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Abstract: Governments throughout the world employ rights-based policy frames to motivate 
policy reforms.  While previous literature demonstrates the importance of policy frames, there is 
less attention to the distinct resources and limitations conferred by frames built on human rights 
ideas.  What impact do human rights frames have on the policy process?  I argue that rights-
based policy frames can generate new resources and institutional opportunities that restructure 
political battles over public policy.  These resources and institutional opportunities can both 
initially legitimate state interventions that violate rights, while also creating openings for civil 
society groups and political opponents to advance accountability for abuses committed by the 
state.  I develop this argument by analyzing a militarized security intervention in Bogotá, 
Colombia, which the government framed as necessary to stop the commercial sexual exploitation 
of children—yet which yielded new rights violations.  This paper reveals the ways that human 
rights discourses can have material consequences in battles over urban-security reform. 
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***IMPORTANT NOTE TO READERS*** 
 
This paper was prepared using Annotation for Transparent Inquiry (ATI).  ATI is a tool to share 
additional evidence, context, discussion of the data collection/generation process, and 
elaboration on analytic claims using annotations.  In this draft of the paper, you will see a 
number of hyperlinks throughout where I have chosen to provide more info to the reader.  Some 
of these links bring you directly to extended interview quotes—in the original Spanish, and then 
translated into English.  Other links provide examples of tweets, maps, and statements made to 
the press or during Congressional hearings.  Other links offer more context about how the Bronx 
worked and the types of violence experienced there, or human rights violations that occurred 
during and after the 2016 intervention, based on ethnographic research conducted by other 
scholars.  Still other links offer additional evidence or caveats that cannot fit in the body of the 
text.  My hope is that these annotations bring to life the complexity that was the Bronx, and a 
richer understanding of the intervention that can balance out the flattening that often happens 
when we try to condense complex social phenomena into 10,000-word social science papers.   
 
For more on ATI, see: https://qdr.syr.edu/ati 
 
How should you read this paper?  There are two options.  First, you could just read it without 
clicking on any links, as you would a typical political science paper.  The paper should stand 
alone without the annotations.  Second, you can read it while clicking on some (or all!) the 
annotations.  To do so, simply click on the hyperlink that you see, which will take you to the 
relevant section at the bottom of the paper.  A few of the annotations will link you to PDFs and 
an excel sheet that can only be accessed if you are connected to the internet, but these are a small 
minority and are less essential.  To go back to the text after checking out the annotation, hit 
command+LeftArrow.  (When the article is published, the annotations will show up as pop-ups 
on the side which will make it easier to follow.)  
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The primary objective of this operation was to reestablish rights, especially for children and 

adolescents, and for homeless people. 1 

 - Bogotá Subsecretary of Security Daniel Mejía, June 8, 2016 

 

 

Throughout the Global South, human rights discourses have proliferated in diverse policy areas.  

Governments deploy rights ideas in sectors spanning health and social assistance,2 the 

environment,3 and urban planning.4 In some contexts, the spread of rights-based policy frames 

reflects a deep-seated concern with the precepts of human rights.  Yet in other instances, 

governments adopt rights frames to repackage existing policy initiatives on more politically 

palatable grounds.5  State actors deploy human rights frames to mobilize public support behind 

an otherwise-unpopular policy reform,6 and to discredit opponents as morally bankrupt.7  What 

impact do rights-based policy frames have on the policy process?  Can rights frames make it 

easier for governments to adopt and implement policies that violate rights?  And does the use of 

rights frames hinder or help the efforts of advocates that seek accountability for rights violations 

committed by the state?  

I argue that governments’ adoption of rights-based policy frames changes more than just 

language: rights frames can generate new resources and institutional opportunities that 

restructure political battles over public policy.  Framing a policy initiative on human rights 

grounds can bolster the moral authority of the government, and create openings for swift action, 

given the state’s obligations as a duty-bearer.  Yet by adopting rights frames, governments 

acknowledge the primacy of human rights standards, yielding political openings and 

strengthening the capacity of human rights defenders to demand accountability for state violence. 
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I develop this argument by analyzing the deployment of human rights frames in an 

unexpected policy area: urban security and policing.  I investigate a militarized security 

intervention to eliminate a skid-row zone known as “the Bronx” in downtown Bogotá, which 

was the city’s epicenter of organized crime, open-air drug sales and consumption, and 

homelessness.  In, 2016, over 2500 police officers and soldiers swarmed the 3-square block 

radius of the Bronx with the aim of eliminating these vices by permanently shutting down the 

zone.  Despite its highly militaristic nature, Bogotá mayor Enrique Peñalosa framed the 

intervention as an effort to advance human rights, not just to fight crime.  According to this 

rights frame, the criminal organizations in the Bronx had enslaved under-aged girls through 

commercial sexual exploitation and trafficking,8 thereby violating their human rights.  The state 

emphasized its obligations as a duty-bearer to use military force to liberate these victims from 

rights abuses.  Painting the Bronx as a site of grave rights violations enabled the government to 

build support for the militarized intervention, and to silence potential critics.  Yet in the 

aftermath of the intervention, the government’s initial use of a rights frame generated new 

resources and institutional opportunities for political opponents and civil society groups to 

demand accountability for rights violations committed by state security forces.  

This paper contributes to the literatures on the politics of human rights ideas, social 

accountability, and urban security.  First, I add to a growing literature that analyzes how human 

rights ideas can be leveraged strategically as a weapon.9  Other scholars explore government’s 

adoption of rights-based policy frames for strategic purposes, including justifying forced 

sterilization,10 promoting foreign wars to advance the rights of girls and women,11 and advancing 

militarization to protect innocent civilians during civil wars.12  I contribute to this literature by 

showing that while rights frames can be used by the state to advance interventions that violate 
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rights, they can also engender new possibilities for accountability and remediation for rights 

violations committed by the state.  

Second, I highlight the importance of ideas in accountability processes.  Existing 

scholarship on social accountability shows that civil society can play a key role in demanding 

answerability and sanctions for rights violations, particularly in contexts of weak state capacity.13  

Scholars have highlighted the role of networks,14 material and organizational resources,15 and 

institutional opportunities for citizen participation16 in explaining the conditions needed for 

effective social accountability.  Yet, there has been less attention to the role of ideas in social-

accountability processes.  This paper reveals how the ideational features of human rights 

discourses can transform the political terrain of social accountability. 

Third, this paper adds to the literature on policing in the Global South by shining a light 

on how human rights ideas can serve as a political resource in urban security policy.  Prior 

scholarship explores the political dynamics that impede or enable police reforms, highlighting 

the role of interest groups,17 incentives of blame avoidance,18  and institutional roadblocks.19   

However, this literature overlooks the ways that human rights ideas may advance militarization.  

I argue that rights frames can place militarized security interventions on the agenda, produce 

resources for both the government and opponents in battles over security policy, and open up 

new institutional channels for contestation over policing.  

The next section lays out the theoretical argument, explaining how rights frames create 

institutional opportunities and resources that enable policy changes and advance accountability.  

Second, I review the study’s methodology.  Third, I provide an overview of the Bronx of Bogotá 

and the 2016 intervention.  Fourth, I analyze how the government framed the Bronx as a site of 

children’s rights violations, which created institutional openings and moral resources for 
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militarized intervention.  The following section demonstrates how the government’s rights frame 

yielded institutional opportunities and resources for opponents to hold the government 

accountable for rights abuses committed during intervention.  Finally, I review the study’s 

contributions and areas for future research.   

 

THEORIZING THE IMPACTS OF RIGHTS FRAMES IN URBAN SECURITY 

Human rights frames are grounded in the ideas of the fundamental, inalienable rights of 

individuals, and the obligations of states as duty-bearers to protect those rights.  This section 

conceptualizes rights-based frames in the field of urban security.  I then explain how rights 

frames can generate institutional openings and discursive resources that make it easier to 

implement interventions that violate human rights, while also empowering political actors who 

demand accountability for rights violations committed by the state.  

Human Rights Frames in Militarized Urban-Security Interventions 

Policy framing20 is the process of “(a) highlighting certain features of the situation, (b) 

ignoring or selecting out other features, and (c) binding the highlighted features together into a 

coherent and comprehensible pattern.”21  Policy frames identify a problem, diagnose the 

problem’s roots, and develop solutions to resolve it.22  Given that actors develop frames 

strategically, the same policy intervention might be framed differently.  Actors can draw on 

human rights ideas to frame virtually any policy intervention—including interventions that 

deploy state violence against marginalized groups.23   

State actors can frame militarized urban-security interventions in a variety of ways.  One 

common frame is the tough-on-crime frame, which emphasizes the need to use extreme force in 

dismantling criminal organizations that threaten the city.24  Under this frame, protecting the 
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public and defeating criminals requires the sacrifice of civil liberties and other rights.  The tough-

on-crime frame presents police violence against marginalized people as inevitable collateral 

damage in a righteous war against criminals.25  The tough-on-crime frame criticizes universal 

protections of human rights, including civil liberties and procedural rights, as protecting violent 

criminals at the expense of law-abiding citizens and police officers.26   

In contrast, a human rights frame motivates a security intervention to protect the rights of 

marginalized citizens who are victimized by criminal organizations.  Like the tough-on-crime 

frame, the human rights frame points to the negative effects of violence by criminal 

organizations and illicit economies.  However, the rights frame emphasizes the harms of these 

activities to marginalized groups, rather than the damages for “good citizens” or the public as a 

whole.27  According to a rights frame, the state has an obligation to halt human rights violations 

of marginalized groups committed by criminal actors.28  The rights frame in urban security 

mirrors the rights frames to motivate international military interventions—for example, 

promoting U.S. military involvement in Afghanistan as liberating women and girls from the 

Taliban,29 or justifying military action in Uganda as protecting civilians from the L.R.A.,30 yet 

motivates the use of force at a city level.  

How Human Rights Frames Generate Institutional Openings and Resources 

Two features of human rights frames shape their potential impact on the policy process: 

they activate institutional openings based on the state’s obligations as a duty-bearer, and they 

confer discursive resources due to the moral content of human rights.  Because of these features, 

rights frames can enable governments to implement otherwise unpopular urban-security 

interventions.  Yet in the aftermath of a militarized intervention, opponents in the state or civil 
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society also can harness these institutional openings and discursive resources to hold the 

government accountable for rights violations committed by state security forces. 

First, human rights frames create institutional openings based on the state’s obligations as 

a duty-bearer.  Human rights serve as “a standard of assessment and criticism for domestic 

institutions, a standard of aspiration for their reform, and increasingly a standard of 

evaluation”.31  A rights frame motivates policy change by asserting the primacy of individuals’ 

fundamental and inalienable rights, rather than the benefit of the collective.  Rights frames 

emphasize the state’s non-negotiable obligation to protect these rights, given its obligations 

under international and national laws.32  A human rights frame thus sets a low bar to justify state 

intervention: the government only needs to argue that the intervention will stop the violation of 

at least one individual’s rights.   

In the aftermath of a militarized intervention, rights frames also engender openings to 

critique state performance in protecting those rights.  As a point of contrast, a tough-on-crime 

frame motivates intervention to protect the collective well-being of the city from criminals, and 

makes no promises prioritize the rights of marginalized groups. A rights frame, however, claims 

that the ends do not justify the means. Comparatively, then, it is easier for civil society and 

political opponents to criticize a militarized intervention that the government has framed on 

rights grounds, because they only need to document that the intervention yielded rights 

violations.  A militarized security intervention framed by the government on rights grounds is 

particularly vulnerable to the problem of poor empirical credibility, which occurs when there is a 

mismatch between the ideas behind the frame and events in the real world.33  Militarized security 

interventions yield human rights violations, because they rely on coercion and violence by state 

security forces—thus opening new lines of denunciation. 
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Moreover, human rights frames can aid in activating mechanisms for horizontal-

accountability oversight to assess the state’s performance in protecting rights.  Justifying a 

security intervention in human rights terms signals that the legislature, state oversight bodies, 

and/or the judiciary must evaluate the intervention’s impact according to a human rights 

standard, given the charge of these bodies to protect the fundamental rights of citizens.  In 

contrast, a tough-on-crime frame would make it easier for the government to reject oversight by 

other state agencies by invoking a state of siege, justifying rights violations committed during an 

intervention as the necessary costs involved in combatting an urgent security crisis.   

Second, human rights ideas serve as a “moral touchstone”,34 leveraging discursive 

resources that the government can use to demand swift action.  The principled nature of human 

rights takes them out of the world of regular politics and into the realm of moral imperatives.35  

Invoking human rights abuses allows governments to forestall “normal” political processes of 

debate and compromise.36  Governments can use human rights frames as rallying cries to 

mobilize supporters and potential sympathizers on these grounds of moral superiority.37  These 

discursive resources enable governments to put the security intervention on the political agenda, 

presenting it as a non-negotiable moral imperative that is above the traditional political debate.  

Moreover, rights frames can turn a proposed intervention into a valence issue that is difficult for 

opponents to contest, lest they appear to support human rights abuses. 

By accepting the moral authority of human rights, governments strengthen the value of 

rights discourses—which can later be harnessed by critics of the intervention.  In other contexts, 

governments have rejected human rights as foreign, naïve, or dangerous ideas that stand in 

opposition to the public interest.38  Yet by framing a security intervention on as protecting the 

rights of marginalized groups, a government limits its ability to later reject the inherent value of 
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human rights.  With the standard of human rights accepted, critics can employ rights criteria to 

challenge the government’s record.  The result is the government’s acceptance of the broad 

paradigm of human rights, shifting debates to lower-level disagreements over how to protect the 

human rights of marginalized groups.  Strengthening the power of rights discourses can further 

grant human rights defendeers enhanced visibility and legitimacy among the media, access to 

powerful allies in the state, and new sources of material resources from donors. 

In sum, human rights frames enable governments to implement militarized security 

interventions under the guise of protecting marginalized groups.  Yet when governments adopt 

rights frames, opponents can also leverage the powerful features of human rights ideas to 

demand answerability and remediation for rights violations.  Table 1 maps how these features of 

human rights frames both enable militarized intervention, while spurring accountability for rights 

violations commited by the state.   

Table 1: The Impact of Rights Frames: Institutional Openings and Resources  

 BEFORE INTERVENTION AFTER INTERVENTION 

Who 

Leverages 

Rights 

Frame? 

-Government: to build support for 

militarized intervention 

-Political opponents and civil society: to 

demand accountability for state violations 

of human rights 

Institutional 

Openings 

-Establishes standard of evaluation: are 

rights abuses happening that the state 

must stop through intervention?  

 

-Establishes standard of evaluation: did 

state commit rights abuses through 

intervention?  
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-Suspends “normal” politics of debate 

and consultation due to state obligations 

as duty bearer 

-Triggers obligation to investigate, demand 

redress for rights violations committed by 

state 

Resources -Moral authority of human rights ideas 

used to justify militarized intervention 

 

-Moral authority of human rights ideas used 

to criticize militarized intervention  

 

-Rights defenders in civil society gain 

greater media visibility, access to new allies 

within the state, new material resources  

 

METHODOLOGY  

This paper analyzes the impact of human rights frames through the lens of militarized urban-

security interventions in skid-row zones.  Skid-row zones are characterized by the confluence of 

social marginality, organized crime and insecurity, and decay of the urban physical 

environment.39  Skid-row zones exist in cities throughout the world, including the original Skid 

Row in Los Angeles, the Tenderloin in San Francisco, Zona Norte and El Bordo in Tijuana, and 

Cracolândia in São Paulo.40  These zones typically are sites of open-air drug markets and drug 

consumption. The Bronx of Bogotá is an extreme case, both in terms of the size of the militarized 

intervention in 2016, as well as in the use of rights language.  Extreme cases are useful in theory 

building because they allow the research “define concepts by their extremes, or their ideal 

types”,41 enabling the identification of causal mechanisms.  In the case of the Bronx of Bogotá, 

the sharp contrast between the rights frame and the resultant violation of human rights helps 

delineate the impact of the rights frame in a seemingly unlikely case.   
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 Two features of the Bogotá case signal the necessary scope conditions under which this 

argument applies.  First, rights frames can only leverage institutional opportunities in a country 

with an institutionalized rights regime that lays out institutional tools, arenas, and responsibilities 

for state agents as duty bearers.  Without the prior construction of this legal and institutional 

framework, a rights frame would not trigger formal institutional obligations.  Colombia meets 

this first criterion, with its rights-based 1991 Constitution and well-established jurisprudence that 

elaborates citizen rights and state duties to protect those rights.  Second, in order for a rights 

frame to yield discursive resources, human rights ideas must be widely recognized by the public 

and imbued with moral weight before the rights frame is deployed.  If human rights are 

unfamiliar to the public or are seen as illegitimate by a majority, then a rights frame will fail to 

mobilize discursive resources in policy battles.  While human rights frames are new in the field 

of urban security in Colombia, human rights discourses have proliferated in other areas—

particularly in discussions of conflict with guerrilla groups and paramilitaries, but also in health, 

education, and housing.  In Bogotá, the combination of an institutionalized human rights regime 

and the proliferation of human rights ideas created conditions for rights frames in urban security 

to both activate institutional opportunities and leverage discursive resources in the policy 

process.    

