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Introduction 

 
 

 

The Cali office of the Consultancy for Human Rights and Displacement (CODHES) conducted a 

study of the 2021 strike from an ethno-racial perspective with specific focus on the excessive use 

of force by the police and its relation to structural and systemic racism.1 This study emerges from 

a shared concern among organizations in Cali regarding the differential impact of the violent 

repression on youth, particularly youth from the most marginalized and excluded neighborhoods 

in the cities that in many cases are part of the “front line” (“primera línea”) of the strike.2  

 

This analysis aims to provide additional elements based on an ethno-racial approach, which is 

necessary for a better understanding of what is happening in Cali, the region, and throughout the 

country. This analysis serves as the basis for making recommendations and demands for an 

urgent and adequate response from the institutions and the international community.  

 

It should be noted that the information presented here is part of an ongoing process. It is based 

on information that we process as it arrives from direct sources, press releases, academic studies, 

and official reports, in coordination with human rights and Afrodescendant organizations in Cali. 

Although we still lack data to reach more solid conclusions, preliminary results indicate important 

patterns and trends for the analysis of the situation in Cali and they form the basis for future 

studies.  

 

The fact that Cali -- a city where 26.2% (DANE, 2005) of the population is Afrodescendant and 

that is also known as the city with the second-largest Afrodescendant population in Latin America 

-- has been the most impacted by brutal political and police repression is already an indicator of 

the differential treatment and state violence against racialized territories.3 This might help 

explain why 39 of the 51 homicides -- that is to say, 76% of the deaths -- between April 28 and 

May by INDEPAZ (2021) occurred in Cali and Yumbo.4 It is important to highlight that the 

presumed responsible actors for these homicides are: the National Police in 3 cases; the ESMAD 

in 14 cases; the Police/ESMAD in 1 case; civilians in 1 case; and the remaining cases are still being 

verified (INDEPAZ, 2021).   

 
1 We analyzed violence by police officers and members of the Anti-Disturbance Mobile Squad (Escuadrón Móvil 

Antidisturbios, ESMAD). However, we do not exclude the possibility of cases of violence enacted by other agents of 
the state present in Cali throughout the course of the strike. 
2 The “Front-line” refers to the group of people, primarily youth participating, due to the issues at play, who are 

the front of the mobilizations and bear the brunt of police violence and pressure. In this analysis, this group is 
interpreted as the first line of defence: both in regards to the social rights of the general population, as well as the 
civil rights to life, liberty, and integrity of the protestors.  
3 Stigmatization by high-level government officials at the local, regional, and national level against the protestors is 

interpreted in this document as political repression feeds police violence.  
4 This number includes the case of six people in the neighborhoods of Siloé and La Luna in Cali reported by 

INDEPAZ, which is currently being processed. We also included an additional person not registered by INDEPAZ 
who was initially reported as “disappeared” in Cali, but was later found deceased.  
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I. Territorial racialization and social exclusion 

 
The city of Cali, capital of the department of Valle del Cauca, is characterized by strong indices of 

inequality, exclusion, and structural racism (Viáfara, 2016). Despite the persistent denial of 

racism by state institutions and society in general, there are numerous studies that demonstrate 

the level of structural racism which manifests in the denial of basic and fundamental rights of the 

Afrodescendant population; low rates of access to quality education, employment, health and 

dignified housing; and little participation in political life and in decision-making processes 

(Viáfara, 2017).5   

 

The socioeconomic exclusion related to structural racism in Cali is also geographic. The 

neighborhoods with the largest Afro-descendant populations, located mostly in the east-side of 

the city and in parts of the hillside area in the West (see map 1) coincide with the neighborhoods 

with the lowest socioeconomic indicators and strata (see, for example, maps 2 and 3). 
 
 
 
 

 

 
5 Between 2016 and 2017, the Center for Socioeconomic Research and Documentation (CIDSE) at the University of 

Valle under the direction of Dr Carlos Augusto Viáfara López presented detailed studies on the origins and continuity 
of socioeconomic conditions of exclusion and structural racism in the City of Cali and throughout the region of the 
Cauca Valley, as well as the role assigned to the black Afrodescendant population in this context.  
 
