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A B S T R A C T   

This paper offers a space-relational extension to the local turn in peace studies. We argue that unflattening the local in research on peace and conflict has the potential 
to explain why multi-modal participatory peacebuilding produces tensions, disappointments, and adaptations across a volatile and fluid state-society interface. Our 
analysis focuses on three space-relational dimensions: contested claims to territorial representation; the scalar organisation of the state; and the dynamics of extensive 
uneven urbanisation in peripheral regions. Catatumbo, a conflict-affected borderland region of Colombia, constitutes the empirical focus of our study, which covers 
both the protracted negotiations leading to the 2016 national peace agreement and its ongoing fraught implementation. Drawing on mixed-methods research, our 
findings show that despite vibrant forms of pro-peace participation, a regional consensus failed to emerge amidst ongoing violence, unfulfilled state promises and 
new threats to the economy and environment. Yet, grassroots peacebuilding continues to be reinvented and includes innovative forms of socio-territorial dialogue. 
Concluding remarks reflect on opportunities to broaden space-relational analysis of socially and geographically complex peacebuilding efforts across and beyond 
Colombia.   

1. Introduction 

Peacebuilding research has undergone two major ‘turns’ over recent 
decades. Most familiar to scholars and policy circles, the ‘local turn’ has 
elevated grassroots agency both within and beyond official peace-
building. A more recent ‘spatial turn’ acknowledges ‘the centrality of 
space in war and peace’, leveraging geographical concepts to untangle 
its ‘everyday messiness’ (Gusic, 2019, pp. 47-48). Nevertheless, 
theoretical-conceptual cloudiness remains over the spatiality of peace 
processes. This is most problematic when it comes to the lingering 
romanticisation about the transformative power of bottom-up peace 
participation, whereby ‘local’ social actors are believed to uniformly 
resist and reshape top-down state and international impositions (Donais, 
2009; Paffenholz, 2015). Building on political geography’s recent en-
gagements with peace as an inherently uneven socio-spatial phenome-
non (Koopman, 2020), and the understanding that participation in 
peacebuilding is relational to space – mediated by and potentially 
transforming space through its expression (Björkdahl & Buckley-Zistel, 
2016; Björkdahl & Kappler, 2017; Gusic, 2019), this paper suggests 
that more nuanced space-relational perspectives are needed to tease out 
tensions endemic to participation. We propose a three-part framework 

especially useful for the study of peacebuilding in volatile and frag-
mented peripheral regions. The framework includes the following di-
mensions: (1) contested territorial claims; (2) the multi-scalar politics of 
peacebuilding; and (3) the dynamics of extensive and uneven 
urbanisation. 

The local turn questions a chronic disregard for within- and between- 
country variation in how peace is understood and practised under the 
hegemony of a liberal, Western-dominated international system (Mac 
Ginty & Richmond, 2013). Peace agreements typically occur in - and 
stimulate - significant socio-political upheaval in contexts where het-
erogeneous social actors already employ myriad strategies to navigate 
and resist violence. A rich research field has emerged foregrounding 
these sub-national dynamics, everyday events and acts of community 
agency, wherein the ‘local’ has become a central concept ‘beloved of 
both theorists and practitioners alike’ (Hughes et al., 2015, p. 817). Yet, 
despite the hope that local inclusion can redirect the liberal policy 
agenda, conceptual clarity has been lacking concerning precisely ‘what, 
where and who the local is’ in peacebuilding (Ljungkvist & Jarstad, 
2021, p. 2211). The result is often undue assumptions that social actors 
are unified in rejecting external impositions and in aspiring towards a 
more culturally sensitive and inclusive peace (Paffenholz, 2015). This 
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disregards tensions and paradoxes that may emerge in contested spatial 
realms as state-legitimated or ‘invited’ participation interacts with 
‘invented’ practices which challenge such state oversight (Cornwall, 
2002, p. 170). What happens when formal participatory processes 
disappoint mobilised actors? And how do different actors with poten-
tially opposed interests maintain their autonomy in pursuit of their 
specific objectives? Providing robust answers to these questions is 
crucial to ascertaining whether increased ‘local’ participation in peace is 
conducive to genuinely transformative and emancipatory alternatives 
(Leonardsson & Rudd, 2015, p. 834). 