To assess the impact of rights frames, I use process tracing, which is ideal for identifying 

and evaluating causal mechanisms via causal-process observations.42  Process tracing 

emphasizes the need to identify evidence for causal mechanisms, interrogate alternative 

explanations, and employ counterfactual analysis, making it particularly useful when studying 

the causal impact of ideational processes.43  I leverage qualitative sources to trace the 

mechanisms by which rights frames help governments to set policy agendas and implement 
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interventions, and then to help opponents hold governments accountable for rights violations that 

occur through interventions. 

This paper draws on a range of textual and interview sources to evaluate the origins and 

impact of rights frames in the Bronx of Bogotá.  I examine policy documents and state responses 

to freedom-of-information requests.  Through these documents, I trace the emergence of rights 

discourses used by state officials to frame the Bronx intervention.  I also analyze the construction 

of a rights frame in the media through an original news database, which consists of 615 news 

articles mentioning the Bronx of Bogotá in Colombia’s three top periodicals, El Tiempo, El 

Espectador, and Semana, published between 2004-2017.  Scholars have shown that the media 

plays a crucial role in developing and disseminating new policy.44  Even when the media is not 

directly controlled by the state, the media often gives primacy to statements by state actors.45  

Policy frames communicated through the media establish the “common knowledge” about the 

roots of a policy problem and define appropriate policy solutions, and thus can shape public 

opinion and policy preferences.46  To assess the causal impact of the rights frame, I combine 

these textual sources with semi-structured interviews with 46 politicians, bureaucrats, civil-

society organizations, and private-sector groups conducted in 2017, 2018, and 2019.  For more 

information on data sources, see the Methods Appendix.   

This paper was prepared using Annotation for Transparent Inquiry (ATI), a tool to 

enhance qualitative data transparency and offer deeper insights into the logic of interpretation 

and causal analysis.47  Annotations provide opportunities to share data sources, context, 

discussion of the data collection/generation process, and elaboration on analytic claims using 

annotations, which appear in the online version of this article.  I use annotations to share 

additional evidence referenced in the text, such as extended interview quotes, tweets, and 
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excerpts from state documents.  Other annotations offer more context about how the Bronx of 

Bogotá operated, human rights violations that stemmed from the 2016 security intervention, and 

insights from ethnographic fieldwork.  My hope is that these annotations bring to life the 

complexity that was the Bronx of Bogotá, and clarify how I employ qualitative data to make 

causal claims.  

 

RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AND MILITARIZED INTERVENTION IN THE BRONX OF 

BOGOTÁ 

The Bronx: Violence and Marginalized Groups in Downtown Bogotá 

Prior to the 2016 intervention, the Bronx was Bogotá’s most populous and most violent 

zone for drug sales and consumption,48 despite being just blocks away from Congress, the 

presidential palace, and Bogotá City Hall.  Criminal organizations ran markets for prostitution 

and drug sales for consumption within the Bronx, including marijuana, cocaine, and bazuco (a 

coca-paste derivative similar to crack).  Criminal groups contracted social control out to a group 

known as the sayayines, infamous for their use of murder and other forms of violence to assert 

domination over both territory and people inside the Bronx.  The zone was incredibly dangerous, 

marked by astronomical rates of homicide.49  It was a place where dead bodies were dumped, 

mixed in with trash.50  The Bronx was a particularly dangerous place for children and 

adolescents.  Some runaway youth made the Bronx a makeshift home, while other teenagers 

visited the Bronx to party and to use drugs.  An unknown number of these minors became 

entangled in networks of commercial sexual exploitation, selling sex in exchange for money 

and/or drugs.   
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The Bronx also was the epicenter of homelessness within Bogotá.  According to a 2011 

study, approximately 2000 people experiencing homelessness lived in the three blocks of the 

Bronx—1/5 of Bogotá’s homeless population; the zone had the greatest density of homelessness 

in the city.51  Many—though not all—of the unhoused people living in the Bronx used drugs. 

The 2016 Intervention to Eliminate the Bronx 

The Bronx was eliminated through an intervention that unfolded at 4:00 AM on May 28, 

2016, with over 2500 police officers and soldiers swarming the three square blocks of the Bronx, 

using a “shock and awe” strategy to seize the territory.  20 individuals—mostly low-level 

henchmen—were captured for criminal activity connected to the drug trade.52   

Security forces forcibly removed all people from the zone.  1852 homeless people were 

forced onto buses and sent to shelters to receive services from social policy agencies.53  The 

police and ICBF—the national child-protection agency—removed 117 minors from the Bronx 

during the intervention.54  ICBF noted that all adolescents they picked up from the Bronx had 

been using drugs at parties.  It remains unclear how many, if any, of these minors had been 

sexually exploited.55  Homeless individuals, sex workers, and other residents were not allowed to 

return to the Bronx after the security operation ended, given the aim of dismantling the Bronx as 

a site for drug consumption and prostitution. 

While the government presented the militarized intervention as non-violent, those present 

disputed the state’s claim that the intervention was peaceful.  The Human Rights Ombudsman 

registered 25 human rights violations committed by state actors during the raid, including 

allegations that security forces beat and tasered people, and stripped them of their belongings and 

cash.56  Homeless citizens described the use of violence—including beatings, tear gas, and 

dragging people away by their hair—to remove them from the Bronx.57  One bureaucrat who 
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attended to homeless residents on the morning of the intervention confirmed that security forces 

had “pressured” them with teargas.58 

Rights Violations in the Aftermath of the Intervention 

In the weeks after the 2016 intervention, state security forces maintained a significant 

presence in the Bronx, with roughly 300 officers present at all times to prevent drug gangs and 

homeless people from returning.59  Former occupants of the Bronx moved into surrounding 

zones in the city center, triggering violent skirmishes between criminal organizations over turf.60  

Merchants in neighboring parts of downtown Bogotá grew outraged as homeless people and drug 

users relocated in front of their shops, and mounted intense pressure on the government to 

remove them.61   

Responding to these pressures, the police pushed unhoused citizens into a canal further 

west in the city center and used violent force to contain them there, including tear gas; physical 

assault through beatings with sticks, rubber bullets, and rocks; and threats of murder and sexual 

assault.62  Homeless citizens who escaped were sent to holding cells without being formally 

charged, violating their civil liberties.63  One person died after allegedly being beaten by a police 

officer.  Another was hit by a car when trying to escape the canal, while a third drowned in the 

canal during heavy rains.  Dozens of other homeless people disappeared—some of whom are 

presumed dead.64  In sum, the aftermath of the Bronx intervention yielded serious violations of 

human rights for displaced homeless citizens.  

 

LEGITIMIZING MILITARIZED INTERVENTION THROUGH A RIGHTS FRAME 

How did the government build support to implement this militarized intervention?  The 

construction and deployment of a human rights framed enabled the center-right government of 
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Mayor Enrique Peñalosa to put a security intervention on the political agenda, build public 

support for the intervention, and silence potential critics.  First, the rights frame opened up new 

institutional openings for intervention by invoking the state’s non-negotiable obligations as a 

duty bearer to protect rights, signaling that Peñalosa’s government must act swiftly and with little 

oversight to halt human rights violations.  Second, a rights frame draws on discursive resources 

generated by the moral authority of human rights ideas.  By highlighting the horrors of sexual 

slavery and framing intervention as protecting vulnerable children, Peñalosa’s government 

limited the ability of its opponents to criticize calls for intervention, lest they appear to condone 

sexual and physical violence against children. 

The Need for a Powerful Rights Frame 

Putting an end to the Bronx was top priority for Peñalosa from the start of his mayoral 

administration in January 2016.  Yet Peñalosa encountered political liabilities that made 

intervention a tough sell, creating the need for a powerful frame to rally support for the project.  

First, Peñalosa’s first term as Bogotá’s mayor (1998-2000) raised questions about the 

effectiveness of interventions to recuperate territory from organized crime.  During his first term 

in office, Peñalosa led a series of security interventions in another Bronx-like zone in known as 

El Cartucho.  These interventions displaced 12,000 people,65 dispersing homeless people and 

drug users to new parts of the city—and resulting in the emergence of the Bronx.  Middle-class 

residents objected sharply to the arrival of homeless individuals, drug users, and other poor 

people into their neighborhoods.66  Many Bogotanos were wary of repeating the model of El 

Cartucho, creating potential resistance to an intervention in the Bronx.   

Second, Peñalosa entered office in a politically weak position.  He was elected with only 

33% of the vote, giving him a narrow mandate.67  Moreover, Peñalosa’s close ties with business 



 16 

groups and reputation for prioritizing economic development over social issues created a 

common assumption that the Bronx intervention would only benefit his supporters in the 

business community.68  A rights framing would sidestep criticisms that Peñalosa only sought to 

intervene in the Bronx to pursue economic redevelopment that would favor the rich. 

Moreover, the legal, institutional, and discursive power of human rights ideas had gained 

strength since Peñalosa was last in office in the late 1990s, making a rights frame appealing.  

Throughout the 2000s, the Constitutional Court issued a number of rulings that fleshed out the 

jurisprudence supporting human rights in Colombia, based on the principles established in the 

1991 Constitution.69  This jurisprudence elaborated the rights of citizens and detailed the 

obligations of state actors in the executive, legislative, and judicial branches to ensure the 

protection of human rights.  Human rights ideas proliferated in political debates due to the 

influence of these Constitutional Court rulings,70 making rights discourses a more powerful tool 

to be accessed in debates about urban security.  Human rights ideas were further developed in 

Colombia due to activism by human rights NGOs mobilized around the country’s decades-long 

civil war.71  In turn, the military and other state agencies justified their actions using the language 

of human rights.  In an interview, Alírio Uribe, a former politician and constitutional rights 

lawyer, explained the proliferation of rights language during the 2000s:  

The human rights discourse became widespread, right? Even the military put their 

officers to study in human rights schools… the first specialization in human rights 

opens at ESAP [Escuela Superior de Administración Pública--Superior School of 

Public Administration], and the military begins to show up, public officials too, 

right? And later, that model is replicated in various universities throughout the 

nation.  It’s like a wave of rights discourses. 
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The institutionalization of human rights frameworks and spread of rights discourses made 2016 a 

very different political context for Peñalosa than the late 1990s had been, one in which rights 

ideas could be harnessed in new ways to advance old urban security projects.72  

The Emergence of the Rights Frame of the Bronx 

The Peñalosa government began constructing the rights frame of the Bronx in early 2016.  

Peñalosa presented the Bronx as an existential threat to the city on human-rights grounds, and 

called for a militarized intervention to eliminate the zone.  The government advanced the 

narrative that criminal organizations were luring adolescent girls into the Bronx, getting them 

addicted to drugs to groom them, and then ensnaring them in sexual slavery.73  The Peñalosa 

government and journalists worked together to “raise awareness” about commercial sexual 

exploitation of children and other threats facing minors in the Bronx through media coverage.74 

The government’s rights frame fused the objective of protecting the rights of vulnerable 

groups with that of combatting criminal organizations.  Both objectives required a militarized 

intervention to seize the Bronx, as Sebastián Pavía, Bogotá’s Director of Security, explained in 

an interview: defeating criminal networks depended on cutting off their ability to make profit 

through drug sales and the sex trade, while protecting the rights of children required shutting 

down these zones of sexual exploitation.75   

Table 2 demonstrates the dramatic shift from a tough-on-crime frame to one of children’s 

rights in the media from 2015 to 2016.  Prior to 2016, most media accounts of the Bronx focused 

on how criminal mafias dominated the zone for illicit economies.  For example, an article from 

2014 explained that a recent raid was needed “to ensure that the [criminal] organizations that sell 

[drugs] do not resettle in the area, and also to recover the public space.”  Typically, these 

accounts gave little attention to marginalized groups, including children.76  In 2015, the 
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commercial sexual exploitation of children is mentioned in only two news stories, while children 

are mentioned in just 22% of articles.  By contrast, 47% of 2016 articles in the lead up to the 

intervention mention children, with 1/3 focused on the problem of commercial sexual 

exploitation of children.  The percentage of articles mentioning rights jumped from 5% in 2015, 

to 23% in 2016 before the intervention. 

Table 2: Rise of Children’s Rights in Media Coverage of the Bronx of Bogotá 

 2015 January 1-May 27, 2016 

Articles Mentioning Children 22% 

(12/55 articles) 

47%  

(14/30 articles) 

Articles Mentioning Commercial 

Sexual Exploitation of Children 

4%  

(2/55 articles) 

33%  

(10/30 articles) 

Articles Mentioning Rights  5% 

(3/55 articles) 

23% 

(7/30 articles) 

Source: El Bronx News Archive, compiled by author.  See the Methods Appendix for information on news 

articles and coding strategy. 

A qualitative analysis of these news articles further reveals the prominent role of the 

children’s rights frame in the media after Peñalosa entered office in 2016.  A number of articles 

explored the dangers of the Bronx for children and adolescents.77  Some articles raised the 

specter of schoolgirls being recruited in schools to enter the Bronx, and eventually becoming 

ensnared in drug addiction and sexual exploitation.78  Others detailed the structure of networks 

of sex trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation of children in the Bronx.79  A series of 

heart-wrenching articles profile mothers who went looking for their missing, runaway adolescent 

daughters who ended up being exploited in the sex trade in the Bronx.80  The trend in the media 

matches the administration’s strategy linking the problem of criminal networks with violations of 
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children’s rights, which interviews confirm was facilitated by collaboration between journalists 

and government officials. 

Invoking a Rights Standard to Create New Institutional Openings 

Adopting a rights frame created an institutional opening for the Peñalosa government to 

take swift and forceful action to shut down the Bronx, given its obligations as a duty-bearer.  By 

presenting the Bronx as a site of severe human-rights abuses, the government presented the 

intervention as being beyond the constraints of “normal” politics, which would have required 

public debate, consultation, and oversight.   

The Peñalosa government excluded key state actors from planning the intervention, 

reflecting the rights frame’s call for quick and decisive military action.  Indeed, only a handful of 

individuals had knowledge of the operation before its implementation, including top leadership 

from Bogotá’s Subsecretary of Security, the Metropolitan Police of Bogotá, the Attorney 

General’s Office, and the National Army.81  The Bogotá government informed representatives 

from most social policy agencies only at the last minute,82 meaning that the public servants 

working on child protection and homelessness on a daily basis were excluded from planning the 

2016 Bronx intervention.  Moreover, Peñalosa’s government did not consult with Congress or 

the City Council in designing the Bronx intervention, which preempted potential obstruction 

from political opponents.83   

Peñalosa’s government also did not work with major societal stakeholders and human 

rights groups in planning the Bronx intervention.  Despite framing the Bronx intervention as 

essential to halt child sexual exploitation, the main NGOs working on this issue did not advocate 

a militarized operation in Bronx, nor were they consulted before, during, or after the 

intervention.84  Likewise, homelessness rights groups had no involvement in the planning 
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process.85  The Defensoría del Pueblo (Human Rights Ombudsman) issued a press release 

criticizing the Peñalosa government for excluding it from carrying out the Bronx intervention.86  

Even the influential Chamber of Commerce and FENALCO, the national merchants’ association, 

only began to advise the Peñalosa government on revitalization in the Bronx after the 

intervention had occurred.87   

Mobilizing the Morality of Human Rights as a Discursive Resource 

Framing the situation in the Bronx in human rights terms yielded key discursive 

resources for the government to mobilize public support for the intervention and neutralize 

potential opponents.  While we lack public-opinion data gauging support for an intervention in 

the Bronx, interviews with stakeholders in the state, civil society, and the private sector 

confirmed that the rights frame helped build popular approval of the intervention.  One 

bureaucrat in the Secretariat of Security explained, “I think that the administration was very 

strategic to sell the idea that this [the Bronx intervention] was done for children and adolescents. 

[…] This was the discourse to sell it, and they sold it well.  People [in society] felt like it was an 

intervention that had to happen.”88 

In the five months leading up to the intervention (January-May 27, 2016), the 

government monopolized the narrative in the media about the Bronx, which helped build a 

positive view of the proposed intervention.  Interviews with bureaucrats confirmed that they 

worked behind the scenes to amplify media coverage of rights abuses of children in the Bronx.89  

During the agenda-setting period in the months prior to the intervention, there were no news 

articles that cited civil society criticisms of the government’s frame.90  In the days immediately 

following the intervention, journalists relied solely on official government sources, and praised 

the operation for combatting the commercial sexual exploitation of children. 
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The rights frame turned the proposed Bronx intervention into a valence issue: there was 

little room for human rights activists to challenge the government’s problem definition of the 

Bronx, because doing so would suggest that they condoned the abuse and sexual trafficking of 

minors.  One activist explained this bind in an interview:   

Because when [the government] says that “The issue is that in the Bronx, they are 

raping little girls,” and then you try to say something different like, “But listen, 

there are these other issues going on too,” it would backfire on you.  They would 

say, “Of course, you think we should allow the rape of children and the murder of 

women!”  So we didn’t even try to get into that.91 

The power of the rights discourse to shut down criticism is further reflected in the Bronx News 

Archive: there were no stories mentioning voices critical of the intervention until June 10th, 

2016—12 days after the intervention. 