 
 

 The neighborhoods with the 

largest Afro-descendant 

populations, coincide with the 

neighborhoods with the lowest 

socioeconomic indicators and strata 
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Map 1. Geographic distribution of the Afrodescendant black population in the city of 
Cali.6. 

 

 
Source: Luis Gabriel Quiroz Cortés Univalle (2018). 

 
 
 

 
6 NARP stands for Black, Afro-Colombian, Raizal, and Palenquera (Negra, Afrocolombiana, Raizal, and Palenquera) 
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Map 2. Neighborhood Stratas in Cali, 2017 
 

Source: “Cali en Cifras 2018-2019, ”Departamento Administrativo de Planeación, Alcaldía de 
Santiago de Cali, 2019
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Map 3. “Per Capita Water Consumption in Cali, 2018” 

 

 

Source: “Cali en Cifras 2018-2019,” Departamento Administrativo de Planeación, 
Alcaldía de Santiago de Cali, 2019
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A large part of the population in these neighborhoods has also been victim of forced 

displacement from the Pacific region and northern Cauca in the context of the armed conflict. In 

the city, they confront new contexts of intersectional exclusion, violence, and discrimination 

based on gender, race, and generation; as victims, Afro-descendants, impoverished peoples, 

women, and youth. 

 

The “territorial racialization” and criminalization of Afrodescendant neighborhoods and 

territories is built on negative stereotypes and racist ideologies about Afro-descendant peoples 

and communities. This “territorial racialization” fuels and normalizes exclusion, social injustice, 

and violence, as well as the excessive use of force and racial profiling by the police in 

Afrodescendant neighborhoods. 

 

The conditions of poverty have worsened in the context of the pandemic and the related 

confinement and lockdown policies. Access to education became even more limited, and 

unemployment rates increased thus creating a critical situation of hunger for many communities. 

In Cali, the monetary poverty rate, or the percentage of people that do not earn a living wage, 

increased from 21.9% in 2019 to 36.3% in 2020 (DANE, 2021). This particularly impacted 

communities that were already living in conditions of poverty and where informal and insecure 

employment predominated. The potential impacts of the proposed tax reform could have 

created even higher levels of impoverishment.   

 

It is not surprising, then, that since the beginning of the National Strike, when the citizens of the 

entire country came out to protest the tax reform and broader social injustices, many of the 

meeting points for the strike in Cali were located in neighborhoods that are marginalized, 

excluded, and have large Afro-descendant populations (see Map 4). This demonstrates how the 

most excluded communities have played a crucial role in the process of defending socio-

economic rights. 
 

 

In Cali, the monetary poverty rate, 

or the percentage of people that do 

not earn a living wage, increased 

from 21.9% in 2019 to 36.3% in 2020 

(DANE, 2021) 
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Map 4. Meeting points and blockades in Cali. National strike 2021.7 
 
 

 

Source: Valentina Valoyes. Univalle, 2021.8 

 
 

 
7 The points indicated on Figure 4 correspond with the primary meeting spaces and road blocks as of May 10, 

2021. Since then, other points have emerged in different parts of the city. 
8This map on racial cartography was made possible thanks to the Center for Socio-Economic Research and 

Documentation at the Universidad del Valle (CIDSE). We are grateful to Fernando Urrea and his team for their 
support. The reference map was created by Valentina Valoyes (2021) and adapted from an unpublished document 
by Luis Gabriel Quiroz Cortés Univalle (2018). 
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II. Ethno-racial Profiling and Excessive Use of Force 

 
In Cali, the excessive use of force by the Police and ESMAD to suppress social protest during the 

national strike has been widespread, and it affects all groups participating in the strike. However, 

in the context of the existing conditions of marginalization, exclusion, and structural and 

systemic racism mentioned above, the black communities of Cali are at a higher risk of their 

rights being violated through police repression and brutality. In this study, we used two 

methodologies for conducting this analysis. 1) the identification (to the degree possible) of the 

ethno-racial identity of the victims and 2) the geographical territorial analysis of the use of force. 

