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Cover photo: The outdoor escalators linking up lower and higher parts of the Comuna 13. In a way, 

these escalators are symbolic for the huge challenge the municipality of Medellín faces to reach the 

youth population in neighbourhoods higher up the mountains (photo Jorrit Kamminga). 
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1. Introduction 

 

This report summarizes the conclusions, main findings and learning of the ñPublic Security in 

Medell²n: Building Human Security through Social Transformation of the Youthò project. This 

project was initiated by the University of Valencia in Spain in 2011, and received funding 

from the Gerda Henkel Stiftung in November 2012 under their Special Programme óSecurity, 

Society and the Stateô. Prof. Dr. Carlos Flores Juberías has managed this project and 

coordinated the research on behalf of the University of Valencia. Dr. Jorrit Kamminga has 

acted as the local field research and event coordinator in Medellín, supported by two 

Colombian lead researchers, Carlos Andrés Zapata Cardona and Luz Nely Osorno Ospina. 

 

The project activities undertaken in 2013, the first full project year, were mainly limited to 

developing the field research methodology, exploratory meetings in Colombia and 

administrative requirements related to building a consortium with the municipality of 

Medell²nôs Department of Youth and the University of Antioquiaôs Institute of Political Studies. 

This took a long time, not in the least because between 2012 and the end of the project, the 

municipality of Medellín had three different Secretaries for youth policy.  

 

Especially in November 2012, when Secretary Yomar Andrés Benítez took over (from Yesid 

Henao Salazar) the political leadership of the municipalityôs youth programme, and again in 

October 2013 when Valeria Mejía Echeverría replaced him, the project´s activities were 

necessarily postponed for months. Every time, the successor had new ideas on how best to 

partner with this project and on what the main focus should be. The involvement of the 

Department of Youth was regarded as essential for maximising the projectôs impact, but it 

was also the main reason why the project´s core activities could only take place in 2014. 

 

Once committed however, the municipality of Medellín contributed significantly to this project. 

Financially, the Department of Youth invested around 120 million Colombian pesos (around 

38,000 euro ï almost matching the Gerda Henkel Stiftung grant) through a separate contract 

with the University of Antioquiaôs Institute of Political Studies, which managed to provide a 

boost to the local research capacity and in-depth analysis of the information systems and 

methodological approach. 
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The table below shows the final time table of the projectôs core activities. 

 

Core project activity Dates 

Survey development  January ï February 2014 

Survey implementation March ï May 2014 

Focal group Comuna 3 and 8 8 March 2014 

Focal group Comuna 8 21 March 2014 

Focal group Comuna 3 3 April 2014 

Focal group Comuna 1 8 April 2014 

Seminar Comuna 8 11 September 2014 

Seminar Comuna 1 12 December 2014 

Seminar Comuna 3 13 December 2014 

 

The project was finalised at the end of December 2014. As previous activities and meetings 

were reported on in earlier status reports, the present report, and its support documents, will 

only provide an overview of the outcomes of the core activities undertaken in 2014. 

 

This report is accompanied by three central documents in Spanish that are available on 

request: 

× Full Field Research Report  ï 210 pages (July 2015); 

× Analysis of Information Systems Report ï 94 pages (July 2015); 

× Survey Findings Report ï 144 pages (June 2014). 

 

These documents have so far been kept in Spanish because of a) their considerable length 

and b) because the primary target audience of these documents is the Colombian 

government and specifically the local institutions involved in urban development and the 

situation of Medellín´s youth. 

 

However, given the richness of the data collected and the availability of quite detailed 

findings and area-specific recommendations documented in these three reports, it is 

essential to consider them as part as core parts of the research outputs. The Colombian lead 

researchers involved in the project, Carlos Zapata and Nely Osorno, have done an excellent 

job conducting the research at the local level and facilitating the projectôs focus groups and 

seminars. Subsequently, they both continued to work on a follow up project with the 

Municipality ï a great project outcome in terms of 1) clear commitment of the local authorities 
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to continue the work started under the Gerda Henkel Stiftung-sponsored project and 2) 

sustainability, as the current phase of the project is not supported by international funds. 