 

HOW THE RIGHTS FRAME CREATED RESOURCES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

While the government’s human rights frame initially cleared the way for a militarized security 

intervention in the Bronx, this rights frame also strengthened the capacity of its opponents to 

advance accountability for rights violations committed by the state.  In the weeks following the 

intervention, contradictions between the rights frame and the state’s human rights record began 

to emerge as homelessness rights movements documented abuses committed through the 

operation.  The government’s rights frame set a high standard of evaluation and thereby 

strengthened the discursive resources of human rights defenders, which in turn enhanced their 

legitimacy, enabled network-building with powerful allies, and yielded new material resources.  
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Moreover, the government’s rights frame precluded its rejection of horizontal-accountability 

mechanisms within the state to protect citizen rights.  

Strengthening the Resources of Homeless Rights Movements 

The government’s rights frame encountered challenges in the weeks following the Bronx 

intervention, as the operation’s effects on people experiencing homelessness became increasingly 

visible to the public.  People who were displaced from the Bronx spread to new neighborhoods, 

creating the sense that homelessness was increasing, as well as fear of rising crime and disorder.  

Interviews with a range of actors from the state and civil society underscore that the Bronx 

intervention made homelessness more noticeable and salient, and thus invited new criticisms for 

the Peñalosa government.92  As one bureaucrat working on homelessness explained, “The 

intervention in the Bronx grabbed attention and put the issue on the agenda.  [Homelessness] was 

something that people had never really noticed before, but when the Bronx [intervention] 

happened, it was made visible.”93   

As homelessness emerged as a major public concern, media coverage about the Bronx 

intervention shifted from stories emphasizing the commercial sexual exploitation of children, to 

more critical articles that traced how the Bronx intervention dispersed homeless citizens 

throughout the city (Figure 1).  Growing attention to homelessness put the Peñalosa government 

on the defensive about the Bronx intervention, reducing the government ability to frame the 

intervention solely as addressing moral crisis of sex trafficking of children.  
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Figure 1: Shifting Media Coverage: From Sexual Exploitation of Children to Homelessness 

Source: El Bronx News Archive, compiled by author.  Articles are coded as being primarily about sexual 

exploitation of children or about homelessness if at least 50% of the text was dedicated to analyzing the 

issue.  See the Methods Appendix for information on the coding strategy. 

With the increasing emphasis on homelessness, media coverage related to the Bronx grew 

increasingly negative.  In the lead up to the intervention, media coverage included no critical 

voices in news articles, which centered on the government’s rights frame.  Yet as Figure 2 shows, 

media coverage of the Bronx intervention grew more negative congruently with the increased 

attention to homelessness. 

Figure 2: Rise in Critical Media Coverage on the Bronx in the Intervention’s Aftermath 
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Source: El Bronx News Archive, compiled by author.  Stories are coded as critical if they include 

criticisms of the Bronx intervention from actors within the state or in civil society, or if the article is a 

critical opinion piece.  See the Methods Appendix for information on the coding strategy. 

Facing mounting criticisms, the Peñalosa government doubled down on the rights frame 

to defend the intervention’s merits.  In a June 2016 Congressional hearing, state officials used the 

words “right” or “rights” 30 times to defend the positive impact of the intervention.  Yet with 

heightened attention to homelessness, the administration needed to update its frame to explain 

how the intervention advanced the rights of the unhoused.  Whereas the initial frame centered on 

rescuing children from sexual slavery, the updated frame expanded to include the rights of 

homeless individuals who the government claimed were enslaved by drug addiction.  For 

example, in a tweet from September 2017, former Secretary of Security Daniel Mejía—the 

architect of the intervention—emphasized the value of the Bronx intervention on as advancing 

both vulnerable children and homeless citizens: “With the intervention in the Bronx, we saved 
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hundreds of lives of the most vulnerable populations: children, people experiencing 

homelessness, women.”  In a Congressional hearing in June 2016, Mejía argued:  

At no moment was this an intervention against people experiencing homelessness, 

against minors, or against drug consumers, as we have repeated ad nauseam.  It 

was not against any of these vulnerable populations—to the contrary, it was an 

operation to guarantee the rights of these populations that were being exploited in 

this place in the city.94 

Similarly, Sebastián Pavía, Bogotá’s Director of Security, justified the intervention’s success in 

human rights terms for both children and people experiencing homelessness:  

It wasn’t necessarily a security intervention.  It was an intervention to reestablish 

rights.  Because in the end, it did more in quantitative terms for those social 

results—for example, the number of children rescued, the number of people 

experiencing homelessness removed from this place where they were living in a 

very complex situation... that has a greater impact.95 

Thus, the Peñalosa government did not argue human rights ideas unrealistic and dangerous in the 

face of a grave security threat.  Instead, it dug in and defended its record on the same ideational 

terrain of human rights.  In the process, the government accepted that the Bronx intervention 

should be evaluated as successful on human rights terms.  Doing so bolstered the discursive 

resources of civil society groups mobilized around homelessness rights. 

Homelessness rights organizations, such as Parces and the Homelessness Working Group 

(Red de Trabajo de Habitabilidad en Calle), seized this opportunity criticize the intervention on 

human rights grounds.  The first step involved documenting human rights abuses associated with 

the intervention, leading these organizations to conduct interviews and focus groups with 
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unhoused people displaced from the Bronx.  Some activists spent evenings in the canal where 

homeless people were detained, producing harrowing first-person accounts of police abuses.96  

They posted photos and videos on Facebook that documented conditions in the canal, and shared 

testimonies of state violence that contradicted the government’s rights frame.97  Their success in 

documenting the conditions of homeless individuals generated increased attention from the 

traditional media.98  One activist explained that increased media attention created “an 

opportunity to make these criticisms, to begin to monitor on a daily basis how they are violating 

the rights of people experiencing homelessness.”99   

The government’s adaptation to use a homelessness rights frame, tacked onto the initial 

children’s rights frame, had the unintended effect of strengthening the legitimacy and capacity of 

homelessness rights movements.  Before the intervention, groups such as Parces and the 

Homelessness Working Group received little media attention in their critiques of state security 

and homelessness policy, and limited access to state actors.  Yet the government’s human rights 

frame of the Bronx yielded new opportunities for these groups to build relationships with 

politicians critical of the intervention, and greater media coverage to amplify their 

denunciations.100  Moreover, their newfound visibility opened the door to new financial 

resources from international donors, enabling organization building:  

It helped us to position ourselves, and obviously helped us to grow.  Parces went from 

being a small organization, without money in which people worked for the love of it, 

to receiving thousands of dollars every year for this work—all this to demonstrate 

how the state, in this case with a discourse of defending human rights, was also 

violating those same rights.101 
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To be clear, these groups would have documented rights violations that resulted from the security 

intervention, regardless of how it was framed by the government.  The key difference is that 

activist groups gained increased capacity through the government’s rights frame, which 

reinforced the resonance of their human rights critiques, and in turn generated new networks, 

funding, and organizational resources to advance accountability.   

New Institutional Openings: Activating Horizontal Accountability  

Politicians and the judiciary demanded answerability and remediation for rights 

violations following the Bronx intervention, holding the Peñalosa government to the rights 

standard it had embraced.  Congress and the Bogotá City Council held hearings on the 

intervention and homelessness policies.102  During these hearings, officials were called on to 

explain the government’s actions in implementing the operation and in addressing the subsequent 

needs of people displaced from the Bronx—offering answerability, which is a key component of 

accountability.103  During these hearings, the government laid out concrete steps to meet the 

rights of unhoused citizens and agreed to timetables.104  Thus, oversight through horizontal 

accountability pushed the government to move from empty discourses about human rights to 

committing itself to material changes.  These commitments served as obligations that legislators 

could then monitor, with the assistance of civil society groups, to push for compliance.   

Opposition politicians and civil society groups also turned to the courts to demand 

accountability according to human rights standards.  One member of Congress initiated legal 

actions on behalf of unhoused citizens displaced during the intervention.105  The courts blocked 

government petitions to forcibly intern people experiencing homelessness in drug-treatment 

programs, demanded ongoing social programs to meet these citizens’ needs, and blocked harsh 
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security measures.106  The civil society group Parces also used a legal strategy to demand 

remediation for rights abuses that occurred in the canal. 

While these steps towards horizontal accountability may have been possible under an 

alternative framing, they were made easier because of the government’s use of a rights frame.  

First, as argued above, by using a rights frame, the government accepted the demanding human 

rights standard, which created grounds for critique by political opponents and civil society.  If 

Peñalosa had used a mano dura frame, it might have rejected allegations of human rights 

violations as irrelevant in given the importance of security objectives.  Instead, the government 

doubled down on the rights frame, embracing the standards of human rights.  Second, since the 

government justified its actions on human rights terms, it did not reject the authority of 

legislative bodies or the courts to guarantee human rights.  Seeking to show that it was not being 

cravenly strategic in using a rights frame, the government justified its actions in venues 

dedicated to the protection of rights.  Doing so created a political bind that opened up 

opportunities for accountability in the aftermath of the intervention. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has investigated the impacts of human-rights frames to motivate urban-security 

interventions through an analysis of the Bronx of Bogotá.  This paper has identified two features 

that make human rights frames powerful.  First, human rights ideas can serve as a valuable 

discursive resource, given the moral authority of human rights.  While setting the agenda for a 

policy intervention, a human-rights frame can enable the government to present its proposal as 

morally necessary and beyond political debate, and can shut down space for criticism by 

potential opponents.  Yet once governments have legitimated the importance of human rights, 
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other groups can also leverage rights-based claims to critique the record of state policies, which 

can then spark new networks and create access to additional resources for rights defenders. 

Second, human rights trigger a series of institutional openings and state obligations, given 

the state’s role as a duty-bearer.  Governments may use a rights frame to implement a policy 

initiative swiftly and without engaging other institutional actors, given the primacy of halting 

rights violations.  However, in the aftermath of a policy intervention, civil society groups and 

political opponents also can invoke the state’s obligations as a duty-bearer to hold the 

government accountable for rights violations committed during a policy intervention.    

One implication of this paper is that rights ideas can have a dark side, as rights frames 

can be deployed for projects that further marginalize vulnerable groups.  This echos the findings 

of scholars who have analyzed the ways that governments and right-wing movements have 

harnessed rights discourses to undermine other rights—for example, anti-abortion movements 

that frame abortion policies as violating the human rights of women and of fetuses.107  Yet as this 

paper shows, rights frames can also create new resources and opportunities for civil society and 

other state actors to challenge militarized security policy.  Human rights ideas are not static 

standards, but rather subject to interpretation and reinterpretation in political battles over policy. 

This paper raises important questions for future research.  First, what are the long-term 

effects of using rights frames on public attitudes about human rights?  Governments’ strategic 

use of rights discourses might increase awareness of rights violations and broaden acceptance of 

marginalized groups as rights-bearing citizens.  The Bronx intervention appeared to raise 

awareness about sexual exploitation of children—a challenge that had existed for years with little 

attention.  Can employing a human-rights frame actually deepen the power of rights ideas in the 
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long run?  Further studies are needed to explore when human-rights ideas gain sufficient power 

to be used strategically by political actors, and when politicians benefit from their deployment. 

Second, what are the impact of rights frames in other policy areas and levels of 

government?  As noted earlier, governments have deployed human rights frames in diverse 

policy areas, ranging from reproductive to the environment.  Different policy sectors are 

characterized by different political logics and institutional frameworks that may shape the 

potential of rights frames to generat new discursive resources and institutional openings.  

Likewise, the impact of rights frames may vary at different levels of government.  While this 

study examines rights frames in local politics, human rights frames have been used commonly at 

other levels.  For instance, in the United States, the Trump Administration has pushed for greater 

militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border and new funding for the border wall to combat human 

trafficking and protect human rights of migrants.  A White House press release from February 

2019 stated that “Congress has a moral responsibility to pass legislation that strengthens border 

security and includes funding for a wall to prevent human trafficking in all forms.”108  In another 

example, the U.S. war in Afghanistan was justified as protecting the rights of women and girls 

who suffered under the Taliban.109  Do rights frames have the same effects on the policy process 

when used at the national or international level?  Giraudy, Moncada, and Snyder caution against 

theory stretching across different levels of analysis, since theories developed at the local level 

may not apply at the national or international level, or vice versa.110  Future research is needed to 

analyze how rights frames operate at different levels of analysis, which are characterized by 

distinct sets of institutions, levels of visibility, and constellations of political actors.  
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APPENDIX A: METHODS APPENDIX 

This paper draws on a range of qualitative data sources to trace the emergence of a human rights 

framing to justify the security intervention in the Bronx, and to assess the impacts of this rights 

frame on the policy process.  

 

News Archives 

My research team and I compiled a news archive to track key events in the zones of The Bronx.  

This news archive served three purposes.  First, it provided basic background information about 

the social and economic structure of life in the Bronx, as well as timelines for security and social 

policy interventions in the zone.  Second, I draw on these news stories to identify broad shifts in 

policy framing of the Bronx over time. Third, I draw on the news archive for illustrative and 

representative quotes from politicians and other public officials that capture the shift from a 

crime frame or a public space frame, to a human-rights frame in the Bronx.   

The Bronx News Archive 

The Bronx news archive included all news stories between January 2004-December 2017 that 

mentioned the Bronx in the three top periodicals in Colombia: the newspapers, El Tiempo and El 

Espectador, and the news magazine, Semana.   I selected these periodicals to balance out 

ideological biases in coverage: El Espectador has long been aligned with the Liberal Party, while 

El Tiempo is comparatively more conservative; for decades it was run by the family of former 

President Juan Manuel Santos.  Semana is a weekly news magazine that offers more in-depth 

coverage.  In practice, there was no clear ideological difference in media coverage of the Bronx 

intervention, though articles in Semana tended to be longer and involve more analysis.  
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We began the news archive in January 2003 because 2003 is the year that El Cartucho—the skid-

row zone seen as the precursor to the Bronx—was finally demolished.  However, there were no 

news articles that mention the Bronx in 2003.  Once El Cartucho was demolished, the Bronx 

began its rise as the most important drug-consumption zone in Bogotá.  While the Bronx was 

eliminated in May 2016, the aftermath of the intervention continued to be felt throughout the 

remainder of 2016, and to some degree into 2017.  By 2018, media coverage of the Bronx 

declined and focused primarily on efforts to turn the zone into a gastro-cultural hub.  Thus, the 

Bronx news archive ends in 2017.  

 

The research team searched news databases (EMIS and Factiva) for articles from El Espectador 

and El Tiempo, and Semana’s online archive for news articles in these three periodicals that 

included the word “Bronx”.111  There was a gap in news coverage for El Espectador between 

2003-2006 using these search engines.  However, there were relatively few articles during that 

time period on the Bronx, and this is not the main period of analysis, so the gap should have little 

impact on the data analysis.  We eliminated all stories that referred to the New York City 

borough, the Bronx, as well as duplicate stories that emerged more than once in the search 

engines (including stories that were republished later the same day under an alternate headline).  

The Bronx news archive of includes a total of 615 articles.  As Figure A shows, news coverage 

increased over time as the Bronx grew in importance as a site for illicit economies and criminal 

organization.  News coverage declined in 2017, with most stories in that year covering the 

aftermath of the intervention or referring obliquely to the Bronx intervention as one of the 

defining events of Enrique Peñalosa’s first year in office as mayor of Bogotá.   

 



 33 

Figure A: News Coverage of the Bronx, 2004-2017 

 

 

For a summary of these articles by year and by publication, see Table A. 

 

Table A: News Coverage of the Bronx by Periodical, 2003-2017 

Year Semana El Tiempo El Espectador* 

Number of 

Articles 

2003 0 1 0* 1 

2004 0 7 0* 7 

2005 0 8 0* 8 
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2006 0 4 0* 4 

2007 1 8 13 22 

2008 1 15 10 26 

2009 1 11 1 13 

2010 1 10 0 11 

2011 15 25 0 40 

2012 35 31 0 66 

2013 11 14 12 37 

2014 16 15 24 55 

2015 9 15 6 30 

2016 41 57 153 251 

2017 18 20 6 44 

TOTAL 149 241 225 615 

 

Note: The El Espectador news archive only goes back to 2008.  

 

After collecting the news articles, members of the research team produced brief summaries of 

each article.  They then coded whether the articles included at least one mention of the following 

elements on a yes (1) or no (0) basis.  It is important to note that the coding does not refer to the 

number of mentions in each article, simply whether or not the issue was mentioned on a yes/no 

basis.  Two members of the research team coded every article to achieve inter-coder reliability, 

and I adjudicated any inconsistencies.   



 35 

 

1) Did the article mention children in relation to the Bronx? 

• We coded as “yes” all articles that mentioned children and/or adolescents 

(considered to be those 17 years of age and under).  

• The article may refer to children and adolescents being within the Bronx, or may 

refer to the threat that the Bronx poses for children and adolescents in nearby 

districts. 

• We coded as “yes” any article that mentioned the Instituto Colombiano de 

Bienestar Familiar (ICBF) in reference to the Bronx; the ICBF is the national 

child-protection agency. 