This paper demonstrates the analytical potential of our space- 
relational framework by probing the vibrant yet beleaguered civic 
engagement witnessed in Colombia through the negotiation and 
implementation of the 2016 peace agreement. Throughout an ongoing 
and uneven national conflict, grassroots peacebuilding efforts have been 
persistent and varied, with communities establishing violence-free 
zones, humanitarian agreements with armed actors, educational cam-
paigns and myriad other collective actions (García-Durán & Sarmiento, 
2015; Gormally, 2016; Roldán, 2014; Mitchell & Ramírez, 2014). A 
participatory spirit ostensibly underscored the 2016 peace agreement 
between the national government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia – People’s Army (FARC-EP). During the negotiation pro-
cess, the country witnessed an unprecedented wave of social mobi-
lisation, wherein civil society actors demanded an end to violence 
alongside livelihood and other investments for people in conflict zones. 
Though negotiators reached an agreement for an ambitious 
peace-and-development programme, a 2016 national referendum saw a 
defeat for ‘Yes’, demonstrating a lack of legitimacy with Colombian 
society as a whole and profound geographical differences in voting 
behaviour. Yet, in a fraught context characterised by unfulfilled prom-
ises and resurgent armed violence, people are again mobilising for 
peace, including via new platforms adapted to the challenges of the 
so-called ‘post-conflict’ era. 

Our analysis focuses on the goals, dynamics and outcomes of local-
ised peacebuilding efforts in Catatumbo, a borderland region charac-
terised by extreme poverty and marginalisation amidst the presence of 
rich natural resources and rapid development. Moreover, Catatumbo’s 
resilient peace movement has historically resisted the confluence of vi-
olent non-state actors and contested weak and unresponsive state in-
stitutions. Drawing on interviews, focus groups, original databases 
compiled by the Centre for Research and Popular Education/Programme 
for Peace (CINEP/PPP), archival documents, international monitoring 
reports and electoral data, we examine the surge of regional mobi-
lisation which occurred during the national negotiation process, and 
subsequent electoral fractures during the referendum. We then trace 
how vibrant participation in government-led post-agreement peace 
programmes gave way to disappointment, unmet expectations, and 
novel forms of local engagement. Our analysis demonstrates the 
respective roles played by our three explanatory dimensions in shaping 
this complex narrative of gains and tensions; namely, (1) the conflicts 
among organisations claiming to represent the region including campe-
sino coalitions and indigenous groups, (2) misalignments between social 
mobilisation, voter behaviour and citizen participation at different 
stages and regulatory levels of the peace process, and (3) the emergence 
of city-oriented interests and activities in a region designated as rural yet 
increasingly interconnected by infrastructure networks. 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 briefly reviews 
the local turn in peace research to then introduce our understanding of 
‘space-relationality’ and develop the three elements of our framework. 
Section 3 situates the Catatumbo case against the complex sub-national 
dynamics of Colombia’s armed conflict, and outlines the pertinent tenets 
of the 2016 peace agreement as pertaining to the region’s key actors. 
Section 4 applies our framework to the complexities of participation 
which characterised the negotiation (2010–2016) and implementation 
periods (2016–2021). Section 5 summarises the analytical gains of our 
framework and proposes further directions for geographical peace 

research. 

2. A space-relational extension to the local turn 

This section explains why a space-relational analytic can further 
illuminate local participation in peace. Section 2.1 begins by charting 
the emergence of the local turn in peace studies. It then outlines the key 
conceptual shortcomings that geographers have addressed in their ef-
forts to specify the complex relationality implicated in the constitution 
of the local. Section 2.2 introduces the three components to our space- 
relational framework: contested claims to represent the territory; the 
multi-scalar politics of peacebuilding; and the extensive yet uneven 
urbanisation processes re-shaping peripheral regions. 