 
 
 

1. Racial identity of the victims of police violence 

 

 

As a first point, it is essential to highlight that there is an important gap in the official data on 

the ethno-racial identity of the victims of police violence during the state repression of the 

protests. Based on the information collected by cross-referencing official figures with reports 

from human rights organizations, newspapers, and social networks, we identified that of the 39 

people murdered in Cali and Yumbo: 11 were visibly Afrodescendant, 9 1 indigenous, 8 mestizo, 

while the ethno-racial identity of the remaining 18 victims has not yet been identified (see 

figure 1).  

 

The process for determining the ethno-racial identity of the remaining victims continues, and it 

requires that the corresponding authorities provide access to the information about the victims 

and the events that caused their deaths. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
9 Due to the lack of self-identification, we refer to “black victims” or “Afrodescendant victims” based on the 

physical appearance from photographic evidence with the understanding that this is a marker for racial profiling. 
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Figure 1: Ethno-racial identity of the victims of homicide in Cali/Yumbo (April 28 to Mayo 18 2021) 
 

 
Source: CODHES-Cali (reporting date: May 18 2021)10 

 

 

A similar trend can be identified in relation to the indigenous population that has been treated 

as criminal in recent days by the police forces and civilians who act with the support or complicity 

of State agents. On May 9, 2021, 9 members of the Indigenous Guard (Guardia Indígena) were 

injured at the hands of unidentified individuals who fired from different directions and who, as 

can be seen in several videos shared on social media, were provided cover by agents of the State 

who later helped them flee. In Puente Valencia on May 10, another 4 indigenous people were 

injured after the Army did not allow them to enter Cali. 

 

In accordance with the tendency throughout the country, the vast majority of black and 

indigenous victims are young people. According to our database, the indigenous victim in Cali 

was 17, and we registered that five (5) of the Afrodescendant victims were between 18 and 29 

years old, one (1) was between 30 and 39, one (1) was older than 60, and the ages of the four (4) 

other victims remain unidentified (Figure 2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 The CODHES-Cali database utilized for the analysis in this report is based on information published by INDEPAZ 

(2021), Cuestión Púbica (2021), Q’hubo (2021a; 2021b), and other press and social media sources. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Afrodescendiente Mestizo Indígena No identificado 
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Figure 2. Ages of the indigenous and Afro-descendant victims of homicide in Cali/Yumbo 
(April 28 to May 18 2021) 

 

 
Source: CODHES-Cali (reporting date May 18 2021) 

 
 

2. Territorial racialization of the use of violence 
 
For the second part of the research, we applied a territorial and geographic analysis of police 

violence similar to the methodology developed by the National Association of Displaced Afro-

Colombians (AFRODES) used to identify and demonstrate the disproportionate impacts of the 

armed conflicts on territories identified as Afrodescendant (see Constitutional Court Order 005 

of 2009, § 36).  

 

This analysis demonstrates the scope of police violence and excessive use of force in 

neighborhoods and sectors of the city identified as having “high,” “medium,” or “low” 

Afrodescendant population.11 Based on this analysis, we argue that the excessive use of force 

and disproportionate violence in neighborhoods with a “high” and “medium” Afrodescendant 

population is related to “territorial racialization” and racial profiling in the aforementioned 

Afrodescendant communities. 

 

 

 
11 We used data from the 2005 census presented in the publication by CIDSE (2011: 22) that shows the 

demographics of the Afrodescendant population by neighborhood, and we cross-referenced this with the locations 
where violence occurred in the context of the strike. We applied the following categories for the Afrodescendant 
populations in the neighborhoods: “low” (between 0 and 14.99%); “medium” (between 15 and 29.99%; and “high” 
(more than 30%). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
0-17 18-29 30-39 40-59 60+ Edad no identificada 
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Homicides 
 

In this analysis, we highlight that -- of the 34 deaths registered in Cali -- 14 occurred in 

neighborhoods with a “high” Afro-descendant population, 5 in neighborhoods with a “medium” 

Afro-descendant population, and 5 in neighborhoods with a “low” population (Figure 3).  

 

 

Additionally, there are 8 cases whose location has not yet been confirmed, including 6 which may 

have occurred in the sector of La Luna (categorised as “medium”) or Siloé (categorised as “low). 