 

Box 1: Summary of follow up project in the Comuna 13 (San Javier) 

Building on ï and locally also presented as a follow up to ï the Gerda Henkel Stiftung 

sponsored project, a next phase was started in the Comuna 13 to continue the development 

of a single information system to better track the human security situation of the youth in 

Medellín. From the first project, it used: 1) the combined focus on human security/access to 

rights established; 2) the instrument of the survey and 3) the system of indicators that were 

developed. The survey was further fine-tuned, six additional focus groups were organised 

(one with only women to deepen the understanding of gender-related challenges) and a 

social mapping was conducted using the ARGIS geo-referential software (see the maps in 

the folder of electronic documents provided with this report).  

 

All other project documents (photos, recordings, meeting minutes, PowerPoint presentations, 

etc.) are also available on request. 

 

While (unfortunately) in many ways a óPhDô in Medellín´s city bureaucracy, the project proved 

to be a very rewarding experience. The project´s added value was also increased because of 

a partial shift of focus that had not been foreseen when first planning this project in Valencia. 

Instead of placing the emphasis of the research on the youth itself (and their human security 

conditions and prospects), the project shifted significantly towards the local government as 

the primary entity responsible for the protection and development of the youth. 

 

Some of the most interesting outcomes of this project are all related to a huge gap between 

local governance (the supply side of youth policies, programmes and services) and the youth 

as beneficiaries (the demand side of these policies, programmes and services). Even where 

supply intends to meet demand, this supply (e.g. cultural activities, projects and programmes 

earmarked for the youth) is not demand-driven: It either does not take into account what the 

youth of Medellín need or would like to see or do in their city; or it starts with the ideas and 

initiatives of the youth, but turns these into something else. 

 

ñThe city of Medellín has an offer of and investment in meetings and spaces for the youth, 

such as courses, concerts, exhibitions, theatre and other types of infrastructure that are 

intended for them. However, this population has other interests, dynamics, different channels 

of information and other conditions that are at odds with the direction the current offer is 

taking. There is a big gap between the supply and demand, that is one of the biggest 

challenges we need to address in the youth ecosystems of the future.ò 

Valeria Mejía Echeverría, Secretary for Youth of the municipality of Medellín during the last 

stage of this project (27 November 2014) 
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This structural problem also translates into a challenge of measuring youth programmes and 

policies. The extraordinary number of different information systems and evaluation tools that 

were discovered in this research (253 in total), are all operating in function of the supply side 

(e.g. measuring the attendance of programmes run by the municipality) instead of focusing 

on whether the demand of the city´s youth is met. This research has provided a first step 

towards connecting all these information systems and working towards a single information 

system measuring the human security situation of the youth of Medellín. 

 

The University of Valencia would like to thank the Gerda Henkel Stiftung for its generous 

support. It hopes that there are ways to continue supporting the local partner organizations 

involved after this initial, but very important, first piece of research. Despite the challenges 

involved, this research has directly contributed to increasing the political will of the current 

Secretary of Youth, Valeria Mejía Echeverría, to work towards a single information 

instrument that can connect all the different information systems that at present measure 

parts of the conditions and protection mechanisms of youth in Medellín. As mentioned above, 

the follow up research, that will build on the findings summarized in this document, has 

already been set in motion and will hopefully provide the next steps towards this single 

information system. 

 

ñLa fundaci·n es alemana. No s® como pronunciar el nombre, es algo como Gartaé 

Gardaéò [The foundation is German. I donôt know how to pronounce its name, it is 

something like Gartaé Gardaé]. 

Carlos Zapata, lead researcher, seminar of the Comuna 3 (13 December 2014) 

  

The neighbourhood of Carambolas 

 

The neighbourhood of Carambolas 
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2. Research findings 

2.1 Research background 

 

This proposal fell within the Gerda Henkel Stiftungôs óPublic Administration and Human 

Securityô research field of the Special Programme Security, Society and the State. It started 

from the idea that the municipal government in Medellín was faced with a daunting task of 

providing sufficient meaningful social and cultural activities for the youth in order to match the 

cityôs advances in urban development. The projectôs assumption was that the cityôs 

administration is only able to boost the youthôs human security if it manages to combine 

prospects of a better physical city (through urban development and transformation) with 

prospects of a better life for the youth within the urban territory (through effective social and 

cultural development). 