2.1. Unflattening the ‘local’ through space-relationality 

If peace research has become sophisticated in charting the de-
velopments - and failings - of context-blind peacemaking, questions 
undeniably remain over the explanatory power of such localised anal-
ysis. As the dominant international policy agenda expanded to a more 
long-term and comprehensive set of actions predicated on state-building 
and the stabilisation of ‘ungoverned’ spaces (Tschirgi, 2013, p. 208), 
shortcomings became apparent in this Western-centric one-size-fits-all 
approach. Multiple failures to ‘build peace’ in countries like Rwanda, 
Somalia and the former Yugoslavia - among others - revealed a chronic 
neglect of regional differences and territorial specificities and capacities 
(Ibid). This gave origin to the local turn in critical peace research. John 
Paul Lederach (1997) proffered the notion of ‘peace from below’, 
wherein a lasting, inclusive peace demands cultural sensitivity. A 
broader group of researchers have foregrounded local communities as 
active participants in transition processes (Lederach, 1995; Mac Ginty & 
Richmond, 2013; Mitchell & Hancock, 2012), while also highlighting 
their potentially contradictory roles in tolerating, resisting and/or acting 
in complicity with state and armed actors during conflict (Arjona, 2015; 
Hallward et al., 2019; Kaplan, 2017; Masullo, 2015). This work has 
showcased the explanatory power of fine-grained, community-centred 
methodologies (Autesserre, 2010), and international policy guidance is 
now vociferous about community consultation for ‘sustaining peace’ (de 
Coning, 2016). Nevertheless, conceptual confusion lingers regarding the 
ontological and epistemological underpinnings of the local turn 
(Ljungkvist & Jarstad, 2021), hampering the ambition to understand 
and support bottom-up initiatives beyond the limitations of liberal 
peace. We need a more spatially explicit analytic to explain why such 
initiatives may fail and how transformative peace may be achieved in 
fragmented and volatile locations. 

Others have called for deeper engagement with relationality within 
and beyond localised peace processes (Debiel & Rinck, 2016). Critical 
studies of development interventions show that community responses 
are highly fluid, subject to changing degrees of autonomy and not al-
ways concerned solely with the state (Cornwall, 2002, p. 170; Miraftab, 
2004). Peace participation is no different: it involves hybrid arrange-
ments constituted in an ever shifting state-society interface (Robins & 
Wilson, 2015; Söderström et al., 2020). Furthermore, this fluidity occurs 
amidst broader cultural, social, economic, territorial and symbolic di-
visions produced and perpetuated by the transition process itself 
(Bräuchler & Naucke, 2017; Shesterinina, 2021; Wood, 2008). It has 
been shown that privileging the participation of certain ‘local’ actors has 
the potential to bequeath asymmetrical opportunities for research 
and/or policy influence, disregard or even exacerbate their divergent 
aspirations and potentially obfuscate authoritarian or violent tendencies 
(Kappler, 2015; Klem, 2018; Simons & Zanker, 2014). Yet despite 
warnings against the inadvertently counterproductive effects of civil 
society engagement (Pouligny, 2005), too often the local - and the actors 
therein - are viewed as homogeneous and unified, rather than ‘plural, 
dynamic and contested’ (Hughes et al., 2015, p. 821). Space-relational 
perspectives can explain why and how such divisions come to be. This 
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paper develops a framework to provide a concrete example of what is to 
be gained by such geographically explicit insights on the complex re-
lations constituting the local. 

The emerging spatial turn in peace research builds on prior 
geographically-oriented analyses of peacebuilding (Autesserre, 2014). 
These reveal the varied meanings ascribed to peace in places with 
multiple needs and interests (Bregazzi & Jackson, 2016; Brigg & George, 
2020). Reminding us that society and space are co-constituted (Lefebvre, 
1991; Soja, 1996), geographers such as Koopman (2016, n.p.) argue that 
peace is ‘shaped by the spaces in which it is made, as it too shapes those 
spaces.’ This dialectic is particularly salient in complex post-conflict 
conjunctions when a full or partial ceasefire may have occurred but 
‘an unchallenged peace’ is yet to be established (Gusic, 2019, p. 49). 
Under such conditions, epistemological certainty about the value of 
local participation is unwarranted. After all, why should localised 
decision-making produce more socially just, environmentally sustain-
able (or indeed, peaceful) outcomes relative to any other scale (Purcell 
and Brown: 2005)? Therefore, to credibly advance the local turn’s 
analytical and practical ambitions, we herein develop and apply a 
three-part space-relational framework explaining the constraints and 
tensions that influence community peace participation, and how these 
are shaped both within and beyond the locations where peace is 
pursued. 