 
 

Figure 3. Victims of homicide in Cali by neighbourhood and Afro-descendant population 
(April 28 to May 18 2021) 

 

 
Source: CODHES-Cali (reporting date: May 18 2021) 

 
 

We highlight in particular the homicide figures in neighborhoods with a high Afro-descendant 

population. During the reported period, there was 1 death in Manuela Betrán, 2 in El Diamante, 

1 in Los Pinos, 1 in Marroquin, 2 in or near the Strike point Puerto Resistencia, 1 in Leon XIII, 1 in 

Valle Grande, 1 in Charo Azul, 2 in El Poblado, and 1 in Villa del Sur and 1 deceased in the Carlos 

Holmes Hospital located in 12 de Octubre (see Figure 8). Most of these are located close to the 

strike points of Puerto Resistencia (Puerto Relleno), Apocalipso (Calipso) or Nuevo Latir in the 

East of Cali (Figure 4). Additionally, there have been 5 homicides in the municipality of Yumbo, a 

city neighboring Cali with a significant (14.4%) Afrodescendant population (DANE, 2005) and 

where at least one of the people murdered was identified as Afrodescendant. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Alta Media Baja 
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Figure 4. Homicides en Cali during the strike by neighbourhood (April 28 to May 18 2021) 
 

 
Source: CODHES-Cali (reporting date: May 18 2021) 

 
 
 
 

Forced Disappearances 
 
Based on the data collected by the Verification Mission of the National Strike in Santiago de Cali 

(La Misión de Verificación del Paro Nacional en Santiago de Cali),12 152 forced disappearances 

have been identified. Thanks to the labor of human rights organizations and human rights 

defenders, 40 of these people have appeared alive. However, 112 remain disappeared without 

any information (as of May 13, 2021). To make matters worse, the vast majority of the 

disappearances (92) occurred in unidentified locations making it even more difficult to search for 

them. The existing information shows that 16 of the 28 disappearances in Cali occurred in 

neighborhoods with a “medium” Afro-descendant population, 6 in neighborhoods with a “high” 

Afro-descendant population and 6 in neighborhoods with “low” Afro-descendant population (see 

Figure 5).  

 
 

 
 

 
12 Report 3: Report on Disappeared Persons, May 13, 2021 
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Figure 5. Total forced disappearances between April 28 and May 13 in Cali; registered by 
place of disappearance and Afro-descendant population 

 
 

 
Source: La Misión de Verificación del Paro Nacional en Santiago de Cali, Report 3: Report on 

Disappeared Persons, May 13, 2021 and CODHES-Cali (2021) 
 
 
 

Of these 28 cases, 14 remain missing, and we identified that of these, 4 were disappeared in 

neighborhoods with a “high” Afrodescendant population (2 in Puerto Resistencia, 1 in Puente de 

los Mil Días, and 1 in Calipso), 8 disappeared in neighborhoods with a “medium” Afrodescendant 

population (Punto de La Luna), and 2 in neighborhoods with a low percentage (Siloé) (see Figures 

6 and 7).  

Población Alta Población Media Población Baja 
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Figure 6: Forced disappearances between April 28 and May 13 in Cali – cases that 
remain disappeared without information: registered by place of disappearance and 

Afro-descendant population 
 

Source: La Misión de Verificación del Paro Nacional en Santiago de Cali, Report 3: Report 
on Disappeared Persons, May 13, 2021 and CODHES-Cali (2021) 

 

 
Figure 7: Reports of Forced disappearances between April 28 and May 13 in Cali by 

neighborhood 
 

 

Source: La Misión de Verificación del Paro Nacional en Santiago de Cali, Report 3: Report on 
Disappeared Persons, May 13, 2021 
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It is important to highlight the case of La Luna, where -- despite its characterization as a “medium” 

Afrodescendant population -- black youth have played a significant role in the protests, including 

as part of the “Front Line”. This suggests that it is possible that many of the disappeared people 

at this point (11 in total and 8 yet to appear) could be Afrodescendant. 

