail
below.

4.1. Reconstructing the paths of land grabbing and dispossession

As previously mentioned, in order to systematize the trajectories of
land grabbing and dispossession, it was necessary to categorize events
and modalities into specific labels for comparative analysis. Table 2
provides a list of the labels utilized for this purpose.

Using the labels mentioned earlier, it becomes feasible to reconstruct
the historical paths encompassing events, violence, and the use of legal
and illegal instruments in each case study. Fig. 2 visually presents these
paths for reference.

From this overall scheme it is possible to identify some historical
patterns, but with variants in almost all the cases analysed. These pat-
terns are explained in the following sections.

4.2. Phase 1: from peasant eviction to illegal title deeds

Most cases began with peasant occupation, since these estates were
baldios (waste lands) in which peasants could settle to cultivate the land
with the expectation of gaining legal ownership. Some estates were
allocated through agrarian reform processes by the official agrarian
institution (INCORA/INCODER) to rural individuals who met the
necessary selection criteria, while others were allocated without ful-
filling these requirements. The emergence of paramilitary groups can be
traced back to the 1980 s, but their consolidation occurred in the 1990 s
when they were legalized by the government as self-defence groups in
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1994 (indicated in dark pink colour in Fig. 2). Consequently, in the
second half of the nineties, the violent incursions of these groups soared,
with massacres, selective murders and constant attacks on the rural
population to expel them from their lands. This wave of violence per-
sisted until the latter part of 2000s° In six of the cases (Déjala Quieta, La
Alemania, La Bellacruz, El Brasil, El Agrado and Madreselva), paramilitary
groups took control of the estates and in four out of the six they set up
their criminal operations centre and in two they established palm oil
plantations. The escalation of paramilitary violence is reflected in the
substantial increase in the number of forcibly displaced people, which
rose to over 3.5 million between 1996 and 2005, compared to 388.089
between 1985 and 1995.

The geographical location of these lands is a significant factor. They
were typically situated in agricultural frontier areas, where peasants,
black communities, and indigenous groups resided. These areas were
often isolated from urban development centres but possessed valuable
natural resources, making them targets for paramilitary actions. It is
worth noting that in two cases (Las Pavas and La Bellacruz), there was no
guerrilla presence, and the paramilitary actions were driven by alliances
among landowners to expel the local population and seize their lands. In
1991, the new national Constitution of Colombia included the recogni-
tion of the rights of ethnic minorities. Law 70/1993 acknowledged the
territorial, cultural, economic, and social rights of black communities
that have historically inhabited the Pacific Region’s lands, granting
them collective titling. However, during this decade, these communities
faced extreme violence from armed groups seeking to dispossess them of
their land.

In ten of the case studies, multiple land transfers occurred after the
dispossession or abandonment of the estates aiming to obtain legal
ownership of the dispossessed land. In this process, estates such as El
Secreto, El Agrado, El Porvenir and the Bajo Atrato, were unlawfully
transferred through using intermediaries and fraudulent settlers. How-
ever, in the estates for which legal ownership had been obtained (Déjala
Quieta and Parcela 4), coercion, threats and forged documents were
employed to facilitate the transfer of ownership.

In some cases, paramilitary organisations set up their own agri-
business (such as El Secreto, Madreselva, Jiguamiand6é and Curvarado).
When intermediaries were involved, they divided the estates to sell them
legally to companies. Some companies employed sophisticated strate-
gies, utilising a trustee to accumulate Agricultural Family Units (UAF),”
and blurring the land ownership rights by transferring them to the
trustee allowing the buyer to evade legal repercussions. In Jiguamiandé
and Curvarado, paramilitary groups, after expel the local communities,
formed businesses and cooperatives to secure land lease contracts, legal
property rights and state subsidies. When the estates lacked official title
deeds (Parcela 4, La Bellacruz and El Brasil), transfers and appropriation
were facilitated, as complex strategies were needed for the estates to be
transferred to large corporate entities.

The official authorities responsible for agrarian reform (INCORA/
INCODER), as well as notaries and public registry offices played crucial
roles in authorising and legitimising these transfers. This occurred even
in cases where the land was protected and its sale was prohibited due to
the high levels of violence and displacement in those regions. These

3 1982 massacres were committed between 1990 and 2012, 80 % of them
(1598) between 1990 and 2005, 60 % of them by paramilitaries.