2.2. Our framework: territorial claims, state scales, extended urbanisation 

The first step to productively problematising the local is recognising 
that peacebuilding implicates different social groups with overlapping 
and - at times - conflicting logics and aspirations concerning the 
governance of post-conflict geographies. Said groups may all have 
developed validity claims about how they ‘represent’ the territory. Po-
litical geographers have shown that the power dynamics which 
configure territories extend beyond the state (Raffestin, 1980; Sack, 
1981, 1986) - and thus territory must be seen as a product of social 
relations (Murphy, 2012). A vibrant field of research has emerged in 
Latin America around decolonising territory, with studies foregrounding 
relational, anti-capitalist, indigenous and traditional communities’ un-
derstandings of territory in their analysis of struggles over land use and 
tenure (Fernandes, 2011; Haesbaert, 2007). Much of this literature fo-
cuses on socio-territorial movements that build symbolic and autono-
mist power in overt confrontation with the functional and repressive 
forces of the state (Haesbaert, 2020; Halvorsen et al., 2019). For Agnew 
and Oslender (2013: p.136), such struggles represent an opportunity to 
‘open up’ the space of the nation-state by shifting power to the local 
scale, such that movements are recognised as ‘alternative territorial 
authorities’ in arrangements that may include subaltern perspectives 
and practices. Nevertheless, we should recognise local diversity and not 
assume that all mobilised actors with territorial claims align in their 
interests. Furthermore, post-conflict scenarios are often riddled by vio-
lent para-state actors and armed insurgent groups who community 
groups may need to negotiate with, potentially exacerbating fractious-
ness within civil society (Ballvé, 2012, pp. 603–622; González, 2014, 
2018; González et al., 2003; Gutiérrez, 2018, pp. 157–208). 

Secondly, given that both conflict and peace are best understood as 
transcalar processes (Björkdahl & Buckley-Zistel, 2016, p. 7), attention 
is required into how the scalar organisation of political-administrative 
structures conditions the dynamics of peace participation. It is well 
known that armed actors pursue strategies and objectives beyond their 
surroundings, resulting in multiple ‘scales of violence’ in conflict set-
tings (World Bank Group et al., 2018: p.2). Political geographers have 
also studied how distinct multi-scalar state structures may (dis)empower 
different forms of collective action (Miller, 1994; Purcell & Brown, 
2005). We expand on MacGinty and Richmond’s (2013: p.770) con-
ceptualisation of the local as produced through ‘a global sense of place’ 

to formulate a space-relational understanding of the multi-scalar politics 
of peacebuilding. This recognises both scalar constraints and the 

capacity of actors to ‘jump scales’ by drawing on manifold national and 
international networks (Björkdahl & Buckley-Zistel, 2016; Hameiri & 
Jones, 2017, p. 9). This can include federations of economic interest, 
international donors, private foundations and faith-based organisations. 

Thirdly, the material and symbolic conditioners of peace participa-
tion can be better specified by examining extended and uneven urban-
isation processes, particularly in disadvantaged regions assigned a 
homogenous rural status. Ljungkvist and Jarstad (2021) call for 
increased attention to the particularities of urban space in peacebuilding 
processes, as well as interrelations with rural, peri-urban and traditional 
spaces (See also Björkdahl, 2013; Weinmann & Juttersonke, 2019). Yet, 
peace studies must also consider ongoing functional and morphological 
transformations that occur in connection to evolving external connec-
tions, e.g. as roads are built to promote export capacity, cities and towns 
expand even in regions with an agricultural and resource-extraction 
character (Kanai & Schindler, 2022). Research on infrastructural 
development shows the proliferation of investment connecting periph-
eral regions to national and global value chains, and the ensuring flows 
of goods and services and back-and-forth movements of people (Kanai & 
Schindler, 2019). Therefore, rather than through an urban-rural binary 
lens, conflicted-affected regions could be productively approached as 
‘operational landscapes’ being continually yet unevenly integrated into 
a functional system of planetary urbanisation (Brenner & Schmid, 2014; 
Kanai, 2016; Monte-Mór & Castriota, 2018). This entry to 
space-relationality sheds light on (mis)alignments in peace expectations 
across agricultural areas, resource-based zones and the urban settle-
ments servicing them. It also explains why roads, pipelines and other 
infrastructure constitute focal points of contention before and long after 
ceasefires, and demonstrates how state efforts to ‘bring peace’ inter-
twine with developmental calculations on extracting value from pe-
ripheral geographies. 