 

Additionally, we highlight the 32 cases of disappearances which occurred along the route 

between Cali and Palmira, of which 22 remining disappeared without information. In this regard, 

it is important to note that Sameco (one of the protest points with high levels of police violence) 

is located at the northeast exist of Cali on the road which leads to Palmira and that along this 

road, on the outskirts of Palmira there was another meeting point for protesters. Thus, it appears 

that the disappeared are either from Sameco or the entrance to Palmira, both of which have 

significant Afrodescendant populations.13  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13 According to the 2005 Census, 14.4% of Palmira’s population is Afrodescendant.  
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III. Regional and International Context 
 

Police violence and racial profiling of Afro-descendants is not a new phenomenon in the country. 

The relationship between law enforcement and Afro-descendant communities has always been 

characterized by the overuse of suspicious searches and arbitrary detentions, symbolic violence, 

and micro and macro aggressions, particularly by the national police. 

 

However, this situation has been exacerbated in the context of the pandemic, due to excessive 

policing while imposing measures to restrict mobility (lockdowns and social distancing). In June 

2020, the organization Racial Justice denounced before the UN Working Group on Afro-

descendants four cases of Afro-descendant people killed by the police in the first three months 

of the pandemic, including two young people from     Northern Cauca, a woman from 

Buenaventura, and a man from Cali. 

 

It is important to understand these patterns in a broader context of police violence and systemic 

racism against Afro-descendant communities and racialized peoples. This year we celebrate 20 

years of the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related 

Intolerance held in Durban in 2001, and we are approaching the end of the International Decade 

for People of African Descent (2015-2024). 

 

Within the framework of these international processes and mechanisms for the human rights of 

Afro-descendant peoples, the international community recognizes that, all too often, Africans 

and people of African descent are subjected to discrimination in the administration of justice and 

face alarming rates of police violence, as well as racial profiling. Therefore, they have committed 

to adopt measures for monitoring racial profiling and excessive use of violence against Afro-

descendants people. This includes conducting the necessary research to examine the possible 

links between criminal prosecution, police violence, and criminal sanctions, on the one hand, and 

racism and racial discrimination on the other, in order to collect evidence to eliminate these 

discriminatory practices with appropriate measures. 

 

Since the assassination of George Floyd in the U.S. in 2020 and the global mobilizations against 

police violence and systemic racism, the international community has taken further important 

steps to protect the rights of Afro-descendants. During it’s urgent debate on police violence held 

in June 2020 the Human Rights Council adopted Resolution A/HRC/43/L.50 on “The promotion 

and protection of the human rights and fundamental freedoms of Africans and of people of 

African descent against police brutality and other violations of human rights.”  

 

This resolution condemns the persistence of violent and discriminatory racist practices against 

Africans and Afro-descendants by police and other law enforcement agencies including, in the  
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context of protests and social mobilizations, as well as structural racism endemic to criminal 

justice systems. Furthermore, the resolution creates a Commission of Enquiry to investigate the 

facts and circumstances of police violence phenomena. In turn, Afro-descendant and human 

rights organizations have opened important spaces for dialogue and participation in the 

investigation.  

 

In November 2020, Afro-descendant organizations from the Latin American region, in 

partnership with CODHES and other human rights organizations, led a hearing during the 

178th Session of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. The hearing focused on the 

specific issue of police violence against Afrodescendant populations in the Americas where cases, 

patterns, and recommendations for governments were presented. 

 

The report above illustrates and emphasizes that the international community is paying close 

attention, now more than ever, to the excessive use of force against Afro-descendants and its 

relationship to systemic racism and racial profiling. 

 

 
 

“In November 2020, Afro-descendant 

organizations from the Latin American 

region, in partnership with CODHES and 

other human rights organizations, led a 

hearing during the 178th Session of the Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights. The 

hearing focused on the specific issue of 

police violence against Afrodescendant 

populations in the Americas where cases, 

patterns, and recommendations for 

governments were presented 
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Conclusion   
 

The data and analysis presented in this report are a clear indication of racist trends and patterns 

of racialization, and they illustrate the clearly differential treatment applied by the public forces 

in their repressive actions of social protest in Cali, although the data comes out in the midst of a 

developing investigation and constantly changing situation.  