• To be conservative, we did not code as “yes” articles that mentioned “youth” 

(joven/es); the category of “youth” in Colombia refers to young people ages 14-

28.  It is likely that a number of articles referring to youth in the Bronx are 

referring to those under age 18, however. 

• We did not code as “yes” any article that mentioned children and adolescents 

completely separately from the Bronx—for example, an article covering a 

political candidate’s proposals that may include a discussion of what to do about 

the Bronx, and separately a discussion of the need for investments in early 

childhood. 

• Members of the research team did not simply search for keywords, such as “niño” 

for child; instead, they read the article in its entirety to ensure that the were able to 

detect other references—for example, an article that mentions a 15-year-old girl in 

the Bronx would be coded as “yes.”  
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2) Did the article mention the sexual exploitation of children in the Bronx? 

• We code as “yes” anything that referred to “prostitution” of minors or sexual 

exploitation of children and adolescents.112  

• We did not code as “yes” articles that referred to prostitution of youth, since 

“youth” can include those 18-28.  We also excluded mentions of sex trafficking or 

prostitution that did not explicitly refer to the involvement of minors. 

• We did not code as yes articles that mention “abuse”, or “violation”/“rape” of 

children.  Commercial sexual exploitation is distinct from sexual assault, which 

does not involve the exchange of money for sex acts.  It is likely that journalists 

were making a reference to sexual exploitation when using the language of rape 

or sexual abuse.  However, we excluded these mentions to be conservative in our 

coding. 

3) Was the article primarily about sexual exploitation of children in the Bronx?  

• We coded as “yes” if at least 50% of the article covered the issue of sexual 

exploitation of children.  These articles took the form of profiles of minors who 

had entered sexual exploitation and overviews of how sexual exploitation worked 

in the Bronx. 

4) Did the article mention the issue of homelessness or discuss people experiencing 

homelessness? 

• We coded as “yes” all articles that mention “habitantes de la calle” (street-

dwellers) in the Bronx, the main term for people experiencing homelessness in 

Spanish.  We also coded as “yes” all articles that refer to “indigentes” (indigent 
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people) in the Bronx; in practice, indigente is synonymous with a person 

experiencing homelessness in Bogotá.   

• We coded as “yes” articles that referred to a homeless shelter (albergue or 

instituto). 

• We did not code as “yes” articles that referred to residents or inhabitants of the 

Bronx.  Most people living in the Bronx were experiencing homelessness, but 

some individuals and families lived in buildings in the zone.  It is likely that 

journalists were using the phrase inhabitants of the Bronx to refer to people 

experiencing homelessness, but we code these articles as not referring to 

homelessness to be conservative in our coding.   

5) Was the article primarily about homelessness? 

• We coded as “yes” if at least 50% of the article covered the issue of homelessness.  

These articles took the form of discussions of the consequences of the Bronx 

intervention for homelessness, conflicts that emerged when people experiencing 

homelessness moved into new neighborhoods, discussions of government policies 

about homelessness, stories about people experiencing homelessness in the canal, 

and stories about legislative or judicial oversight of the government’s policies 

towards homelessness. 

6) Did the article mention the words “right” or “rights” with reference to the Bronx? 

• We coded as “yes” all references to the words “derecho” or “derechos”, if they 

refer to the rights of citizens that lived, worked, or moved through the Bronx.   
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• We did not code as “yes” any article that makes a reference to someone studying 

law, or some other meaning that was clearly disconnected from the concept of 

human-rights ideas.  

7) Did the article mention official sources? 

• We coded as “yes” if the article included a quote or referred to information 

provided by representatives from the Peñalosa government or from the national 

government. 

8) Did the article include critical sources? 

• We coded as “yes” if the article included a quote or referred to information 

provided by state actors, civil society groups, business groups, people displaced 

from the Bronx, or everyday citizens that criticized the intervention or its effects; 

we also coded yes any op-eds that directly criticized the intervention and its 

effects. 

• We broke down the critical sources category according to which type of actor 

issued the criticism, and the basis of the criticism.  In particular, we separated out 

criticisms on human rights grounds from criticisms on other grounds—for 

example, complaints from local businesses that the influx of people experiencing 

homelessness was scaring away potential customers.   

 

An overview of the news archive can be found in a separate excel file (Appendix B).  This file 

includes each article’s title, date, periodical, a brief summary, and the content analysis coding for 

the criteria listed above.   
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Freedom-of-Information Requests, Congressional Debates, and Policy Documents  

This paper draws on responses to freedom-of-information requests made to state agencies that 

were involved in the May 2016 raid of the Bronx.  In March and April 2018, my research team 

submitted four freedom-of-information requests to the Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar 

Familiar (the national child protection agency), the Metropolitan Police of Bogotá (a branch of 

the National Police), Bogtoá’s Secretariat of Social Integration (Secretaría Distrital de 

Integración Social, which is responsible for policies towards homelessness), and the Secretariat 

of Security for the District of Bogotá (Secretaría Distrital de Seguridad , which coordinated the 

intervention).  I also draw from responses to two information requests made in 2016 by the 

Bogotá City Council: Proposición 355 and Proposición 500.  Proposición 355 yielded responses 

from Bogotá’s Subsecretariat of Security, Secretariat of Social Integration, Secretariat of Women 

(Secretaría Distrital de la Mujer), Secretariat of Health (Secretaría de Salud), Secretariat of 

Housing (Secretaría del Hábitat), and the Metropolitan Police of Bogotá.  Proposición 500 

yielded responses from Bogotá’s Subsecretariat of Security, IDIPRON (Instituto para la 

Protección de la Niñez y la Juventud—Bogotá’s agency that works with street-connected youth), 

Legal Secretariat (Secretaría Jurídica), Secretariat of Social Integration, and the Secretariat of 

Health.  I use the responses to these freedom-of-information requests to capture the language 

used by state agencies to justify the need for an intervention and to identify the goals of the 

intervention.  These responses also include key information about how the intervention unfolded, 

and the intervention’s impacts on the well-being of children and people experiencing 

homelessness. 
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I also draw on a range of other state documents and statements that refer to the Bronx, El 

Cartucho, children’s rights, and skid-row zones (ollas) from Bogotá district agencies.  These 

include strategic planning and policy documents, a transcript from a debate in Congress about 

the human-rights record of the May 2016 intervention, press releases and social media posts 

related to the Bronx from Bogotá district agencies.  In addition, I analyzed legal petitions made 

by Congressperson Alirio Uribe Muñoz to challenge government policies towards homelessness 

in the aftermath of the intervention, and the sentences issued by courts.  I use these documents 

and statements to trace the language used by state officials to paint the Bronx as a site of sexual 

slavery of children and abuses of people experiencing homelessness, and to justify the 2016 

intervention using rights language.   

 

In-Depth Interviews with Stakeholders 

In June 2017 and June 2018, I conducted 42 semi-structured, elite interviews during field 

research in Bogotá.113  I interviewed four more people via Skype in June and August 2019, 

yielding a total of 46 interviews.  Interview respondents included public officials from Bogotá 

district agencies and national agencies that participated in the 2016 intervention in The Bronx, 

legislators from City Council and Congress that were involved in debates about the intervention, 

and representatives from civil society (including NGOs, think-tanks, private-sector groups, and 

human-rights movements).  I identified initial interview respondents based on policy documents, 

the news archive, and NGO reports.  Additional respondents were selected through snowball 

sampling, when indicated by another interview respondent.  
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The aim of these interviews was to understand better the process of planning the May 2016 

intervention, and how key actors frame the successes and limitations of the intervention two 

years later.  Some of these interviews also provided a greater understanding of the structure of 

Colombia’s system of child protection and anti-sexual exploitation policies.  Moreover, I used 

these interviews to sort through different hypotheses to explain why the framing of children’s 

rights gained prominence for the police raid into the Bronx, and the impact of this rights framing 

on the policy process. 

 

I followed informed consent procedures for all interview respondents, meaning that they were 

given the option to either be identified by their name or have their name withheld, and that they 

could choose whether or not the interview was recorded.  Most respondents agreed to have their 

name used in the study, while others are referred by their position.  All respondents agreed to 

have their interviews recorded and transcribed, though a number of respondents requested that I 

pause the tape at key moments so they could explain sensitive material off the record.  All 

interviews were conducted in Spanish, with the exception of one interview respondent (Marc 

Krupanski) who I interviewed in English since he is a native English speaker. 

 

The list of respondents interviewed follows: 

1. Lina Sánchez Romero, Subdirectora para la Infancia, Secretaria Distrital de Integración 

Social, Alcaldía de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  21 June 2017.  

2. Matilde Mendieta Galindo, Subdirectora para la Familia, Secretaria Distrital de 

Integración Social, Alcaldía de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  21 June 2017.  

3. Nelson Rivera, Subdirector, Fundación Renacer.  Bogotá.  21 June 2017. 
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4. Andrea Vanessa Sierra Bazante, Subdirección de Restablecimiento de Derechos, Instituto 

Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar.  Bogotá.  22 June 2017. 

5. Jimena González, Profesional Especializado, Subdirección de Protección Laboral, 

Ministerio del Trabajo. Bogotá.  23 June 2017.   

6. Alejandro Acosta, Director General, Fundación Centro Internacional de Educación y 

Desarrollo Humano (CINDE).  Bogotá.  23 June 2017. 

7. Aleyda Gómez, Subdirección de la Familia, Secretaría Distrital de Integración Social.  

Bogotá.  28 June 2017. 

8. Claudia Luna, Líder de la Infancia y Adolescencia, Secretaría Distrital de Integración 

Social.  Bogotá.  28 June 2017. 

9. Ernesto Durán Strauch, Profesor Pediatría Social y Comunitar y Coordinador, 

Observatorio de la Infancia, Universidad Nacional.  Bogotá.  28 June 2017. 

10. Juan Guillermo Alba, Subdirector Técnico, Subdirección de Articulación Territorial del 

Sistema Nacional de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF. Bogotá.  29 June 2017. 

11. Ingrid Pelagos, Consultora, Comité de ESCNNA, Ministerio del Trabajo.  Bogotá.  29 

June 2017. 

12. Adriana Rocio Manjarres, Profesional, Subdirección de Restablecimiento de Derechos, 

ICBF.  Bogotá.  30 June 2017. 

13. Wilfredo Grajales Rosas, Director, IDIPRON (Instituto Distrital para la Protección de la 

Niñez y la Juventud).  Bogotá.  13 June 2018. 

14. Charles Chaves O’Flynn, Advisor, Subdirección para la Adultez, Secretaría Distrital de 

Integración Social.  Bogotá.  18 June 2018. 

15. [Name withheld.] Social Worker, ACJ-YMCA/Hogar AmaneSer.  Bogotá.  18 June 2018. 
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16. Yefer Vega, Concejal de Bogotá (Cambio Radical).  Bogotá.  19 June 2018. 

17. Bibiana Villota, Coordinadora del Programa de Atención y Prevención de ESCNNA, 

IDIPRON (Instituto Distrital para la Protección de la Niñez y la Juventud).  Bogotá.  19 

June 2018. 

18. Liliana Forero, Consultora, UNICEF.  Bogotá.  19 June 2018. 

19. Alirio Uribe Muñoz, Representante a la Cámara (Polo Democrático Alternativo).  Bogotá.  

20 June 2018.   

20. Adriana Fuentes, Legislative Aide to Representante Alirio Uribe Muñoz.  Bogotá.  20 

June 2018.   

21. Antonio Sanguino, ex-Concejal de Bogotá and Senator-elect (Alianza Verde).  Bogotá.  

20 June 2018. 

22. Fábio González, Regional Coordinator for Latin America, ECPAT International.  Bogotá.  

20 June 2018. 

23. Isabel Hoyos.  Coordinadora, Asociación Cristiana Nuevo Nascimiento.  Bogotá.  20 June 

2018. 

24. William Alfonso Peña, Former Secretario de Planeación (Antanas Mockus’s first 

administration).  Bogotá.  21 June 2018. 

25. Hugo Acero Velásquez, Former Secretario de Seguridad (Antanas Mockus’s first 

administration, Enrique Peñalosa’s first administration, Antanas Mockus’s second 

administration).  Bogotá.  21 June 2018. 

26. Ruben Corredor, Intendente de Viglancia y Control, Policía Nacional de Infancia y 

Adolescencia de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 
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27. Jorge Mario Díaz Luengas, Vicepresidente de Articulación Público-Privada, Cámara de 

Comercio de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

28. Andrés Ucros Maconado, Director de Paz y Justicia, Cámara de Comercio de Bogotá.  

Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

29. Patricia González, Directora de Gestión Pública, Cámara de Comercio de Bogotá.  

Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

30. Julio César Vásquez Higuera, Director de Seguridad Ciudadana y Empresarial, Cámara 

de Comercio de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

31. [Name withheld.] Advisor, Subdirección para la Infancia, Secretaria Distrital de 

Integración Social.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

32. Stella Cárdenas, Directora Nacional, Fundación Renacer.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

33. Humberto Rodríguez, Coordinador of The Code y Coordinador de Comunicaciones, 

Fundación Renacer.  Bogotá.  22 June 2018. 

34. Omar Oróstegui Restrepo, Director, Bogotá Cómo Vamos.  Bogotá.  25 June 2018. 

35. Mabel Peraza Castiblanco, Gerente de Relaciones Interinstitucionales, Federación 

Nacional de Comerciantes (FENALCO).  Bogotá.  25 June 2018. 

36. [Name withheld]. Advisor (in charge of combatting sexual exploitation of children), 

Secretaría Distrital de Seguridad de Bogotá.  Bogotá.  25 June 2018. 

37. Maribel Monroy.  Former Subdirectora de Integración Social para la Localidad de Los 

Mártires, Alcaldía de Bogotá.  25 June 2018. 

38. Mario Gómez Jiménez.  Fiscal Delegado para los Delitos contra la Infancia y la 

Adolescencia, Grupo de Trabajo de Violencia contra los Niños, Niñas y Adolescentes, 

Fiscalía General de la Nación.  Bogotá.  26 June 2018. 
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39. Ángela María Robledo.  Former Representante de la Cámara, former Vice Presidential 

Candidate with Gustavo Petro, former Directora del Departamento Administrativo de 

Bienestar Familiar during 2nd administration of Antanas Mockus.  Bogotá.  26 June 2018. 

40. Sebastián Pavía. Director de Seguridad, Secretaría Distrital de Seguridad de Bogotá.  

Skype.  28 June 2018. 

41. Diego Felipe Otero.  Asesor, Ministerio de Salud y Protección Social.  Skype.  30 June 

2018. 

42. Jerónimo Castillo.  Director Ejecutivo, Fundación Ideas para la Paz.  Skype.  6 July 2018. 

43. Luz Mary Pardo.  Former member of Parces and current Executive Director of Las 

Callejeras.  Skype.  25 June 2019. 

44. Argenis Navarro.  Former member of Parces and current member of Las Callejeras.  

Skype.  25 June 2019.  

45. Sebastián León Giraldo.  Former member of Parces.  Skype.  27 June 2019.   

46. Marc Krupanski.  Program Officer, Open Society Foundation Public Health Program.  7 

August 2019. 

 

The Role of Informal Conversations and Site Visits 

This project emerged initially from casual conversations over the years with my friend Amy 

Ritterbusch, a human geographer who has done ethnographic and participatory action research 

for over a decade with communities of sex workers, street-connected youth, trans people, and 

people experiencing in Bogotá’s drug-consumption zones.  Through our friendship, I have met 

Ritterbusch’s collaborators in participatory action research—people who have lived and worked 

in the sex trade in the Bronx and other skid-row zones of Bogotá.  Conversations with 
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Ritterbusch and her collaborators made me wonder why there seemed to be so little political 

science research addressing the intersection between urban revitalization projects, urban security, 

and the rights of marginalized groups. These informal conversations also made me pay critical 

attention to the Bronx intervention when it happened, and made the choice of a human-rights 

framing for the intervention seem particularly puzzling, given the stories I had heard over the 

years about the forms of state and social violence that these groups have experienced.   

 

During fieldwork, I balanced the data collection described above with visits to core sites that are 

relevant to this project to gain a more textured understanding of the Bronx, the nature of state 

policies towards children and adolescents, and policies towards people experiencing 

homelessness.  I visited a shelter where people experiencing homelessness stay when they want 

to have a night away from the streets; this shelter is in downtown Bogotá and provides services 

to many people experiencing homelessness that used to live in and/or visit the Bronx.  I also 

visited a YMCA affiliate in the neighborhood of Santa Fé, also in the city center.  Santa Fé is a 

“zona de tolerancia”—the only red-light district in which prostitution is legal in Bogotá.  This 

YMCA provides services for children who live in the neighborhood who are the children of sex 

workers, and offers programs to prevent children from entering into sexual exploitation.  As part 

of my visit, a YMCA social worker (and former sex worker) gave me a tour of the neighborhood 

of Santa Fé, offering her commentary about how each corner offers a different kind of 

“product”—some corners have Venezuelan women that recently fled the economic collapse and 

have caused tensions in the zone because they undercut the Colombian sex workers’ prices; one 

strip is for trans sex workers; one section is for older women who can no longer charge much 

money for sex; one corner had three adolescent girls, and is where men go to find minors for sex.  
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This social worker explained the informal rules behind the sex trade in the zone, how the 

informal rules that govern Santa Fé compared with those governing other ollas, the 

contradictions inherent in anti-sexual exploitation programming and the realities experienced on 

the ground, and the organization of pimp structures in Bogotá’s red-light districts.   