3. Learning from Catatumbo and Colombia’s ‘territorial peace’ 

agenda 

The Catatumbo river basin in north-east Colombia is considered a 
sub-region of the Norte de Santander department and commonly defined 
as consisting of eleven municipalities. Historically agricultural, the 
1970s oil boom drove improvements in connective infrastructures such 
as roads and pipelines. With a current population of over 180,000 (PGN 
/ Procuraduría General de la Nación, 2020), Catataumbo now features a 
diversifying economy which includes significant expansion in 
export-oriented crops such as African oil palm. This has intensified 
exploitation of natural resources such as land and water, increased 
population density and generated new intra- and extra-regional func-
tional interconnections (Potter, 2020). But the continuing presence of 
multiple insurgent groups and cultivation of illicit crops has fuelled a 
widespread perception of a lawless borderland, despite being problems 
shared with multiple other peripheralized Colombian regions. This has 
exposed residents across ethnic and social groups to hard-line state 
policies, military abuses and extralegal violence by both guerrilla and 
paramilitary armed actors, forcing sometimes desperate collective ac-
tions. To illustrate, in 2001 the entire community of La Angalia, a 
remote riverine settlement, was displaced as a result of paramilitary 
violence. Residents only returned five years thereafter (Relief Web, 
2020). 

For residents committed to (re)shaping the state-society interface in 
the region, a chronic lack of social services and repeated failures to 
deliver on public investment promises have fuelled widespread distrust 
in government institutions (García Pinzón & Mantilla, 2020). The largest 
agrarian platform, the Catatumbo Campesino Association (Asociación de 
Campesinos de Catatumbo - ASCAMCAT), provides a preeminent 
example, having established thick organisational networks with other 
civil society actors in order to represent community needs and secure 
public investment. In a narrative common across conflict-affected 
communities, activists frame their practices within a discourse of 
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persistent and defiant local agency: 
The little that there is in Catatumbo - health centres, schools, elec-
trification, roads, bridges - has depended on Community Action 
Boards, protests, and other collective processes. Not because the 
state wanted dialogue, but because it’s been obliged to dialogue. 
- Interview with a social leader, January 2019. 
Despite seeming unity in collective struggles, territorial and other 

cleavages cut across Catatumbo in multiple ways. Firstly, ASCAMCAT 
have long sought the creation of a Campesino Protection Zone (Zona de 
Reserva Campesina – ZRC), which would devolve powers, guarantee 
land access and enable the pursuit of sustainable livelihoods. Opposed to 
this, the Barí people, an indigenous group from the region’s northern 
fringes, seek an expansion of their two indigenous reserves. Secondly, 
residents are often forced to enter informal agreements with violent 
actors and desist from more contentious social mobilisation, which the 
latter may perceive as a threat to the stealth functioning of illegal 
economies (Aponte, 2012). These pragmatic responses occur in an 
overall context of para-state power, wherein illicit armed groups coerce 
communities to recognise them as the prevailing form of social authority 
(Idler, 2019). Thirdly, rapid and extensive urbanisation has deepened 
cleavages across communities. Though certain locations - especially 
Tibú, the largest town - have expanded faster than others, the down-
stream effects are region-wide, including noticeable environmental 
degradation and massive in-flows of people from neighbouring 
Venezuela, who provide cheap and precarious labour for both extractive 
industries and illicit crop cultivation (Idler, 2019). 

The 2010–2016 peace process brought about new opportunities and 
challenges for collective action in the region. Soon after President Santos 
announced full negotiations with the FARC, chief negotiator Sergio 
Jaramillo began employing the concept of ‘territorial peace’ in national 
and international fora. This notion promised a focus on conflict-affected 
peripheral regions like Catatumbo, while unifying the government and 
FARC around a compatible narrative and agenda (Diaz et al., 2021; 
López, 2014; Santos, 2017). It seemed that more public resources would 
arrive, including investments to support combatant demobilisation. Yet 
it soon became evident that hard-line policies would continue, with 
investments limited to profitable economic sectors amidst ongoing 
conflict and (non-)state coercion (Piazzini Suarez, 2018). Facing soaring 
tensions and relentless violence, social actors mobilised around their 
own visions of peace in massive and unprecedented numbers. 

The expectations for peace held by social actors such as ASCAMCAT 
diminished in the wake of the failed national referendum and the early 
stages of implementation. The narrow No vote victory against the Santos 
government’s Yes campaign unveiled important social and spatial di-
visions across Colombia. Partisan divides and overall distrust in the 
electoral system translated into high levels of abstention, and it 
appeared that rural support for peace clashed with relative apathy or 
outright antipathy among urban communities (Tellez, 2019). Still, after 
a brief renegotiation and rapid ratification by Congress, implementation 
of the ambitious Final Agreement continued with the participatory spirit 
integral to the territorial peace discourse. In particular, the flagship 
scheme for local participation known as Development Programmes with 
a Territorial Focus (Programas de Desarrollo con Enfoque Territorial – 

PDET), promised comprehensive rural reform and an “equitable rela-
tionship between the countryside and the city” (Gobierno Nacional de 
Colombia, 2016, p. 21). This garnered much interest, with 2200 orga-
nisations comprising 229,000 people participating across the country 
(ART, 2021: p.13). Yet Catatumbo - one of 16 selected PDET regions - 
offers a clear example of the disappointments that ensued amidst inco-
herent implementation, hardening securities policies and the afore-
mentioned divisions and conflicts. Nevertheless, as our analysis below 
shows, Catatumbo provides insight on innovative and enduring partic-
ipation beyond the agreement’s narrow policy framework and pro-
scribed consultation channels. 