4 The Unit Agricultural Family (UAF) refers to the land size necessary for a
rural family to obtain their livelihood within land reform processes. It is also the
measurement used to assign baldios (public lands). The Law forbade the accu-
mulation of these lands beyond the UAF limit. Furthermore, no individual or
legal entity could accumulate more than one UAF if these lands were previously
classified as baldios. However, this law was revoked in 2016 allowing the bal-
dios and lands from agrarian reform processes to be accumulated in the official
Areas of Interest of Rural, Economic and Social Development (ZIDRES in
Spanish).
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Fig. 1. Location of case studies.
Source: Prepared by the authors.

transfers coincided with two other events: the promotion of palm oil
plantations through tax incentives and subsidies, and the disbandment
of paramilitary groups by the new government that came into power in
2002. Nonetheless, some paramilitary leaders devised a plan to maintain
control over the previously dispossessed land and continue their agri-
businesses (Ballve, 2013).

4.3. Phase 2: from illegal possession to legal contention

The Law 975 of 2005, known as the Justice and Peace Law, aimed to
dissolve the paramilitary groups, included the return of the lands held by
these paramilitaries brought to be used as compensation to the victims.
This was a crucial opportunity for displaced and dispossessed people to
claim their rights from the state. Analysing the sequences of the pro-
cesses, in some of the cases the dispossessed carried out legal actions to
recover their estates following the implementation of this law. Examples
of such cases included Las Pavas, Jiguamiand6é y Curvaradé and La
Alemania.

However, there was a notable increase in legal actions after the
implementation of Law 1148 de 2011, known as the Law of Land
Restitution. In the Bajo Atrato region, particularly in Jiguamiandé and
Curvaradé, various companies were condemned for establishing alli-
ances with paramilitaries to cultivate palm oil. Official institutions such
as The General Comptroller, Agricultural Ministry and INCODER con-
ducted these dispossession cases, which were useful in supporting the
land claims of the affected people. These investigations found cases such
as El Brasil with no restitution claims, but which was proved to have
violent dispossession backgrounds and then bought by an agribusiness
company. The paramilitaries returned the estates of Mapiripan (Madre-
selva, El Agrado, and El Secreto) to the state to compensate the victims
without any legal disputes arising.

4.4. Phase 3: four inconclusive endings

In conclusion, the historical paths of these case studies have revealed
four different outcomes. Firstly, in two cases, the land was restored to
their original owners. Judicial decisions were supported by evidence of
paramilitary appropriation (Déjala Quieta), and the concentration of

land in violence-affected areas (Parcela 4). These lands had been aban-
doned due to the violence following illegal transactions of the estates.
Secondly, despite having a judicial restitution order, some estates were
not returned to the rightful owners. This was the case in La Alemania,
where the affected people have returned but still face threats of armed
groups. Similarly, in Las Pavas, the state has been unable to enforce the
law regarding ownership and extinction of ownership, allowing a palm
oil producer to maintain control over the estate. In these cases, although
the law ruled in favour of the dispossessed people, they cannot live in
their lands. Thirdly, we found four cases where the estates were under
state control. Three cases in the municipality of Mapiripan, where palm
oil plantations established by paramilitaries are managed by a govern-
ment fund created to compensate victims of the conflict. In the case of El
Porvenir, where illegal possession was proven, the estate was returned to
the state, despite the claims claimed of peasants who had been living and
working on these lands for years.

Finally, in three cases (El Brasil, Macondo and La Bellacruz) the ag-
ribusinesses won the legal contention. The La Fazenda Company in El
Brasil and the Poligrow palm oil plantation in Macondo have gone un-
punished after legal investigations into dispossession, land concentra-
tion and pollution of water and the environment. In La Bellacruz, the
lengthy legal proceedings were resolved through productive alliances
between the land grabbers and the peasants who were employed on the
land they once owned.

5. Discussion

Our findings support previous analysis that highlight how informal
land ownership has facilitated land dispossession (Sanin, 2014;
Pena-Huertas and Zuleta, 2018; Garcia and Vargas, 2014; Vargas and
Uribe, 2017). We observed that the majority of case studies started with
informal ownership or were lands awarded in land reform processes,
commonly located in marginal and isolated regions or agricultural fron-
tier areas. In such territories, land appropriation was facilitated by the
absence of state institutions or their co-optation by local powers. The
lack of official land titles to the land blocked many restitution processes.
Although in some cases, even having a legal little was insufficient to
secure land ownership.
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Table 2
Labels used for the reconstruction of pathways of land grabbing.