 

These informal conversations and site visits were helpful in understanding the nature of drug-

consumption zones, homelessness, the sex trade, and sexual exploitation of children in Bogotá. I 

consider the accounts offered in the official record—newspaper articles, policy papers, 

interviews with experts—with a level of skepticism, rather than as a clear-cut description of how 

the Bronx operated.  I came to realize that many people who speak with authority on the Bronx 

have spent little time there.  Official narratives reflect different framings about how to make 

sense of these zones of extreme poverty, violence, drug use, and sex.  As interviews progressed, I 

found that I was particularly wary of people who repeatedly mentioned violations of human 

rights and the need to rescue children from the Bronx.  These narratives did not seem to match 

the more nuanced accounts that I had heard from those who spent time in the Bronx, who noted 

that sexual exploitation of children occurred but did not match the sensationalist depictions 

found in the media and in state discourses.  Occasionally, I relayed the information offered to me 

in interviews with people who had spent time there to assess whether certain statements were 

accepted across people from a range of backgrounds/experiences, or whether the statements fell 

more into the rumors or opinion camp.   

 

I was not able to visit the Bronx, because the Bronx no longer exists.  When I conducted 

fieldwork in Bogotá, the Bronx was an abandoned zone, with plans to develop it into a trendy 
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gastro-cultural hub.  Therefore, even if I could have gained access, that access would tell me 

nothing about what the Bronx used to be like.    

ANNOTATION FOR TRANSPARENT INQUIRY MATERIAL 

 

 

Source excerpt: Daniel Mejía made this comment at a Congressional hearing on the Bronx on 

June 8, 2016.  In the original Spanish: “El principal objetivo de esta operación era restablecer 

derechos especialmente de los niños, niñas y adolescentes y de los habitantes de calle.” 
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Analytic note: The neighborhood that I am calling “the Bronx” was called “La L” by those that 

lived in or frequented it.  Nevertheless, in this paper, I refer to the neighborhood as “the Bronx” 

and not “La L” for two reasons.  First, the neighborhood is known as the Bronx to the broader 

public.  Second, this paper analyzes the ways that state actors discuss the neighborhood, and 

these state actors almost exclusively use the name “the Bronx.”  Given that this paper seeks to 

understand the ways that politicians, bureaucrats, and the media framed the 2016 intervention 

into this neighborhood, I prioritize the language that these actors use to do so.   
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Analytic note: During interviews with current and former bureaucrats from the Secretariat of 

Social Integration (which is responsible for homelessness), politicians, and leaders of the 

thinktanks Fundación Ideas para la Paz and Bogotá Cómo Vamos, I asked if they knew of any 

public opinion data that measured the public’s views of homeless people, or their support for 

different types of homelessness policy.  These individuals expressed with certainty that this data 

did not exist.  These individuals confirmed my impression, after living in Bogotá for over a year, 

that most people saw homeless people as dangerous, disgusting, and a public nuisance—not as 

rights-bearing citizens.  In fact, some of the interview subjects looked at me with incredulity 

when I asked if perhaps Bogotanos as a whole were growing more receptive to the view that 

homeless people should be treated as vulnerable populations that were subjects of human rights.  

Even asking if Bogotanos viewed homeless people with anything other than revulsion was a sign 

of naivety, a foolish question that would only be asked by an outsider.   
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Analytic note: The following map reveals the small size of the Bronx, as well as its proximity to 

the centers of power.  El Bronx is the city block in red, bordered by the military’s national 

recruitment center (Batallón de Reculatmiento del Ejército).  On this map, Colombia’s Congress 

is labeled “Capitolio Nacional”, the Palace of Justice (which houses Colombia’s high courts) is 

“Palacio de Justicia”, the presidential palace is labeled “Casa de Nariño”, and Bogotá City Hall 

is “Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá.”   

 

 

Source: “Increíble: 800 metros separan el Bronx del centro de poder en Colombia.”  Semana.  

June 2, 2016.   
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Analytic note, source excerpt, and source excerpt translation: The violence exerted by the 

sayayines (also known as the salla) included murder, beating people, and threats.  One 

particularly vivid rumor is mentioned frequently by people who have spent time in the Bronx: 

the claim that the sayayines grind up or incinerate the bones of drug users that have broken the 

rules, mixing human remains with bazuco for consumption.  Ritterbusch mentions this urban 

legend based on participatory action research with girls that have spent time in the Bronx .  In an 

interview, Wilfredo Grajales, the director of IDIPRON—the state agency that works with street-

affiliated youth—claimed that he knows that the rumor is true, because he saw it:  

 

When they were there, they started to say to you: “If you go there, they cut off a 

finger, they cut off an ear, they cut off a foot.”  And I entered one time, for 

example, and it left a big impact of me when they said that they were smoking 

that. […]  It was a punishment of sayayines: they drug him, they leave him alive, 

and they amputate part of him. And, they leave another one of them to peel the 

bone, and in front of him they scrape the bone, scrape the bone, and that can last 

2, 3 days, a week for some, and they are bringing everyone to see it. They see him 

there bleeding, dying. And well, when he dies, they pick up the bone that has 

remained, they stir it with bazuco, and they smoke it, right? It was a punishment. 
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Grajales went on to describe this practice not just as one of punishment, but as a means of social 

control to trap other drug users in the Bronx by cutting off their sense of humanity: “…there is a 

feeling among them that ‘We are carrying the dead inside of us.  We have smoked the dead. What 

we have done...’ And so that is the first blow, to understand that inside the Bronx there were not 

only sexual abuses, there were abuses against all kinds of rights.” 

 

Three days after the Grajales interview, on June 16, 2018, I mentioned his account of the rumor 

to three people at a party: Amy Ritterbusch, a geographer that has done participatory action 

research with street-connected youth, homeless people, and sex workers in Bogotá’s ollas for 10 

years; a friend who worked with the human-rights NGO Parces that documented abuses against 

homeless citizens following the May 2016 intervention and who currently works with a trans 

rights NGO; and a friend who is a social worker with the YMCA in the nearby olla of Santa Fé.  

All three said that they had heard the rumor of mixing human remains with bazuco many times, 

but none had actually seen it.  They said that they weren’t sure that it was true, but noted that 

even if it is not true, the existence of the rumor itself served as a sign of the sayayines’ cruelty 

and the effectiveness of their social control.  People believed that the sayayines were capable of 

carrying out such an act, which further reinforced their hold over drug users in the Bronx.  

 

Section of Grajales interview in the original Spanish:  

 

Cuando ellos están, empiezan a decirle a uno, “Es que, si uno allá hacía, le cortaban un dedo, le 

cortaban la oreja, le cortaban un pie.” Yo entro en un momento, y por ejemplo me dio mucho 

impacto uno que me dice que se lo fumaron. […] Era un castigo de sayayines, lo drogan, lo dejan 
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vivo, y lo van amputando. Y, ponen otro a que pele el hueso, y delante de él van raspando el 

hueso, raspan el hueso, y eso puede durar 2, 3 días, una semana duraron algunos, y van trayendo 

a todos a que lo vean. Lo vean ahí desangrándose, muriéndose. Y bien, cuando muere, recogen el 

hueso que ha quedo, lo revuelven con bazuco, y se lo fuman, ¿no? Era un castigo.  

 

[…] Entonces hay una sensación de ellos de “Nosotros cargando muertos. Hemos fumado 

muertos. Hemos hecho… Entonces esa es el primer golpe como para entender uno que al interior 

del Bronx hay abusos no solo sexuales. Hay abusos contra todos los derechos. 
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Analytic note: Los Mártires, the small district within the Centro that contains the Bronx, had a 

murder rate of 78 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2015, compared to a rate of 17.4 per 100,000 

inhabitants in Bogotá as a whole.  Furthermore, Los Mártires had a rate of violence against 

children and adolescents of 588.6 per 100,000 inhabitants, compared to 148.1 in all of Bogotá.   
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Analytic note and source excerpt: According to the 2011 Census of Homeless Citizens by the 

Bogotá Secretariat of Social Integration, Bogotá has 9614 homeless citizens, with a rate of 12.87 

homeless people per 10,000 people in the city.  Los Mártires, the locality where the Bronx is 

located, has a rate of 25.7 homeless people per 10,000 residents.  Given the ambulatory nature of 

homelessness, the Secretariat of Social Integration calculated this rate according to the number of 

people who spend the night in the zone.   
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Source: Secretaría Distrital de Integración Social, Subdirección para la Adultez.  2012.  VI Censo 

Habitantes de Calle.  Bogotá: Secretaría Distrital de Integración Social.  pp. 31. 
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Source excerpt: Drawing on participatory action research with girls that have lived and worked 

in ollas in Bogotá’s center, Amy Ritterbusch provides this vivid description of the dangers of the 

Bronx for street-connected youth: 

 

Walking ten blocks south of Santa Fé and winding through the web of wholesale 

stores surrounding La Mariposa we come to “la L”—also known amongst the 

girls as el Bronx—located, ironically, behind the national military barracks with 

full-suited guards in fatigues and armed with rifles and next to a Catholic 

church… It is the most concentrated and dangerous olla (drug zone) in Bogotá.  

La L is where La Flaca, a former member of the YPAR [Youth Participatory 

Action Research] team, permanently disappeared into the depths of Homero (one 

of the rockolas (juke joints)).  La L is where drugs are sold as in fresh produce 

market… however, this product is not so fresh, and according to urban (and VMC 

[street-affiliated youth] legend, is also mixed with the ashes of bones of those who 

did not make it.  La L is where Mata’s [a member of the Youth Participatory 

Action Research team] brother often stands next to the graffiti of an oxygen mask 

and smokes bazuco… it is where babies are born and tossed in the dumpster with 

the batch of other people who didn’t make it out in time.  

 

One member of Ritterbusch’s youth participatory action research team, Victoria, described the 

violence she experienced at the hands of the sayayines: 
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[The sayayines] beat on me as well for doing glue… because glue is competition 

for bazuco… it’s no use to them because they lose clients… they take the bottle 

from you and pour it on your head… one day I was doing glue like that… a salla 

turned to look and I didn’t notice him… when I did see him he was already onto 

me… pulls out his piece… and booomm! He whacks me across here [her head] 

with a pistol butt… then they pulled me into a rockola and hit me with a stick and 

slapped me in the face. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation:  

 

“The Bronx sector in Bogotá is, for many, the largest olla in the country. It is a place where 

drugs, weapons, indigence and the virtual abandonment of the State are united. Local 

administrations in power have made fighting this drug zone—located in the center of the 

capital—a top objective. They have wanted to eliminate it, but they have not been able to. Now 

the challenge is bigger, since there are already dozens of drug zone that flood Bogota. None of 

the four cardinal points of the city is safe from the drug trade.” 

 

“El sector del Bronx en Bogotá es, para muchos, la mayor 'olla' que tiene el país. Un 

lugar en el que se unen las drogas, las armas, la indigencia y el virtual abandono del 

Estado. Este expendio de drogas -ubicado en el centro de la capital-, ha sido el objetivo a 

combatir de las administraciones locales de turno. Lo han querido acabar, pero no han 

podido. Ahora el reto es más grande, pues ya son decenasde expendios los que inundan a 

Bogotá. Ninguno de los cuatro puntos cardinales de la ciudad se salva del microtráfico.” 

 

Later in the article, the author describes the threat of drug sales and associated violence 

moving outward from the in the Bronx, using the graphic below, which calls the Bronx 

the “epicenter of [drug] supplies”.  Thus, the Bronx represents a threat to the well-being 

of the city as a whole, regardless of whether people have had direct contact with the zone. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation:  

 

“The director of the Metropolitan Police of Bogotá, General Edgar Sánchez, pointed out that the 

operations against micro-trafficking in the Bronx aimed to ensure that the organizations that sell 

drugs do not resettle in the area, and also to recover the public space [from criminal 

organizations]. 

 

‘Criminals persist in their desire to generate problems and we are not going to allow these places 

to regain strength, and that these drug dealers reorganize,’ Sánchez said in a conversation with 

Caracol Radio. The director of the Bogotá Police also referred to the allegations that homeless 

people from the Bronx are moving to other parts of the city. ‘This is an issue that concerns us 

because there are obviously complaints from citizens where the [drug] market moves to other 

sectors.  We have been monitoring all sectors, especially in Kennedy, the Amparo sector, and 

some neighborhoods of Suba.’” 

 

In the original Spanish: “El director de la Policía Metropolitana de Bogotá, general Édgar 

Sánchez, señaló que los operativos contra el microtráfico en el Bronx buscan que las 

organizaciones que comercializan droga no se vuelvan a reasentar en el lugar y también se busca 

recuperar el espacio público. 
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‘Los delincuentes persisten en el deseo de generar problemas y nosotros no vamos a permitir que 

estos lugares vuelvan a tomar fuerza y que estos expendedores de droga se reorganicen’, dijo 

Sánchez en diálogo con Caracol Radio.  El director de la Policía de Bogotá también se refirió a 

las denuncias con relación a que los habitantes de calle del Bronx se están trasladando a otros 

lugares de la ciudad. ‘Este es un tema que nos preocupa porque evidentemente se presentan 

quejas de la ciudadanía donde el mercado se traslada a otros sectores, nosotros venimos 

monitoreando todos los sectores, sobretodo en Kennedy, sector del Amparo, y algunos barrios de 

Suba’.” 
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Analytic note and data source: Of the 270 articles included in the Bronx news archive for the 

2008-2015 period, 70 articles (25.9%) mention children, 9 articles (3.3%) mention sexual 

exploitation of children, and 24 (8.9%) mention the words “right” (derecho) or “rights” 

(derechos) in reference to citizens within the Bronx.   

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17686?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: In an interview with Semana that was 

published February 2, 2016—just one month after taking office, Peñalosa declared that the “the 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17686?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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situation in the Bronx is intolerable.” Peñalosa went on to explain: “There can’t be a republic of 

crime in the middle of the city” and described the Bronx: “It’s a den of delinquents surrounded 

by people who are immersed in a state of drug addiction.”   

 

Quotes in the original Spanish:  

• “La situación en el Bronx is intolerable.” 

• “No puede haber una república del crimen en medio de la ciudad.” 

• “Es una guarida de delincuentes rodeados por personas inmersas por el estado de la 

drogadicción.” 
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Source excerpt translation and data source: In response to a freedom-of-information request 

(derecho de petición), the Secretariat of Security explained: 

 

Months before the integrated intervention in the Bronx, the Subsecretariat for 

Coexistence and Citizen Security Affairs from the District Secretariat of Government 

joined forces with the Attorney General’s Office (Fiscalía General de la Nación), the 

Ministry of Defense, and the Metropolitan Police of Bogotá to discuss issues related to 

the information of intelligence and criminal investigation ongoing in this zone of the city, 

and how their engagement led to the isolation of various vulnerable and exploited 

populations that did not know their rights, and the establishment of a protocol for the 

intervention at the operational level, and security in the zone.   

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17676?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17676?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Data source:  

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17680?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

 

  

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17680?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Analytic note and data source: This following video, posted on twitter by Julián Quintana—the 

head of the special investigation unit of the Fiscalía that took the lead in the intervention—shows 

the overwhelming presence of security forces during the intervention.  Note that it is daylight when 

this video was filmed, meaning that they were already several hours into the intervention, which 

began at 4 a.m.  

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17678?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833   

https://twitter.com/julianquintanat/status/736523355910766592?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E736523355910766592&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.semana.com%2Fnacion%2Farticulo%2Fbogota-fiscalia-y-policia-realizaron-operativo-en-bronx%2F475447
https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17678?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Source excerpt and translation: Ten citizens (...) stated that in the course of occupation actions, 

their places of residence were searched and they were aggressively targeted with firearms, beaten, 

threatened and allegedly received electric shocks. They claim to have been stripped of their cell 

phones and cash (...) Claimants claim that the presumption of innocence was ignored and that at 

no time were they notified of civil procedures (...) Seven other persons (...)expressed that there 

was excessive use of force and that their documents and belongings were left in their places of 

residence, without being able to recover them (...) Three other citizens (two women and one man) 

identified themselves as merchants in the area of recycling. The women claim to be the head of 

the family, owners of a legally constituted company, registered in the Chamber of Commerce and 

with employees under their charge, none of them drug users (...) two brothers who declared to be 

owners of a property in the sector of "the L", presented the real estate registration number of the 

property (...) added in their complaint that the property that belongs to them live two elderly people 

as tenants, who supplied the ID numbers and show that faced with the impossibility of entering 

and leaving the sector, not only have they not been able to go for their goods, but also these two 

residents face difficulties in obtaining food and enjoying their fundamental rights. 

 

 

In the original Spanish: Diez ciudadanos (...) manifestaron que en desarrollo de las acciones de 

ocupación, sus lugares de residencia fueron allanados y de manera agresiva les apuntaron con 

armas de fuego, los golpearon, los amenazaron y supuestamente recibieron descargas eléctricas. 