 

In the context of protests and the use of excessive force, racial profiling based on negative and 

racist stereotypes of young people of African descent sustains acts of violence by law 

enforcement agents, and it is a foundational component of institutional denial of state 

responsibility and impunity. Dangerous social prejudices and discourses are already circulating in 

the media about gang violence and pre-existing urban conflicts, which question the motives and 

actions of the young people in the protests and paint them as delinquents and criminals who 

have been killed in the context of the daily violence of their communities, rather than people 

exercising their right to protest.  

 

This discourse undoubtedly seeks to reduce the deaths associated with the protests while 

simultaneously justifying the deaths of black and marginalized youth. We highlight for example, 

that the first death recorded in Cali since the beginning of the strike occurred on April 28 in the 

Marroquin II neighborhood, where a 22-year-old young woman was murdered in the street, an 

incident that was initially attributed to ESMAD agents (Indepaz 2021), but was later denied by 

Brigadier General who claimed that her death was not related to the protests (Q´hubo, 2021).14  

 

In both the Colombian domestic law15 and international human rights law,16  Afro-descendant 

peoples, communities, and individuals are a recognized group under special protection due to 

the historical and continuous discrimination, racism and violence that they have faced. 

Therefore, it is the duty of the government to take special measures to protect their integrity 

from an ethno-racial, collective, and individual approach. They must also take measures to 

investigate, punish, and prosecute all actions of racism and racial discrimination by state agents 

and institutions.  

 

With this analysis, which we present based on the principles of protection and prevention, we 

hope to alert the State, civil society organizations and the international community, on the 

situation of grave, widespread and systematic human rights violations currently facing the Afro-

descendant communities of Cali, and particularly young people. This is an urgent situation for 

which, if necessary measures are not taken, runs the risk of becoming a genocide.

 
14 https://www.qhubo.com/epaper/cali/viewer.html?publication=Cali&date=04_05_2021#page/6  
15 See the Law 70 of 1993; Order 005 de 2009 of the Constitutional Court; Decretory Ley 4635 de 2011 among 

others.  
16 See the General Recommendation 34 of the 2011 CERD, Durban Action Program of 2001, the Activities of the 

Decade of the People of African Descent A/RES/69/16 (2025-2024), The Human Rights Council (?), the HRC/43 
Resolution of 2020, among others.  

https://www.qhubo.com/epaper/cali/viewer.html?publication=Cali&date=04_05_2021#page/6
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Recommendations 
 
Given the aforementioned, we invite the Colombian state to comply with its constitutional and 

legal obligation, with particular attention to its international commitments. As such, we believe 

it is important to implement the following recommendations:  

 

● Immediately develop institutional instruments and processes to allow for the 

collection of and access to disaggregated information regarding the ethnicity, race, 

age, and gender of victims; 

● Include an accelerated identification process for disappeared persons, and their 

respective ethnicities as part of activation of the urgent mechanism for searching 

for disappeared persons. 

● Ensure due process in the investigation of cases presented by human rights and civil 

society organizations, guaranteeing the rights to truth, justice, reparation and 

guarantees of non-repetition respecting the own laws of ethnic peoples.  

● Guarantee that victims and their families receive psychosocial support from a 

differential and ethnic approach. 

● Demand that the Public Ministry (Ombudsman’s Office) fulfils its responsibilities 

regarding homicides by members of the military and police, as well the orders given 

to the military and police by high-level members of the government. 

● International denunciations of the Colombian state for not complying with its 

responsibilities related to ILO Convention 169 and the International Convention on 

the Elimination of Relation Discrimination (ICERD) 

● Ensure state support for and participation in the implementation of Resolution 

A/HRC/43/L.50 including providing information for the Commission of Enquiry and 

follow-up of the conclusions and recommendations presented in the audience on 

police violence against Afro-descendants in the Americas during the 178th Session 

of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.   

● Publicly recognize the role played by black and marginalised youth, and indigenous 

peoples in the defence of the rights of all people as a means of restorative justice 

for the violence that they suffered in the context of the National Strike. 

• Ensure the participation of young afro-descendant people in the processes of 

dialogue for the end to the crisis and the necessary reforms for law enforcement. 

Their presence is key in the identification of measure for the elimination of these 

patterns of violence and guarantees for non-repetition.  
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