Label -process- Definition

Initial phase of the Peasant occupation® Occupying lands considered
estate baldios (wasteland), usually by
peasant colonisation with
expectations of becoming the
legal owners according to
agrarian law".
Land ownership recognition by
official institutions to individuals
who meet the legal criteria for
being beneficiaries of land reform
processes
Sales through informal transfer of
letters or documents
Peasant (occupants) evictions by
public forces (policy and/or army)
requested by landowners.

Legal Titling*

Informal sale

Violent evictions

Increasing violence Violence/ Violent actions to displace people
by paramilitary displacement by paramilitaries or public force
action causing them to abandon their

lands.
Paramilitary Paramilitaries took the land and
appropriation set up their criminal operation
centre and/or established palm oil
and cattle farms.
Multiple land Irregular sale Forced sales through coercion or

transfers forms made by false documents or false
owner

Land allocation by state agency to
people who did not meet the
selection criteria to be awarded
Recognition of ancestral
ownership to ethnic community
(indigenous or blacks)

Includes one or more estates with
or without change of ownership.
Splitting up an estate to sell the
parts separately. Strategy used to
avoid UAF accumulation.
Arrangements among
landowners, entrepreneurs and
paramilitaries to dispossess lands
Legal contract in which an owner
transfers land to a trustee, who
manages it or make investments
with it. In this figure the property
rights disappear due to the trustee
giving the land exploitation rights
to a third party.

Establishment of large-scale
agricultural projects (forestry,
crops and/or cattle).

Make land restitution request
Legal actions undertaking by
state, landowners, entrepreneurs,
peasants or indigenous in order to
gain land ownership rights.
Guilty verdict to perpetrators of
dispossession by courts

State recovery of the land
ownership through an agrarian
process and keeping the land in its
domain without allocating it to
anyone.

Once the estate has been returned
to its legal owners, these are not
able to return due to the persistent
actions of armed groups

Linking (associating) small
producers with agribusinesses
through the contribution of their
land, labour, or crop sale.
Non-execution of the state
agency’s order for the agrarian

Illegal Titling

Collective titling*

Estate encompasses

Estate fractionation

Alliances to grab

Fiduciary (trust)
agreement

Agribusiness
consolidation

Restitution claim*
Legal contention

Legal dispute

Judicialization of
dispossession*
Final/current State appropriation

condition

Violence to block
restitution

Alliances between
peasants and
companies

Non-execution of
agrarian processes”
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Table 2 (continued)

Label -process- Definition

process, and the lands involved
are still illegally allocated

Return of dispossessed land to the
original owner (Enforcement of
Law 1448/2011)

Restitution*

" These processes are not considered grabbing strategies, but it was necessary
to label them since they are part of the transfer processes used in some estates.

2 The ownership of this land may only be transferred by the state through the
official institution in charge of the Agrarian Reform process. The occupants do
not have the status of holders, but only an expectation of allocation if they meet
the legal requirements: area no larger than one Family Agricultural Unit
(considered as the amount of land that allows a rural family to obtain their
livelihood and a surplus capital), with two-thirds of the land under cultivation,
must be occupied for more than five years, income equal o less than 1000
minimum wages and no additional rural land ownership (Law 160/1994).

b Agrarian processes are administrative actions to correct irregularities in the
exercise of property: i) clarification of the property which identify lands belonging
to the State, ii) demarcation shows the division between state and private lands,
i) extinction of domain when the property rights are revoked, iv) Recovering
baldios (public lands) when it is necessary to recover or restore to the state vacant
lands unduly occupied by individuals.

The sequential analysis clearly shows that violence was often
employed as mechanism to perpetrate dispossession and served as a
precursor to the current land grabbing processes. Borras et al. (2012)
argued that formalisation of ownership was imperative to secure
large-scale capital investments, as was evident in most cases studied.
Following the land takeover, multiple transfers were conducted to erase
the history of original owners, obtain legal deeds, and ensure future
investments. The involvement of certain state institutions in legalising
these transfers was crucial, showing the weak enforcement of the law by
the state, in contrast with the influential role of local powers in accessing
territorial resources.