Aseguran haber sido despojados de sus teléfonos celulares y del dinero en efectivo (...) Advierten 

los reclamantes que se desconoció la presunción de inocencia y que en ningún momento fueron 

notificados del procedimiento (...) Otras siete personas (...) expresaron que hubo uso excesivo de 
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la fuerza y que en sus lugares de habitación quedaron sus documentos y pertenencias, sin que 

hayan podido recuperarlas (...) otros tres ciudadanos (dos mujeres y un hombre), quienes se 

identificaron como comerciantes en el oficio del reciclaje. Las mujeres aseguran ser madres 

cabeza de familia, propietarias de una empresa legalmente constituida, registrada en Cámara de 

Comercio y con empleados a su cargo, ninguno de ellos consumidores de droga (...) dos 

hermanos que declararon ser propietarios de un inmueble en el sector de “la L”, presentaron el 

número de matrícula inmobiliaria del predio (...) Añaden en su denuncia que en el inmueble que 

les pertenece habitan dos personas mayores en calidad de arrendatarios, de quienes suministraron 

los números de cédula y manifiestan que ante la imposibilidad de entrar y salir del sector, no 

solamente no han podido ir por sus bienes, sino que además estos dos residentes afrontan 

dificultades para ingresar alimentos y acceder a sus garantías fundamentales.  

 

Source: http://www.defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/noticias/5372/Defensor%C3%ADa-acumula-25-

quejas-por-posibles-violaciones-a-los-derechos-humanos-durante-intervención-de-autoridades-

al-Bronx-Bronx-Defensor%C3%ADa-del-Pueblo-Bogotá-derechos-humanos-Derechos-

Humanos.htm  Accessed May 4, 2018. 

  

http://www.defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/noticias/5372/Defensor%C3%ADa-acumula-25-quejas-por-posibles-violaciones-a-los-derechos-humanos-durante-intervenci%C3%B3n-de-autoridades-al-Bronx-Bronx-Defensor%C3%ADa-del-Pueblo-Bogot%C3%A1-derechos-humanos-Derechos-Humanos.htm
http://www.defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/noticias/5372/Defensor%C3%ADa-acumula-25-quejas-por-posibles-violaciones-a-los-derechos-humanos-durante-intervenci%C3%B3n-de-autoridades-al-Bronx-Bronx-Defensor%C3%ADa-del-Pueblo-Bogot%C3%A1-derechos-humanos-Derechos-Humanos.htm
http://www.defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/noticias/5372/Defensor%C3%ADa-acumula-25-quejas-por-posibles-violaciones-a-los-derechos-humanos-durante-intervenci%C3%B3n-de-autoridades-al-Bronx-Bronx-Defensor%C3%ADa-del-Pueblo-Bogot%C3%A1-derechos-humanos-Derechos-Humanos.htm
http://www.defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/noticias/5372/Defensor%C3%ADa-acumula-25-quejas-por-posibles-violaciones-a-los-derechos-humanos-durante-intervenci%C3%B3n-de-autoridades-al-Bronx-Bronx-Defensor%C3%ADa-del-Pueblo-Bogot%C3%A1-derechos-humanos-Derechos-Humanos.htm
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: In an interview with Bibiana Villota, 

Coordinator of anti-sexual exploitation programs at IDIPRON, the Bogotá agency that works with 

street-connected youth, described the chaos that IDIPRON faced the morning of the intervention:  

 

Bibiana Villota: We learned about it the day of the intervention. […] Wilfredo [the director of 

IDIPRON] said that day, "Come on, we are going to take care of everything.” We were not 

prepared for that... from one moment to the next, to open all the houses [shelters]. Because that 

was crazy. […] Where we arrived at the houses, there were 2000 people, we could not walk.  We 

had to... since we are a state agency, all hiring is done through public procurement and requires 

time.  So, if I need to buy some sheets, I need to do a procurement process.  The shelter cannot 

arrive and say “I have 1000 pesos, I’ll go to the store and buy it from the store.”  No, you have to 

compete for the contract, you know how it goes.  You have to compete for the contract, you win 

the contract. That's where the corruption comes in because they get contracts, right? But it's 

supposed to be a public and transparent contest. Then, when the Bronx happened, we had to… so, 

we needed beds, more food, a house, that is... many more things. 

 

AUTHOR: Things like toilet paper, little things like that. 

 

Bibiana Villota: Shampoo, toothbrushes, clothes, pajamas, shoes.  And we had to begin to contract 

out very quickly.  It was totally crazy. 

 

AUTHOR: Yes, I imagine.  
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Bibiana Villota: So of course… we said, “Uh, what happened?” but we responded, we were able 

to respond because we had some things in storage, right? So we were able to respond.  So, that is 

the first thing.  We learned about it a few hours before, like “In an hour, the Bronx is going to end, 

get ready.”  And we… 

 

AUTHOR: Yes, so then Wilfredo [the director of IDIPRON] was not involved in the operation?  

 

Bibiana Villota: In the security part, no.  He learned about it one hour before the operation.  That 

is to say, like, “Father, in one hour the Bronx is going to end, and you will have thousands of 

homeless people in your shelters, please get ready.”  It was like, they wrote… it was a weekend 

and they wrote by message… 

 

AUTHOR: At like, 4 in the morning. 

 

Bibiana Villota: Yes, the message giving directives was written as “Please, everyone be on alert 

that in one hour there will be…” Oh, no, they said “You cannot say that there is an operation.”  

That is, don’t say anything, because you could throw everything away and there were 3000 men 

prepared to enter the area.  That is, you could say “ding” and it would harm the operation.  So, of 

course after they located us, we couldn’t say anything to anyone because it was a secret operation.  

If we told, they would throw everything at us.  And then we… well… then they said to Wilfredo 

“Don’t say anything” and he wrote to us 

 

AUTHOR: But everyone was sleeping… 
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Bibiana Villota: It’s not like that at IDIPRON, I work 24/7.  That is, there are nights in which, 

look, they start the intervention at 10 and I finish at 5 in the morning and at 7 I have to return.  It’s 

crazy, it’s a very tough job.  So, of course, Wilfredo wrote like, “Please, everyone be prepared, 

there will be…” He didn’t say an operation, but… “There will be a contingency in the street and 

therefore more people will arrive.”  Ah, that makes sense, that’s normal. Ready, ok.  And then he 

began, “Prepare the shelter Oasis, please put out more beds….” But calmly, as if nothing was 

happening.  Ha!  

 

 

IN THE ORIGINAL SPANISH: 

Bibana Villota: Nosotros nos enteramos el día de la intervención. […] Wilfredo dijo ese día 

“Venga o sea, nosotros vamos atender todo.” No estábamos preparados para que… de un momento 

a otro abran todas las casas. Porque eso era una locura. […] Donde llegamos a las casas, 2000 

personas o sea, no podíamos caminar. Nos tocó… como somos entidad Distrital, toda la 

contratación se hace mediante contratación pública y requiere de tiempos, es decir, si yo necesito 

comprar unas hojas, yo necesito hacer un proceso de contratación. S sea, el instituto no puede 

llegar y decir “Yo tengo 1000 pesos, voy a la tienda y le compro al de la tienda”. No, tiene que 

concursar, tú sabes cómo se maneja acá.  Tú tienes que concursar, te ganas el concurso.  Que ahí 

es donde entra la corrupción de por medio porque les dan contratos ¿sí?... Pero se supone que es 

un concurso público y transparente. Entonces, cuando pasó lo del Bronx nosotros tuvimos que, o 

sea necesitábamos camas, más comida, una casa, o sea… muchas cosas más. 

 



 75 

AUTHOR: Como papel higiénico… cositas así.  

 

Bibiana Villota: Shampoo, cepillos de dientes, ropa, pijamas, zapatos… y nos tocó llegar a 

empezar a con… a contratar rápidamente… o sea eso fue una locura. 

 

AUTHOR: Sí, me imagino. 

 

Bibiana Villota: Entonces claro, se pudo haber… claro… nosotros dijimos como “Uh qué pasó”, 

pero respondimos, o sea, pudimos dar respuesta porque en bodega habían cosas, porque… ¿sí? 

Pudimos dar respuesta. Entonces eso primero. Nos enteramos unas horas antes, o sea, como “En 

una hora el Bronx se va a acabar, prepárense”. Y nosotros… 

 

AUTHOR: Sí… Entonces Wilfredo no estaba involucrado como… en la operación… 

 

Bibiana Villota: De seguridad, nada… Él se enteró una hora antes, de que el… de que fuera el 

operativo. Es decir, como “Padre, en una hora se acaba el Bronx y usted va a tener miles de 

habitantes de calle en sus casas, por favor prepárese” Eso fue como, que escribió… eso fue un fin 

de semana y escribió como por el mensaje de… 

 

AUTHOR: Como a las 4 de la mañana. 

 

Bibiana Villota: Sí, el mensaje de directivos se escribió como “Por favor todos alerta en una hora 

hay un…” Ah no, aparte le dijeron “No puedes decir que hay operativo” o sea, “No digas nada” 
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Porque se podía tirar todo y eran 3000 hombres preparados para entrar a una zona, o sea, se podía… 

ellos dicen como “Campanear” y se dañaba. Entonces claro ellos después se ubicaron nosotros no 

podíamos decirle a nadie porque era un operativo secreto; si contábamos se nos tiraban todo. 

Entonces nosotros como… bueno pues… entonces le dijeron a Wilfredo “No diga nada” él lo que 

nos escribió fue como… 

 

AUTHOR: Pero todos estaban durmiendo. 

 

Bibiana Villota: No pues igual en IDIPRON, yo trabajo 24/7 o sea, hay noches donde, mira 

empiezan el operativo a las 10 yo termino a las 5 de la mañana y a las 7 tengo que volver. O sea, 

es una locura, es un trabajo muy fuerte. Entonces, claro, Wilfredo escribió como “Por favor todos 

pendientes que va a haber…” No dijo que un operativo, pero… “Va a haber una contingencia en 

la calle y pues de pronto van a llegar más personas” Ah bueno pues con razón… normal. Ah listo 

vale. Entonces él sí empezó “Preparen la casa de Oasis, por favor pongan más camas…” Pero 

cálmese, o sea, no ha pasado nada… ¡Ja!  
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: Sebastián Pavía is the Director of Security in 

the Bogotá District Secretariat for Security; he was integrally involved in planning the Bronx 

intervention.  In an interview, he explained that it is impossible to fully separate out the goals of 

fighting crime, protecting citizen rights, and recuperating public space in the Bronx: 

 

So, particularly in street of the Bronx, we faced this great scenario and the 

decision was: What are we going to prioritize so we can do an intervention?  

There was a line of criminal investigation that clearly was led by the Fiscalía and 

the police, which is: What are the criminal networks that operate there that are 

dedicated to different crimes that should be dismantled? But on the other hand, 

what is the population that is there?  To which we must point to a theme, which is 

the central theme of the Bronx: the restoration of rights. And third, of course, to 

recover public space, which is subject to an undue and excessive occupation [by 

drug organizations].  I tell you these three issues, because these are the issues 

around which actors should be brought together for this intervention. [...] I would 

dare to say that each of those phenomena fed into each other. There is a great 

intersection between the occupation of public space and other crimes, such as the 

reception of stolen auto parts and cell phones.  But there is also an important 

relationship with the population that moves through the center, because around 

Los Mártires, in the neighboring zone that is Puente Aranda, it is an area very 

marked by recycling due to the number of companies there. I t is an industrial area 
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that also leaves a lot of waste in the public space.  That is, that there are things 

that are not used, and the street dweller who traditionally passes, collects, 

recycles, and obviously also gets income to go do what he wants—and yes, one of 

those things [he wants], unfortunately, is the consumption of drugs. 

 

In the original Spanish: Entonces particularmente en la calle del Bronx, nos enfrentábamos a 

este gran escenario y la decisión era ¿Qué vamos a priorizar para poder hacer una intervención? 

Entonces había una línea de investigación criminal que claramente la lideraban la fiscalía y la 

policía y es ¿Cuáles son las redes criminales que operan allí y que se deben desarticular 

dedicadas a distintos delitos como te digo? Por otro lado ¿cuál es la población que está ahí? Y a 

la cual debemos apuntarle a un tema, que es el tema central de Bronx, y es el restablecimiento de 

los Derechos.  Y en tercer lugar, por supuesto, a recuperar una ocupación indebida y excesiva del 

espacio público. Entonces te digo estos tres tema porque básicamente alrededor de esos temas 

está los actores que deberían articularse para dicha intervención. […] Me atrevería a decir que 

cada uno de esos fenómenos alimentados entre sí.  Hay una gran interconexión entre la 

ocupación del espacio público con otros delitos, como la receptación de autopartes robadas, de 

celulares.  Pero también hay una relación importante con la población que se mueve por el 

centro, porque alrededor de Los Mártires, en la localidad vecina que es Puente Aranda, es una 

localidad muy marcada por el reciclaje, por la cantidad de empresas que hay ahí.  Es una zona 

industrial que en el espacio público también dejan un montón de desechos.  Por así decirlo, de 

que hay cosas que no son utilizadas, y llega el habitante de calle que tradicionalmente pasa, 

recoge, recicla, y evidentemente de eso obtiene también ingresos para luego ir a hacer lo que 

quiera—y pues, una de esas cosas lamentablemente es el consumo de sustancias psicoactivas. 
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Source excerpt: In the original Spanish: “Cualquier intervención en el 'Bronx' debe ser vista 

como una medida de protección a la vulneración de derechos de estas personas… Vamos a 

plantear una intervención integral, sin ir tras los habitantes de calle, los consumidores de droga, 

ya que ese es el menor problema que ocurre allí.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt and source excerpt translation:  The Parces report from 2017 includes 

excerpts from testimonies made by homeless people that were present for the 2016 intervention 

of the Bronx, including the following:  

 

Testimony of “Sindy” (a ficitious name):  

 

Horrible, it was horrible. [The police officer] grabbed my hair and dragged me 

about a block and a half. I was there, I was with the boys, they picked them up and 

lit them up.  So I also wanted to fight for them, I did not want to leave them alone, 
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and the man came and grabbed me by the hair and dragged me, pulled me, because 

I tried to kick him and punch him.  But he is a man and he is a lot stronger than me. 

The others also saw these actions, and I saw that everyone was burned, others were 

upset, others were crying, screaming.  The pressure was so great that they did not 

know what to do. 

 

The testimony of “Sindy” in the original Spanish: Horrible, fue horrible. Me cogió del cabello y 

me arrastró como cuadra y media. Yo estaba, yo estaba con los muchachos, los cogen y los 

encienden a bolillo, entonces yo también quería pelear por ellos, yo no quería dejarlos a ellos 

solos, y el señor llega y me coge del cabello y me arrastra, me jala, que porque si entonces yo 

trato de darle patadas, puños, pero es un hombre y tiene muchas más fuerzas que yo. Los demás 

también ven esos actos, y yo veía que todo el mundo estaba, quemados, otros estaban 

alebrestados, otros lloraban, gritaban o sea era tanta la presión que no, no sabía ni qué hacer.”  

 

 

Testimony of “Julian” (a fictitious name):  

 

The day they went into the Bronx? Oh, my god! That day was terrible: tear gas, 

stun bombs, bully sticks.  Everyone went into the truck and we lasted three days 

in the UPJ [jail holding cell], three days (...) that is usually twenty-four hours.  Of 

course, the other homeless people gave us food (…) That tear gas, man, that made 

you roll up on the floor, several girls drowned.  Yes, also, there were many fights 

with the policemen that day. 
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The testimony of “Julian” in the original Spanish: “¿El día que se metieron al Bronx? ¡Uy, dios 

santo! Ese día fue terrible: gases lacrimógenos, bombas aturdidoras, palo venteado, todos para el 

camión, duramos tres días en la UPJ, tres días (…) que eso por lo general son veinticuatro horas. 

Claro que los otros habitantes de la calle nos dieron comida (…), esos gases lacrimógenos, 

hombre eso lo hacía a uno hasta revolcar en el piso, varias nenas ahogadas; sí, también, pues 

muchas peleas con los policías ese día.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt: 

 

From the ICBF response to the derecho de petición, in the original Spanish:   

 

No se puede mencionar a priori la existencia del delito de explotación sexual en los niños, niñas 

y adolescentes rescatados durante la intervención en el sector del Bronx.  […] se consiguió 

identificar situaciones con características básica estructurales de tipos penales […] es justo decir 

que en la defensoría de familia se predica de hechos vulneradores de derechos.  

 

No es dable determinar de manera concreta la explotación sexual por parte de este despacho… 
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https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17684?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data source:  

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17683?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

  

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17684?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17683?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Analytic note, data source, and source excerpt translation: This tweet was written in response 

to criticisms made by former mayor and leftist Gustavo Petro, who called the intervention in the 

Bronx a social cleansing.  Mejía responded with a thread, with the first tweet saying “While it 

makes this man very uncomfortable, homicides among homeless people reduced by more than 

60% after the intervention of the Bronx.” 
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Mejía goes on to say: “With the intervention in the Bronx, hundreds of lives were saved among 

the most vulnerable populations: children, homeless people, women.”  He posted data from the 

Secretariat of Security, which has since been criticized as faulty. 