4. Analysis: conditioners and modalities of peace participation 

This section provides a space-relational explanation of why the 
participatory opportunities offered by the national peace process pro-
duced such complex and apparently paradoxical outcomes in Cata-
tumbo. Section 4.1 uses our three-part framework to explain how, 
despite massive mobilisation and ongoing grassroots peacebuilding ef-
forts, Catatumbo voters failed to turn out in large numbers and show 
uniform support for the peace agreement in the national referendum. 
Section 4.2 then analyses the post-2016 implementation period; we 
highlight how, amidst further frustration with the process and an un-
responsive state, mobilised citizens successfully negotiated local ri-
valries, identified new developmental threats, and repositioned their 
demands and strategies through novel forms of participation. In sum, we 
show that the three space-relational dimensions of our analysis help to 
specify the constraints faced by social actors, but that these do not 
constitute insurmountable obstacles to build peace from and for the 
region. 

4.1. A mobilised region seeking peace, but without the votes 

“We are an organisation of more or less 10,000 people. But here you 
find [even among] campesinos [those] who vote for the Conservative 
Party, campesinos who are now with the FARC party. … In 2013, 
thousands of us marched … but those thousands don’t vote for a real 
[unified] political alternative [across the region]”. 
- Interview with social leader, May 2020. 
Whilst approximately two thirds of Catatumbo voters supported the 

‘Yes’ option, much above the national average and in alignment with 
other conflict-affected regions expected to benefit from the peace pro-
cess, at about a quarter of the registry, voter turnout was dismal and 
outcomes varied significantly across and within the region’s munici-
palities (Vanegas & Vergara, 2016). The high levels of mobilisation and 
local pro-peace activism leading to the referendum make these under-
whelming results even harder to explain. The year 2013 witnessed the 
largest agrarian strike in decades, which seemed poised to reconfigure 
the state-society interface in favour of land reform and social invest-
ment. Over 10,000 residents participated, imposing a roadblock that 
brought the regional economy to a standstill (Caracol Radio, 2013). 
Strikers garnered significant media attention, inspired multiple other 
mobilizations around the country and obtained a response from the 
national government, who promised to address historical problems. 
Subsequent efforts to amalgamate local perspectives into a shared peace 
agenda included regional summits, numerous symbolic acts, and dia-
logue with the Colombian government and other national and interna-
tional non-state actors (Semanario Voz, 2014). 

Recognising that a social actor’s claim to represent the local or 
regional interest may be partial and contested helps to explain why 
campesino-led mobilisation and attempts at broad-based coalition- 
building failed to establish a shared understanding of the benefits of 
peace. After the 2013 roadblock, ASCAMCAT maintained active 
communication with municipal authorities and international NGOs. 
Associated events, including a two-day Regional Peace Assembly in the 
El Tarra municipality, were intentionally inclusive of residents beyond 
their campesino constituency in order to incorporate multiple social 
mandates (Semanario Voz, 2014). Still, campesino demands remained 
centred on the creation of a Campesino Reserve Zone, which re-ignited 
long-standing grievances from the Barí people who sought constitutional 
guarantees against its creation (Verdad Abierta, 2017). Moreover, for 
some the 2013 roadblock had been ‘very aggressive’, ‘disproportionate’, 
and caused ‘a lot of harm’ to the territory,1 casting doubt over 
ASCAMCAT’s political legitimacy and compounding accusations that 

1 Interview with a resident of Tibú, November 2019. 
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they covertly served FARC interests (Rodríguez, 2017: p.91). Even in-
terviewees sympathetic to ASCAMCAT’s agenda criticised their 
disjointed approach, which produced fatigue among participants. 
Meanwhile, initial hopes for investment and peace diminished rapidly 
amidst concerns that still-active armed groups would soon contest the 
power vacuum left by FARC disarmament (Kreiman & Masullo, 2020, 
pp. 21-22). This confluence of tensions was especially evident in the 
Sardinata municipality, where actors struggled to consolidate a shared 
agenda for peace amidst ongoing criminal activity and violence 
involving multiple armed groups (Fundació n Ideas Para la Paz, 2013,). 