 

The latter includes providing alternatives to what young gangs, drug trafficking factions and 

other illegal armed groups have to offer for the youth population of Medellín. The local 

governments needs to offer both a convincing alternative or counter-narrative as well as 

concrete and convincing social, educational and cultural programmes. The research has 

aimed to deconstruct the notion of human security in useful elements that together give a 

good overview of the current situation of the youth in some of the more disadvantaged areas 

of the city. Afterwards, it has intended to put these individual parts back together again and 

come up with a modest, but solid first step towards better public policies (and better ways to 

measure their impact) that target or otherwise affect the Medell²nôs youth population. 

 

The research project focused specifically on twelve, relatively disadvantaged, 

neighbourhoods, divided over three comunas1, Comuna 1 (Popular), Comuna 2 (Manrique) 

and the Comuna 3 (Villa Hermosa), that are located on the north-eastern periphery of 

Medellín. The following map shows the project area (the black rectangle). The green parts on 

the right of the project area are the mountainous rural areas of Medellín. This shows that 

substantial parts of the neighbourhoods included in this research are also situated on the 

higher, more isolated (or at least less accessible) parts of the city. 

 

                                                      
1
 The city of Medellín is divided into six zones, which are subdivided into 16 so-called comunas. These 

large comunas are subsequently again divided into neighbourhoods. The Comunas 1, 3 and 8 
respectively consist of 11, 15 and 18 neighbourhoods. 
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Medellín´s 16 comunas (in bright colours) and 5 corregimientos (rural areas; in green) 

 

Santo Domingo Savio No. 

2 
La Avanzada 

Esperanza No. 2 

Carpinelo 

Maria Cano Carambolas 

Bello Oriente 

La Cruz 

La Honda 

COMUNA 1: POPULAR 

COMUNA 3: MANRIQUE 

Llanaditas 

13 de Noviembre 

Villa Liliam  

La Sierra 

COMUNA 8: VILLA HERMOSA 
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2.2 General project outcomes 

This section contains the general project outcomes. Where relevant, direct quotes are used 

from the focus group meetings (in purple) or from the seminars (in blue). The first outcome of 

this project is immediately the most important one in terms of continuity and sustainability. 

Through the project, the University of Valencia, has managed to establish a consortium of, 

especially local partners: the Department of Youth of the municipality of Medellín, the 

Institute of Political Studies of the University of Antioquia, the International Cooperation 

Agency of Medellín (ACI) and the surveying company Consenso S.A. In addition, the support 

of ICOS (the former employer of the projectôs field research coordinator) in terms of assisting 

the development of the survey and preparations for the focus groups and seminars was very 

important. 

 

Establishing this consortium has almost been a project in itself, given the large number of 

meetings that this effort has required, but it has resulted in a very successful collaboration, 

not in the least because the municipality of Medellín and the Institute of Political Studies have 

agreed to continue this project. A follow up research project was started in the Comuna 13 of 

Medellín, which aims to take the findings of the Gerda Henkel Stiftung-sponsored project 

further. 

 

In methodological terms, the research has been successful in establishing an interesting 

combination of two complementary approaches: First, a human rights approach that offers a 

legal framework for the protection of youth in Medellín; and second, a human security 

approach that offers an instrument for the planning and implementation of public policies, 

and as such an instrument for analysis of policies centred on the youth. While the University 

of Valencia started this project focusing on human security, the local partners, including the 

municipality of Medellín and the University of Antioquia, had so far only worked with a right-

based approach. A first result of the project, therefore, was the successful synthesis of both 

approaches which effectively translated each category of human security (e.g. political 

security, food security, economic security, etc.) into a set of concrete rights that the youth 

need access to. 

ñI think it is very important that this research tries to deconstruct the idea of security. That has 

been very difficult. Normally it is all about the police or about the youth themselves being 

dangerous. I think young people need to know that security has a lot to do with the 

development of the youth in all its dimensions.ò 

Young women, seminar of the Comuna 1 (12 December 2014) 
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Taking this synergy as a starting point, the research subsequently established a matrix of 

indicators that formed the analytical basis for the survey that was implemented in 12 

neighbourhoods of Medellín, as well as for the research into the current information systems 

covering the situation of youth in the city. The matrix of indicators is an additional output of 

this project, that can be used to monitor and measure the effective enjoyment of rights by the 

youth of Medellín in the various categories of human security. 