 

 

 

Mejía ended by claiming, “With the intervention in the Bronx, we saved the lives of 163 minors.  

Saving the life of just one would justify [the intervention] @cristinaplazasm”, tagging the former 

director of the ICBF child-welfare agency. 
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Data source:  

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17679?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  

 

  

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17679?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: The cited El Tiempo article explains how the 

Bronx intervention has resulted in an influx of homeless people into the nearby La Estanzuela 

neighborhood, which is known for the sale of autoparts.  The article recounts: 

 

On 7th street, between Carrera 18A and 18B, there is the traditional Maria Eugenia 

park, once used by children and families for entertainment and play.  Now, 

especially near the fence that surrounds this public space on Carrera 18B, groups 

of men and women are there with sacks, chiros, and pipes ready to consume drugs. 

At noon there are 34 people lying or sitting there.  The smoke, the lost looks, and a 

penetrating smell of urine and excrement forces passers-by to cover their noses and 

speed up the pace.  Two men and a woman (who may well be a teenager) put a 

candel under a soda can covered in aluminum foil; the vapor rises and they inhale 

from it.  They repeat this action several times, recharging the contents each time as 

it becomes necessary.  In the surrounding areas, working people continue their jobs, 

despite the situation.  Taking a photo of what you see is a risk.  “Before, one or two 

homeless people would spend the night, but now it is full of those people, all the 

time,” explains the owner of shop for filters and exhausts that is diagnoal to the 

park, annoyed.  He has worked there for 19 years. “Customers no longer approach 

the shop.  They should do something with them (the drug consumers), they are 

people but they do not contribute anything,” he adds, while two people pass the 

sidewalk in front smoking a joint.  Alarm among merchants is increasing and they 

demand greater response from the authorities.  […] The owner of a store for mats 
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and luxuries for cars is a grandmother.  27 years ago she worked in La Estanzuela 

she doesn’t hold back her indignation for what she has had to see in recent days: 

“We were used to seeing homelessness and men of that sort that submit themselves 

to those vices, because we went to the Third Millennium Park or the Bronx, but 

then they came here to us.  Our clients come, they see these people there, and they 

keep going—what, are they goign to stay?  They [the homeless people and drug 

users] have harmed us.  If it continues like this, it will make us leave,” the 58-year-

old warns.  

 

In the original Spanish:  

 

En la calle 7.ª bis, entre carreras 18A y 18B, se ubica el tradicional parque María 

Eugenia, antes usado por los niños y las familias para entretenerse y jugar. Ahora, 

sobre todo en la malla que cerca este espacio público en la carrera 18B, se 

mantienen grupos de hombres y mujeres con costales, chiros y pipas listas para 

consumir drogas. Al mediodía se cuentan 34 personas tendidas o sentadas allí. El 

humo, las miradas perdidas y un penetrante olor a orina y excremento obliga a que 

los transeúntes se tapen la nariz y aceleren el paso. Dos tipos y una mujer (que bien 

podría ser adolescente) le dan candela a una tapa de gaseosa forrada en papel 

aluminio: asciende el vaporcillo e inhalan de él. Repiten la acción varias veces, 

recargando el contenido cada vez que se hace necesario. En los alrededores, la gente 

trabajadora continúa en sus labores, a pesar de la situación. Tomar una foto para 

registrar lo que se ve es un riesgo. "Antes, ahí pasaban la noche uno o dos indigentes. 
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Pero ahora se mantiene lleno de esa gente, a toda hora", expone, molesto, el 

propietario de un taller de filtros y exhostos, diagonal al parque. Hace 19 años 

trabaja allí. "Los clientes ya no se arriman. Deberían hacer algo con ellos 

(consumidores), que son personas pero no aportan nada", complementa, al tiempo 

que dos sujetos pasan por la acera del frente fumándose un 'pucho'. La alerta entre 

los comerciantes cada vez es mayor y reclaman mayor control de las autoridades. 

Al pedirles sus nombres para referirlos en esta crónica, la mayoría prefiere 

reservárselos, pues temen agresiones. La dueña de un almacén de tapetes y lujos 

para carros es abuela, hace 27 años labora en La Estanzuela y no se guarda la 

indignación por lo que ha tenido que ver en los últimos días: "Estábamos 

acostumbrados a ver indigentes y señores de esos que meten vicio, porque pasaban 

hacia el parque del Tercer Milenio o el 'Bronx', pero se nos vinieron para acá. Los 

clientes vienen, ven a esta gente ahí tirada y de una vez siguen, qué se van a quedar. 

Nos tienen perjudicados. Si esto sigue así, nos va a tocar irnos", advierte ella, de 58 

años. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: Mabel Peraza, the Manager for Interinstitutional 

Affairs for Bogotá and Cundinamarca for FENALCO (the Colombian merchants’ association), 

explained that the Bronx intervention had a negative impact on merchants in the city center, and 

they reached out to FENALCO to apply pressure on the government to keep homeless people out 

of their neighborhoods: 

 

The issue of having homeless people concentrated [in the Bronx] was a way to contain them and 

have them there consuming [drugs], interacting with each other, in their world and in their 

perspective. When the Bronx intervention happens and Mayor Peñalosa has with this idea of 

renewal and improvement, he himself counted on his team from the social part of the District 

[government], the Secretariat of Social Integration etc., to offer [the homeless people] processes 

of reincorporation, improvement, etc., etc., but not everyone accepted it. When many of [the 

homeless people] were dispersed in this way to other places, there began to be generated not only 

perception of insecurity, because where there is a homeless person, citizens believe that it is 

dangerous, that there is risk, that they are going to steal from us, that the homeless person that is 

drugged will attack, steal, affect their environment. Then our merchants were affected, from the 

Bronx, going from La Estanzuela sector to nearby sectors.  And they started to generate aggressive 

reactions against the merchants, trying to express their frustration/disagreement [with the invasion 

of the Bronx], because they did not do so against the mayor or against the authorities, but rather 

they took it out on the merchants.  So many traders had to close, they weren’t able to attend to their 

business for days.  And from our position in Fenalco, we started to tell the authorities: “Look, 

although it is true that we agree with the intervention because it was important, that the crimes and 

the whole world of things criminals who were there was terrible, but it is also true that we had to 
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have oversight of the mayor because it is a city intervention.”  We talked with the merchants, we 

told them, “Look: we are going to carry out actions to mitigate things, to put police officers there, 

to increase security, to go to dialogue with the leaders and people representing the homeless people, 

and we will start to negotiate so that the homeless people do not attack the merchants.” […]  And 

so we set up working groups, groups for dialogue with the Secretariat of Social Integration, Police, 

Security, and merchants.  And gradually we tried to get the homeless people to move away from 

there so that the merchants could… Then the relocation happened, in negotiation, the homeless 

people were relocated to the caño (canal).  […] So what we have done from our position in Fenalco 

is first to try to support the authorities, because obviously it is necessary to maintain order, control 

over the issue of crimes as serious as human trafficking, kidnapping, the exploitation of children, 

drugs.  Because behind the vulnerability, it is true, of homeless people, there are also a number of 

crimes that accompany them. 

 

Excerpt from Mabel Peraza interview, in the original Spanish: El tema de tener los habitantes 

de calle concentrados era una manera de contenerlos y tenerlos pues allí consumiendo, 

interactuando, en su mundo y en su perspectiva. Cuando viene la intervención del Bronx y viene 

el alcalde Peñalosa con esa idea de renovación y mejoramiento, él mismo contó su equipo de la 

parte social del distrito, la Secretaría Social y de integración etc., a ofrecerles esos procesos de 

reincorporación, de mejoramiento, etc., etc., pero no todos lo aceptaron. Al dispersarse muchos de 

ellos así por otros lados, empezó a generarse no solamente percepción de inseguridad, porque 

donde hay habitante de calle la ciudadanía cree que es peligroso, que hay riesgo, que nos van a 

robar, que el habitante de calle bajo los efectos de las sustancias psicoactivas agreda, robe, hacen 

afectación en su entorno. Entonces nuestros comerciantes se vieron afectados, entonces del Bronx 
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saliendo al sector de la Estanzuela a sectores cercanos allí y empezaron a generar también 

reacciones agresivas contra los comerciantes tratando de una manera manifestar su inconformidad, 

pues no lo hicieron contra el alcalde o contra las autoridades sino la emprendieron contra los 

comerciantes. Entonces muchos comerciantes tuvieron que cerrar, tuvieron que por días no atender 

sus negocios y empezamos nosotros desde Fenalco a decirle a las autoridades: Vea, si bien es cierto 

estamos de acuerdo con la intervención porque era importante, los delitos y todo el mundo de cosas 

delincuenciales que se veían allí era terrible, pero también es cierto que teníamos que acompañar 

al alcalde porque es una intervención de ciudad. Hablamos con los comerciantes les dijimos mire: 

vamos a hacer acciones de mitigación, poner policías, poner seguridad, ir a diálogo con los líderes, 

personas representativas de los habitantes de calle y empezar a hacer negociaciones para que los 

habitantes de calle no agredieran a los comerciantes.  […] Entonces se hicieron mesas de trabajo, 

se hicieron mesas de diálogo con la Secretaría de Integración, con la Secretaría, policía, seguridad 

y comerciantes y empezó pues a gradualmente tratar de que los habitantes de calle se desplazaran 

de allí para que estos comerciantes pues... Al irse relocalizando haciéndose pues, en la negociación 

los habitantes de calle se fueron relocalizando mucho más abajo sobre un caño.  […] Entonces lo 

que hemos hecho desde Fenalco es tratar primero de apoyar a las autoridades porque 

evidentemente es necesario mantener un orden, un control frente al tema de delitos tan graves 

como el tráfico de personas, el tema de secuestros, el tema de explotación infantil, el tema de 

estupefacientes, porque detrás, si bien es cierto, de una vulnerabilidad, el habitante de calle es una 

cantidad de delitos conexos que circulan en su alrededor. 

 

 



 94 

Likewise, the Bogotá Chamber of Commerce (Cámara de Comercio de Bogotá) became involved 

in advocating for merchants after the Bronx invasion.  Patricia González, Director of Public 

Management for the Chamber of Commerce, recalled in an interview:  

 

There was a very strong initial confrontation suddenly after [the Bronx intervention], and it was 

all that, that displacement of that population [of homeless people] to the traditional commercial 

zones of the city. And then the merchants began there to protest to us, to business associations and 

to the Chamber of Commerce: “And what are you going to do??” And there I think it is important 

to recognize a bit, the proactive position that the business owners took. There was a very hard 

reaction, which to take [the homeless out] from these neighborhoods in the most brutal way 

possible.  But there were also some business owners who began to say, “No, this is the time to 

improve our business and improve public spaces, to the State to come and do an intervention in 

the area.”  And that was the processes that we in the Chamber of Commerce began to work on: 

having job fairs—in other words, an institutional presence in that part of Voto Nacional [the 

neighborhood that includes the Bronx and surrounding zones]. 

 

Excerpt from Patricia González interview, in the original Spanish: Hubo una confrontación 

inicial muy fuerte que de pronto ustedes también la siguieron, y fue todo ese, ese desplazamiento 

de esa población por zonas comerciales tradicionales de la ciudad. Y entonces los comerciantes 

empezaron ahí sí a manifestarse con nosotros, con los gremios, y la Cámara de Comercio, “¿y 

ustedes qué van a hacer??” Y ahí yo creo que es importante reconocer un poco la, la posición 

proactiva que tomaron los empresarios. Hubo una durísima reacción, que era que al día siguiente 

los sacaban de la manera más brutal de sus zonas. Pero hubo también unos empresarios que 
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empezaron a decir “No, este es el momento para mejorar nuestro negocio y mejorar los espacios 

públicos, llamar al Estado para que venga y haga intervención en la zona.” Y eso fue un poco los 

procesos que acompañamos nosotros desde la Cámara, y es que hubo ferias empresariales o, 

presencia institucional en toda esa zona del Voto Nacional. 
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Analytic note, source excerpt, and source excerpt translation: 

These claims of rights abuses are based on research conducted by the geographer Amy Ritterbusch 

and the team of Parces, a human-rights NGO.  Ritterbusch and the Parces team conducted 

extensive semi-structured interviews and focus groups with homeless citizens that had experienced 

or witnessed violence in the canal.  Moreover, they spent two nights in the canal (September 6 and 

7, 2016), and kept field diaries that recount acts of violence that they personally observed.  For 

example, one team member wrote the following in their field diary from the September 6, 2016 

night in the canal:  

 

“A policeman took a stick about a meter and a half long and about 30 centimeters in diameter wide 

and threatened homeless person to return to the canal. He began to chase after [the homeless 

person], raising his tall stick with his right arm, chasing him even in the middle of Sixth Street 

while passing cars, putting his life at risk. Finally, the homeless person entered the canal again. 

(...) Then we saw when another homeless person that came out of the canal, ran across the street 

to the north and took Carrera (Avenue) 24.  A policeman, also with a stick in his hand, ran after 

chasing him, while two other policemen, in motorcycles, that were on the other corner also started.  

They went at full speed by the platform [of the Transmilenio transportation system] where we were 

all standing to pursue him. There were about eight policemen threatening homeless people and 

hauling them with sticks or with batons. We could see that three policemen had sticks and the 
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others used the baton. [The police officers] were always very violent, hitting the floor or the things 

they had, breaking [the homeless people’s] pipes and the objects they had with them.” 

 

In the original Spanish: “…un policía cogía un palo de más o menos un metro y medio de largo 

y de unos treinta centímetros de diámetro en la punta y amenazaba a un habitante de la calle para 

que volviera al caño. Comenzó a perseguirlo alzando el palo alto con el brazo derecho, lo persiguió 

incluso en medio de la calle Sexta mientras pasaban carros, poniendo en riesgo su vida. Finalmente, 

el habitante de la calle volvió a entrar al caño. (…)Luego vimos cuando a otro habitante de la calle 

que salió del caño, cruzó corriendo la calle hacia el norte y cogió por la carrera 24, un policía, 

también con un palo en la mano, salió corriendo detrás a perseguirlo y otros dos policías, en motos, 

que estaban en la otra esquina también arrancaron y se metieron a toda velocidad por el andén en 

donde estábamos paradas para perseguirlo. Había unos ocho policías amenazando a los habitantes 

de la calle y arreándolos con palos o con los bolillos. Pudimos ver que tres policías tenían palos y 

los demás usaban el bolillo. Fueron siempre muy violentos, golpeando el piso o las cosas que 

tenían, rompiéndoles las pipas y los objetos que tuvieran con ellos.” 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: In an interview with Semana that was 

published February 2, 2016—just one month after taking office, Peñalosa declared that the “the 

situation in the Bronx is intolerable.” Peñalosa went on to explain: “There can’t be a republic of 

crime in the middle of the city” and described the Bronx: “It’s a den of delinquents surrounded 

by people who are immersed in a state of drug addiction.”   

 

Quotes in the original Spanish:  

• “La situación en el Bronx is intolerable.” 

• “No puede haber una república del crimen en medio de la ciudad.” 

• “Es una guardia de delincuentes rodeados por personas inmersas por el estado de la 

drogadicción.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt: 
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In the original Spanish: Además, por qué si cuando dicen cómo “es que en El Bronx se violan 

niños” entonces si uno sale a decir algo distinto, como “oiga, pero también hay este otro tipo de 

cosas”, se vienen contra uno. Es como que “claro, usted permite que violen a los niños, y se 

permite asesinar mujeres” entonces pues intentamos no, no entrar en esa situación tampoco. 
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Analytic note:  

 

Bogotá’s Social Integration Secretariat, which is responsible for most services for homeless 

people, and IDIPRON, the Bogotá agency that works with street-connected youth, were not 

involved in planning the intervention and found out about it as it was happening.  ICBF, the 

national child protection agency, was somewhat more involved in the planning process.  ICBF’s 

Director, Cristina Plazas Michelsen, was involved in high-level planning meetings, even though 

few ICBF staff knew about the intervention.  However, the idea for the Bronx intervention did 

not originate from ICBF, and the ICBF took on a less central role in the planning process 

compared to the role played by security forces.  During interviews, bureaucrats that work on the 

issue of commercial sexual exploitation of children and other experts on the issue described the 

Bronx intervention as primarily a security intervention, not a child protection operation.      
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Data Source: 

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17681?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833 

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17675?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833 

  

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17681?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17675?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation:  

 

Sebastián León Giraldo of Parces describes the confusion of the days immediately following the 

intervention:  

 

We at PARCES met with one another to see what we should do—because the first 

thing that was happening was that they were forcibly relocating people via trucks. 

Also, others knew something was going on, since there were already way too 

many people missing, or beaten up, or being picked up on trucks and taken to 

other cities. There are many hypotheses about what was happening, and the first 

thing we wanted to do is find out how to track them [the missing homeless 

people] down, to document the violence, to the greatest extent possible. Then, we 

began to divide in teams and go out to look for other homeless people in different 

parts of the city. Luz Mary, one of our colleagues, even went to Pereira [over 200 

miles away], because we had been told that some people were there, so she went 

herself to find out.  