Scale factors played a crucial role in the failure to consolidate a 
regional peace agenda, with national party politics shaping public un-
derstandings and expectations. If the mobilised campesinos initially 
inserted their claims in the national debate, the region was not exempt 
from the conservative backlash to Santos’ peace programme. Since 
President Santos announced the referendum in 2013, Yes/No positions 
increasingly polarised in alignment with party-political loyalties. 
Opinion-pieces circulated across traditional and social media, offering 
vocal critique of the FARC amnesty and the overly progressive and 
revolutionary orientation supposedly underpinning negotiations. Op-
position was bolstered by disinformation concerning a rumoured 
reduction in pensions to finance implementation, and a supposed LGBT 
agenda threatening the traditional Colombian family (Angelo, 2017, 
p.136; Carnes, 2016; Koopman, 2018). Amidst an ineffective govern-
ment information campaign and concerns with undue assumptions of a 
Yes victory, some grassroots actors organised pedagogic activities to 
persuade residents of the direct local benefits of a pro-peace vote (El 
Tiempo, 2016). Yet, such efforts could not counter the No discourse, 
especially in conservative strongholds like Sardinata, where voters 
rejected the peace agreement overwhelmingly (65%). In sum, as the 
mayor of Tibú stated, the referendum became “a political issue” in the 
strict sense; that is, it reflected the scale structures of electoral processes 
and party allegiances, rather than expressing shared regional commit-
ment to a transformative politics of peacebuilding (El Tiempo, 2016). 

Whilst Catatumbo’s external perception remains uniformly rural, 
extensive urbanisation processes have introduced material and symbolic 
divisions that explain notable differences in support for the Yes option in 
urban (58.4%) and rural (76.4%) areas,2 with the benefits of the peace 
agreement much clearer for the latter. Among the most commonly cited 
explanations for the No victory nationally is the failure to make the 
benefits of the agreement’s ratification clear to urban voters amidst a 
legacy of geographically contrasting perceptions of peace and conflict 
(Koopman, 2018, p. 473). Whereas such analysis distinguishes between, 
on the one hand, large- and mid-size cities and conflict-affected pe-
ripheries, on the other, this cleavage also manifested within Catatumbo. 
The campesino-led regional peace agenda did attempt to incorporate 
urban needs and aspirations (ASCAMCAT, 2014), and solidarity ran both 
ways as residents of urban districts maintained close ‘symbolic, socio-
cultural and political ties’ to rural remote settlements (Rodríguez, 2017, 
p. 102). Yet, as evinced during the 2013 roadblock, economic divisions 
between urban and rural sectors were undeniable and, as regional flows 
of goods came to a standstill, shop-owners in Tibú harboured resentment 
over the losses incurred (El Colombiano, 2013). Moreover, our in-
formants reported that confrontations with security forces in and around 
the town escalated to a repressive state response, which negatively 
impacted daily life and left residents with painful memories. In sum, the 
increasing bifurcation of interests, sensibilities, land uses and access to 
connective infrastructure provides an explanation to the lower level of 
support for peace across the region’s urban areas. 

4.2. Peace under threat, participation reinvented 

Our space-relational framework explains why participatory peace-
building has generated expectations and disappointments in the post- 
2016 agreement implementation period. It also sheds light on how 
mobilised social actors continue adapting to contend with shifting state 
initiatives for peace-and-development, amidst resurgent violence as 
multiple armed actors vye for territorial control. The flagship compo-
nent to the agreement’s provisions for comprehensive rural reform, the 
Development Programme with a Territorial Focus (Programa de Desar-
rollo con Enfoque Territorial – PDET), initially stimulated a vibrant pro-
cess of citizen participation. In its first stage, 8136 residents participated 
in over 100 meetings of the Catatumbo PDET, developing 1115 com-
munity- and municipal-level proposals for infrastructural and public 
facility investments (ART, 2018). These inputs were then amalgamated 
into an Action Plan for Regional Transformation, which expressed the 
ambition to transform Catatumbo into a “biodiverse, agroecological, 
eco-touristic and innovative territory” (Verdad, Abierta 2019). Howev-
er, after the election of President Duque, this vision was replaced with a 
narrower agenda for a ‘Sustainable Catatumbo’ within a national 
framework for ‘peace with legality’. Resurgent armed conflict has 
further diminished local prospects for peace. The result has been mul-
tiple forms of resistance by various social groups, combining renewed 
attempts to negotiate governance and conviviality arrangements with 
armed actors and innovative actions to secure improvements to living 
conditions. Specific concerns with the deteriorating natural environ-
ment have further undergirded the search for a consensus on a more 
ecological peace. Drawing from Marín et al. (2022), we argue that these 
constitute socio-territorial dialogues as a form of ontological struggle 
rooted in place-specific experience and challenges. 