 

The implementation of the survey, a key component of this project, proved to be difficult, 

especially in neighbourhoods of the Comuna 8, Villa Hermosa, where there were 

considerable security problems at the time of implementation. A general problem was the 

use of the word ósecurityô in the survey. While testing the survey, some questions needed to 

be taken out or rephrased and there was a debate about whether T-shirts for the interviewers 

(provided by the municipality and, in the end, used in the territory) would actually decrease or 

increase the risk while working in these neighbourhoods. There was also severe tension in 

some areas, such as the neighbourhood of La Sierra (Comuna 8) because of the presence 

and activities of armed groups, which meant that the survey team needed to be accompanied 

by community leaders in order for them to do their job. In some neighbourhoods, the survey 

team could only consist of women, in others it could only operate at certain hours and in 

specific areas given the existence of the so-called ófronteras invisiblesô, the invisible borders 

that separate neighbourhoods into areas controlled by different gangs and armed groups.  

 

In themselves, these challenges already show how conditions of personal insecurity affect 

the youth living in these neighbourhoods in a significant way, intimidated by the control and 

permanent presence of illegal armed groups close to their houses. The omnipresent threat of 

A field researcher in the sector of óChocositoô, neighbourhood of Villa Liliam 
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insecurity was one of the main reasons why the dimensions of personal security and 

community security had to be tackled more in the focus groups and seminars rather than in 

the survey. Examples of questions that were taken out of the survey for security reasons, 

involved the presence of combos (gangs), the consumption of drugs and alcohol, as well as 

the issue of human trafficking. 

 

Traditionally, the focus of youth policies in Medellín has considered youth as a particular 

group versus other groups (e.g. the adult population). As such, there has not really been a 

differential focus on sub-groups within the youth population, such as a focus on gender. This 

research has attempted to establish such a focus. Instead of treating gender as an óeightô 

dimensions of human security (an approach taken by Medell²nôs Human Security 

Observatory), the research has attempted to treat gender as a cross-cutting issue in the 

analysis of the various dimensions. As such, it was possible to find differences and gaps in 

the access and enjoyment of certain rights between young men and women. It is clear from 

the research that the situation of women is much more complex and challenging in terms of 

the exercise of their rights. There is a wide gap between men and women in terms of, for 

example, the right to work, access to social security, a decent income, and the level of 

discrimination. 

 

 

  
Implementing the survey in the neighbourhood of 13 de Noviembre 
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2.3 Specific project outcomes 

This section contains the specific project outcomes. 

× In the existing information systems, there is no information available on the youth at 

the level of neighbourhoods; only at the broader comuna level. This produces highly 

distorted and aggregated data, for example, because of the huge differences 

between higher (generally more problematic and isolated) and lower parts of the 

comuna (generally more integrated and better connected to the rest of the city); 

ñWhen we are meeting with the municipality, they say that the youth development indices are 

improving in the Comuna 3. But that picture is highly distorted. You cannot equate 

developments in the overall Comuna of Manrique with developments in these peripheral 

neighbourhoods. That is why one of our recommendations to the municipality is to start 

measuring youth development at the level of the neighbourhoods.ò 

Luz Nely Osorno Ospina, lead research, seminar of the Comuna 3 (13 December 2014) 

× The ranges of age groups vary significantly from one information system to the next, 

which means they cannot be compared or cross-referenced; 

× While gender is included in studies; and mainstreaming gender is part of the 

Municipality´s strategy, there seems to be very little implementation of this; 

ñI think the gender focus is key. But it should not only be about women. When you look, for 

example, at who should take care of the household, it is also the responsibility of the 

husband and children. Such a broader gender focus can really help to mitigate some of the 

problems that stem from the patriarchal culture in our neighbourhoods.ò 

Young man, seminar of the Comuna 3 (13 December 2014) 

 
The neighbourhood of La Avanzada with the centre of Medellín in the background 

 