 

In the original Spanish: Se quitan qué tan pronto nos enteramos, nos reunimos en PARCES 

para ver qué hacer porque lo primero que genera que habiendo trasladado a las personas a la 

fuerza para camiones o otras que lo sabían como ya que había muchas personas desaparecidas o 

golpeadas otras que los camiones que se montaron se los llevaron para otras ciudades entonces. 



 103 

Había muchas hipótesis de cosas que estaban pasando y lo primero que quisimos hacer fue cómo 

rastrearlas, las violencias, hasta donde se pudiera entonces pues empezamos a hacer grupos para 

salir a buscar habitantes en diferentes zonas de la ciudad. Inclusive una compañera que es Luz 

Mary a Pereira a mostrar por qué no nos habían dicho que habían algunos allá entonces fue a 

buscar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt: 

 

In the original Spanish: “La acción de intervención del Bronx, eso ya coge y coloca el tema, 

¿sí? Una cosa que la gente no veía, cuando se toca el Bronx, entonces ya la cosa se hace visible.” 
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Source excerpt:  

 

An excerpt from the interview, in the original Spanish: “fue una oportunidad como, tener el 

tiempo de, hacer esas criticas, de empezar a hacer el seguimiento del día a día, de como están 

vulnerando los derechos de los habitantes de calle, donde el discurso era, también, no solamente 

los menores, sino también las mafias de microtráfico. Dígame a cuantos vendedores de los 

grandes. Lógicamente capturaron a los que están dentro de la olla, pero no capturaron a los 

cabecillas.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source excerpt and source excerpt translation:  
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Luz Mary Pardo, an activist from Parces, explained the situation facing homeless people in the 

canal using the hypothetical first person—while noting at the end that she has these insights 

because she spent a night in the canal herself. 

 

So I am stuck in a hole, because the canal is a hole. Some people are doing drugs, 

some are sleeping. Suddenly, they [the police] arrive and surround us with tear 

gas. Because what they do is throw tear gas, and trap us there. And logically, 

when they [homeless people] tried to leave, they would get punched, beaten up. 

Logically, I started to jump. I went crazy. And this is what the media showed: the 

enraged homeless person. But they never showed why the homeless person acted 

this way. They never showed it when the police would come and throw tear gas, 

hit them, assault them, that was never shown by the media. And thankfully 

PARCES succeeded in showing these violations that were perpetrated. One night 

we went and slept in the canal. 

 

In the original Spanish: Yo estoy metida en un hueco, porque el caño es un hueco. 

Consumiendo droga, muchos durmiendo de pronto. Llegan y me encierran con gases 

lacrimógenos. Porque lo que hacen es tirar gases lacrimógenos, los aportonaban y lógicamente 

cuando ellos trataban de salir les empezaban a dar bolillo, a golpear. Lógicamente yo me voy a 

saltar. Y me vuelvo loco o loca. Y eso es lo que mostraban los medios. El habitante de calle. Pero 

nunca mostraban el por qué el habitante de calle era así. Nunca mostraban cuando la policía 

llegaba a tirarles gases lacrimógenos, a golpearlos, a agredirlos. Eso nunca lo mostró los medios. 
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Y gracias a eso pues PARCES logró pues ver, mostrar esas violaciones que se cometían. 

Nosotros una noche dormimos en el caño. 
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Source excerpt: 

 

Extended quote, in the original Spanish: Y en ningún momento esta es una intervención contra 

los habitantes de calle, contra los menores de edad o contra el consumo de drogas, lo hemos 

repetido hasta el cansancio.  Esto no es contra ninguna de estas poblaciones vulnerables.  Todo lo 

contrario: es un operativo para garantizar los derechos de estas poblaciones que estaban siendo 

explotadas en este lugar de la ciudad.  La intervención, lo que hace es restablecer los derechos de 

los niños, niñas y adolescentes del Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, restablecer la 

presencia institucional, la seguridad y el orden con la retoma y el control territorial de esta zona.  

Esta zona, como muchos de ustedes saben, estaba completamente controlada por unos ganchos, 

por unas organizaciones que la Fiscalía tenía toda la investigación en conjunto con inteligencia 

de la policía y desarticula organizaciones criminales que allí operaban. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: Extended quote from interview with Sebastián 

Pavía:  

 

It wasn’t necessarily a security intervention.  It was an intervention to restore 

rights.  Because in the end, in more quantitative terms—for example, in terms of 

the social results—for example, the number of children rescued, the number of 

homeless people taken from this place where they were living in a complex 

situation, the number of animals recovered, the number that could move, that has 

a greater impact. [...]  But the bulk of this was social work. And it is absolutely 

clear that from the beginning it was seen as an operation to restore rights and 

people from social policy agencies were there. So, it was not an operation in 

which people were warned: “You have to be ready,” because the heads of the 

operation were always aware…  But it was something that was absolutely planned 

and about which I had no doubt.  It pursued an important social interest and was... 

Well, in the end, I believe that history will be the judge, but it was an important 

political decision.  […] The Bronx was an area that lasted for twelve years and 

there was never a comprehensive intervention to end what was going on there, 

things that bit by bit we learned about. But it was an area that was, as we say, an 

absolutely complex territory in all social terms and also in terms of security. So I 

think it was an operation with an important security component, because you had 

to arrive with force, you had to arrive with a large number police, you had to get 

to catch and dismantle and prevent certain crimes were committed in an area. But 
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of course, the social impact and the magnitude of people who were treated there, 

in social terms I think it was quite considerable. 

 

In the original Spanish: No es una intervención necesariamente de seguridad, es una intervención 

de restablecimiento de Derechos.  Porque al final, fue más en términos cuantitativos, por ejemplo 

los resultados sociales de esto y el número de niños rescatados, el número de habitantes de la calle 

sacados de ese lugar en el que estaban viviendo una cosa compleja, el número de animales 

recuperados, el número que podían moverse, eso tienen un impacto mayor.  […] Pero el grueso de 

esto fue un trabajo social.  Y es absolutamente claro que desde el principio estuvo visto como una 

operación de restablecimiento de Derechos y las personas sociales estuvieron allí.  Entonces no es 

una operación en la que se le avisó a la gente: “Tienes que estar ya listo,” porque siempre 

estuvieron enteradas las cabezas del operativo, ya como se haya manejado internamente las 

disposición de los recursos pues le compete a cada entidad, pero era una cosa que estaba 

absolutamente planeada y que tenía sin duda, y perseguía un interés social importante y era… Pues 

al final, yo creo que la historia irá juzgando pero era una decisión política importante.  Y era decir 

hacia donde debo mirar, y cuáles son las acciones que debo tomar, porque el Bronx al final era una 

zona que duró doce años funcionando y nunca hubo una intervención del todo integral para 

terminar un poco las cosas que allí sucedían que poco a poco se fueron sabiendo.  Pero era una 

zona que digamos, un territorio absolutamente complejo en todos los términos sociales y también 

de seguridad.  Entonces yo creo que es una operación con un componente importante de seguridad, 

pues porque había que llegar con fuerza, había que llegar con un número de policías importante, 

había que llegar a hacer capturas y desarticulaciones e impedir que se cometieran ciertos delitos 
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en una zona.  Pero por supuesto que el impacto social y la magnitud de personas que fueron 

atendidas ahí yo creo que es algo considerable en términos sociales. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: 

 

Through our critique of the state for its contradictions, PARCES was able to 

position itself, to attend congressional meetings, to establish networks with 

members of Congress. We also got media coverage. We were constantly covered 

by the media. We participated in international conferences, international fairs—

we were invited, and we were funded. In other words, it [the government’s use of 

a rights framing] helped us grow as an organization.  

 

In the original Spanish: Nosotros con el discurso de crítica al Estado por sus contradicciones 

PARCES logró posicionarse asistirá audiencias en el Congreso establecer como lazos con 

congresistas. También pudimos estar mucho en medios. Estamos permanentemente en medios. 

Participábamos como en ferias internacionales, en congresos internacionales, nos nos invitaban 

nos financiaban si. O sea, nos hizo crecer como organización. 

 

  



 112 

Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: 

 

Extended interview quote, in the original Spanish: 

 

Sebastián León: Para nosotros sí, o sea, fue un tema que nos ayudó a posicionarnos en la gente y 

obviamente fue un tema que nos ayudó a crecer. PARCES pasó de ser una organización pequeña, 

sin fondos en el que la gente trabajaba por amor al arte, a conseguir fondos de miles de dólares 

anuales por estas luchas no. Y por esta idea de demostrar cómo el Estado en este caso con un 

discurso de defensa de derechos humanos estaba también violando esos mismos derechos, pero 

otras poblaciones que pueden ser consideradas un poco más, que son poblaciones marginalizados 

y puede entenderse que son menos importantes. Pero claro sí fue un discurso que aparte lo ayudó 

a crecer un montón. 

 

AUTHOR: ¿Con financiamiento de Open Society?  

 

Sebastián León: Que yo me acuerde sí de financiamiento grande en la Open Society que nos 

estaba financiando de base. 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: 

 

Extended interview quote with Sebastián Pavía, Director de Seguridad, Secretaría Distrital 

de Seguridad de Bogotá, Skype, June 28, 2018: 

 

So when Mayor Enrique Peñalosa became mayor, of course he sent the message that we have to 

be more forceful in controlling certain situations in which, up until then, had experienced a ton of 

social, political, economic, legal and illegal situations that turned them into territories that 

became very complex to address. […]  So for this administration, the clear message is: there are 

no territories that are foresaken.  And so of course this is very related to the larger set of policies 

of Mayor Enrique Peñalosa, who in the past had intervened in El Cartucho, and now has 

intervened in the Bronx, because those are zones in the center of the city that have such potential 

importance as well in terms of urban renovation, which of course is a priority for this mayor.  

 

In the original Spanish:  

 

Entonces cuando el alcalde Enrique Peñalosa llega a la alcaldía, claramente se envía el mensaje 

de que hay que ser más contundente en el control de ciertos escenarios donde hasta la fecha 

habían ocurrido un montón de situaciones sociales, políticas, económicas, legales e ilegales que 

permitían que se crearan unos territorios bastante complejos de abordar. […] Entonces esta 

administración, el mensaje claro es: no hay territorios vedados y por supuesto que esto está muy 

relacionado también con la política macro del alcalde mayor Enrique Peñalosa, quien en su 

pasado ya había intervenido el Cartucho, y ahora intervino el Bronx, porque son zonas tan en el 
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centro de la ciudad, zonas que tienen un potencial importe también en términos de renovación 

urbana que por supuesto para el alcalde también eso es una prioridad.   
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: 

Extended interview quote with Alirio Uribe, Congressional Representative (Bogotá/PDA), 

Bogotá, June 20, 2018: 

The human rights discourse became widespread, right? Even the military put their officers to 

study in human rights schools, due to the Constitution of 1991, the first specialization in human 

rights opens at ESAP [Escuela Superior de Administración Pública--Superior School of Public 

Administration], and the military begins to show up, public officials too, right? And later, that 

model is replicated in various universities throughout the nation.  It’s like a wave of rights 

discourses. But it also has to do with… a reality of violence against people’s rights, right? 

 

Then the antivirus [laughs] of that [spread] is to learn from the discourse and genre, to try to 

generate policies and obviously to create a human rights office within the presidency, open 

observatories, generate... let’s say those would be the antivirus, right? First the NGOs, then the 

organizations for victims, then the observatories and obviously the state does not stay the same. 

Thus at the beginning, a presidential council of human rights was formed, then they created what 

is now in the presidency (moved from the National Planning Department), the high presidential 

council for human rights. This did not exist, something else existed before.  So, there were a lot 

of venues. Then it became the norm for the vice president to be in charge of any human rights 

functions, right? 

 

In the original Spanish:  

Se generaliza el discurso de los derechos humanos ¿no? Los propios militares ponen a sus 

oficiales a estudiar en las escuelas de derechos humanos, entonces en vigencia de la constitución 
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del 91 se abre la primea especialización en derechos humanos en la ESAP y ahí empiezan a 

llegar los militares, los funcionarios públicos también ¿no? Y eso después, ese modelo se replica 

en muchas universidades del país, digamos es como una ola del discurso de los derechos, pero 

también tiene que ver en una realidad y es que hay una realidad de violencia, hay una realidad de 

violación de los derechos ¿cierto?  

 

Entonces el antivirus [risas] de esa es también aprender de ese discurso y genera, tratar de 

generar políticas y obviamente crear desde la presidencia una oficina de derechos humanos, abrir 

observatorios, generar, digamos que esos serían los antivirus ¿no? Primero la ONGs, después las 

organizaciones de víctimas, después los observatorios y obviamente el Estado no se queda 

quieto, entonces en un comienzo se creó la consejería presidencial de derechos humanos, 

después se creó lo que hay ahorita en la presidencia desde el DNP, la alta consejería presidencial 

para los derechos humanos, eso no existía, primero existía otra cosa, bueno una cantidad, 

después entonces se volvió de moda que el vicepresidente asumiera las funciones de derechos 

humanos ¿no? 
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Source excerpt and source excerpt translation: 

 

In interviews, two former sex workers from the Bronx contested the administration’s depiction of 

the Bronx as a site of sexual slavery.  They did not disagree that sexual exploitation of children 

and adolescents had ocurred in the Bronx, but argued that it was far less prevalent and 

sensational than the administration suggested, more frequently taking the form of a teenage girl 

selling sex for a hit of drugs.   

 

One woman who used to work as a sex worker in the Bronx explained in an interview:  “Never.  

I mean, I cannot say that I have seen a house for young girls or adolescents where they were 

forced into prostitution. Normally, after a certain hour, [teenage drug] users are left without 

money, and it is easy to offer them money to consume (drugs).  So for the people I knew [in the 

Bronx], it was easier to wait until 10, 11, 12 at night when they run out of money and say ‘Well, I 

will give you this much bazuco, or this much money and you sleep with me’. But I would be a 

liar if I told you that I saw kidnapped girls. Never.  I entered Millonarios, I entered Manguera, I 

entered El Nacional and I entered Americano [all infamous clubs for partying and prostitution in 

the Bronx that were described by public officials as being the site of sexual slavery]. I also 

entered the infamous 5th floor, known as the house of terror, and nothing. From my point of view, 

it is a lie.” 

 

In the orginal Spanish: “Nunca, o sea, yo no puedo decir que haya visto una casa para niñas o 

para adolescentes que las obligaban a prostituirse. Normalmente las personas consumidoras 

después de cierta hora se quedan sin plata, y es fácil ofrecerles plata para que consuman. 
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Entonces era, para las personas que yo conociera era más fácil esperar tipo 10, 11, 12 de la noche 

a que se quedaran sin plata y decir “bueno, te doy tantas bichas o tanta platita, estás conmigo”. 

Pero sería yo mentirosa de decirle que yo vi niñas secuestradas. Nunca. Y yo entré en 

Millonarios, yo entré a Manguera, yo entré al Nacional, y entre a Americano.  Le entré al famoso 

quinto piso que es la casa del terror, y no. Entonces desde mi punto de vista es mentira.” 

 

Another former sex worker with underaged nieces who used to frequent the Bronx agreed, 

arguing: “What do they mean, forcing a girl [to sell sex for money]? In Millonarios [a major bar 

in the Bronx where the sex trade happened], which is where minors would go, both boys and 

girls, which was their party space, how are you going to claim that they have to sleep with that 

person for money or drugs? My nieces… I have nieces who for various circumstances also 

performed sex work, ok?  […] They would tell me, “No. We would go to Millonarios and get 

high. We'd be there until 3, 4 am, but nobody ever forced us to do anything.”  This is a big lie.”   

 

In the original Spanish: “Como que obligar a una niña ¿sí? Digamos Millonarios, queda como el 

sitio donde iban las, los menores edad, las chicas y los chicos, como que era el rumbiadero de 

ellos, como va a decir usted “tienen que acostarse con tal tipo por plata o por drogas” ¿Si? Mis 

sobrinas, yo tengo sobrinas que por cosas del destino también ejercieron el trabajo sexual, ¿si? 

[…] Ellas me decían “no, nosotros entrabamos a millonarios y nos empepamos, y estamos hasta 

las 3, 4 de la mañana, pero nunca nadie nos obligó hacer nada.” Eso es una gran mentira.”  
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Analytic Note: 

 

I chose to compare the entire year of 2015—the year prior to the start of Peñalosa’s mayoral 

term—with the period from Peñalosa’s inauguration (January 1, 2016) to the day before the 

intervention in the Bronx (May 27, 2016).  These 2016 dates reflect the agenda-setting process 

leading up to the intervention.  May 28, 2016 is the date of the intervention, and media coverage 

on that date shifts to focus on the impact of the intervention, rather than the definition of the 

problem.  12 days after the intervention, critical media coverage emerges in the news archive, 

marking a shift to a new period of the policy process.  To assess the pre-Peñalosa period, I focus 

on 2015 alone in this table rather than extending to previous years, given that the security 

situation in 2015 and 2016 were roughly comparable.  Please see the file for the Bronx news 

archive to evaluate trends over time in media coverage.     

 

https://data.qdr.syr.edu/api/access/datafile/17686?key=ae1f311c-309c-4b41-bdce-89efc3c24833  
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