In the legal contentions, we observed the contradictory role of the
state institutions in facilitating land grabbing, as analysed by Borras
et al. (2012). The state promoted large investments and extractive ac-
tivities and opened legal windows to enable people affected to claim
their rights. It also implemented political and fiscal incentives to attract
large agricultural investments while extractive projects employed
coercion in the name of development (Grajales, 2013, 2016). This was
particularly evident in regions where military operations and forced
displacement were prevalent, followed by the initiation of mining and
agribusiness projects on lands abandoned by their original owners.
Conversely, legal measures for compensating the victims of violence
were enacted in response to the extensive reporting by national and
international organisations on the scale of displacement, massacres, and
human rights violations, thus questioning the state’s legitimacy.

Upon analysing the endings of the cases, we also observed the con-
tradictory role of the state. On one hand, legal institutions ruled in
favour of the restitution process, but the state failed to ensure the se-
curity of the returned land as armed groups still maintained control over
of the area. The absence of state presence leaves the law at the mercy of
shadowy powers and local elites who oppose land restitution. On the
other hand, the state itself acts as a land grabber in recovering dispos-
sessed or illegally occupied lands but retaining control over them
without redistributing them to the rightful claimants. It is also evident
that companies were able to continue their agribusinesses operations
despite being implicated in illegal land appropriation, as seen in the
cases of La Bellacruz and El Brasil. In the first, the legal contention lasted
decades without a ruling in favour of land restitution and some of the
original owners were forced to work as laborers in the grabber’s busi-
ness. In the second case, the state had to recover the land after con-
firming its illegal dispossession, but these lands remain in the hands of
the grabber, underscoring the influence of the economic elites over the
state.
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Fig. 2. Temporal trajectories of land grabbing case studies.
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El Secreto

Peasant
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Irregular sale
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Paramilitary
appropriation

lllegal titling

State
appropriation

Madreselva

Legal titling

Violence
/displacement
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appropriation

Agribusiness
consolidation

State
appropriation

Within the state’s direct mechanisms to facilitate land dispossession
and land deals, we identified the use of legal and political measures. One
such measure is the establishment of special economic zones (See Hur-
tado-Hurtado et al., 2023) or areas with development projects, including
large-scale agriculture and mining in baldios, areas of peasant economy
or ancestral lands of ethnic groups. Coercion was another strategy
employed by the state to facilitate land appropriation by private capital
(Grajales, 2011, 2013, 2015; Ballvé, 2012; Gomez et al., 2015; Centro
Nacional de Memoria Historica, 2010). Peasants’ access to these projects
was through programmes such strategic productive alliances where
peasants work on their own land but under the control of and direction
of large investors. In this arrangement, the state provides both labour
and land to these investors.

6. Conclusions

These results contribute to a deeper understanding of the mecha-
nisms employed to grab land in Colombia and shed light on the strate-
gies utilised. By examining the complete historical sequence of the cases,
this study offers valuable insights. In addition to analysing temporal
patterns, we have identified the mechanisms through which certain state
institutions have intervened in the process of dispossession and ongoing
land grabbing. While it is evident that in many cases the state has
facilitated capital’s encroachment on land and natural resources
through political and legal instruments, we have also observed instances
where official institutions have acted to prevent such actions. These
findings support approaches such as the advocated by Bolivar (2010)
that emphasizes the need to analyse the complex relations between the
state and society. Furthermore, they align with the perspective put forth
by Wolford (2013) that highlights the existence of different actors,
factions and interests within the state, challenging the notion that states
act cohesively and follow a common objective.

Regarding the mechanisms facilitating land grabbing, our study
identified indirect actions or omissions such as the historical neglect and
abandonment of the colonised peasant areas (agricultural frontier

lands). Their remote location and poverty made these lands attractive to
drug traffickers and armed groups, and in the absence of land rights
regulations, land conflict and the exclusion of the development oppor-
tunities were prevalent. In addition, the inertia of the state in resolving
legal contention cases, which often spanned decades while the grabbers
exploited the land without repercussions. Furthermore, even when the
land was returned to its original owners, the state failed to ensure their
security.

We also found mechanisms of the legitimacy of the state involving a
legal framework to protect and compensate victims of violence and
dispossession. Measures such as assisting displaced people, the regis-
tering and safeguarding land abandoned by peasants due to violence,
and implementing the land restitution law were introduced under
pressure from victims supported by many national and international
NGOs, questioning the state’s legitimacy. However, it is crucial to
acknowledge that the state and its institutions did not form a single
consistent entity as regards land-grabbing. While some bodies openly
supported large investments, others, such as the General Comptroller,
the Constitutional Court, some judicial institutions, and members of
Congress actively defended the rural people’s rights.
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