Despite local fractiousness, state neglect and external threats can 
galvanise unified regional opposition, even bringing together social 
actors with misaligned territorial understandings and interests. The 
post-agreement conjuncture has been characterised by a more overtly 
extractive model of development, resurgent violence and hardening 
state repression, which led to a dynamic convergence of Catatumbo’s 
social actors around common problems. Interviewees described how 
diverse PDET participants felt disillusionment with the programme’s 
failure to transcend a fundamentally exploitative land use model. 
Regional unity vis-a-vis implementation disappointments appears to 
have further strengthened since the designation of Catatumbo as a 
Strategic Zone for Comprehensive Intervention, prompting a return to 
forced crop eradication and a strengthened military presence (Cruz, 
2020). Responding, campesino and indigenous organisations have 
co-founded an independent committee to monitor delivery of the PDET 
Action Plan, in parallel to government-led oversight (ATI, 2019). 
Moreover, in the wake of FARC disarmament and the resultant contes-
tation for territorial control between remaining armed actors (HRW / 
Human Rights Watch, 2019, 8 August), local groups have engaged in 
collective action ‘without protagonism, sectarianism, or individualism’, 
organising multi-sector humanitarian roundtables and protest marches 
expressing discontent with sluggish implementation and calling on 
armed actors to ‘resolve their problems through dialogue’ (La Opinión, 
2018). 

The political-administrative scales that shape Catatumbo’s gover-
nance, with much centralisation at the departmental capital of Cúcuta, 
played a constraining role in the realisation of the aspirations expressed 
in the PDET diagnostic phase. Although community-level meetings were 
viewed as broadly inclusive, several interviewees reported exclusion 
from higher-level events organised outside the region in Cúcuta (see also 
ATI, 2019). Scale has proved additionally restrictive during imple-
mentation, which mostly occurred during President Duque’s time in 
office (2018–2022). According to independent analysis, delivery fol-
lowed a ‘municipalization’ logic that sidelined the aims of regional co-
ordination or local accountability in favour of alignment with national 
schemes (CEPDIPO / Centro de Pensamiento y Diálogo Político, 2021, 

2 Data taken from the Colombian National Registry. https://www.regi 
straduria.gov.co/. 
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p.9, p.21). 
Responding to the difficulties surrounding PDET implementation, 

mobilised communities have proved able to sidestep scale restrictions by 
reaching out and collaborating with extra-regional networks of support 
to advance their peace and development goals. The riverine community 
of La Angalia provides a telling example. It was briefly considered by the 
Colombian government for siting one of the FARC reintegration facil-
ities, which raised expectations for infrastructural upgrades. After 
another site was chosen, a local residents’ committee secured the 
reconstruction of their damaged port and established new peaceful use 
protocols. Support from a number of external organisations proved 
essential, including Caritas Colombia, USAID and the German Embassy 
(Relief Web, 2020). 

Transcending the urban-rural divide, peace activists can identify 
common interests and forge new solidarity relations across locations 
with diverging material conditions and place identities. This bridging 
can occur both in official state-sponsored programmes and more 
disruptive contentious actions. PDET consultation in Catatumbo un-
covered interdependencies between larger towns and remote areas, 
including labour flows of urban residents seeking work in agricultural 
and extractive projects (Angulo, 2021). The recognition of such dy-
namics informed subsequent proposals for connective infrastructure 
investment between towns and hinterlands. Yet, critics of President 
Duque’s plans for a Sustainable Catatumbo point to a radical disavowal 
of the peace agreement’s original vision for regional transformation 
(Ortega, 2020). Instead of promoting synergistic collaboration across an 
urban-rural continuum of economic activity, government initiatives 
now emphasise developing external infrastructure connectivity at the 
service of export-oriented extractive industries (CEPDIPO / Centro de 
Pensamiento y Diálogo Político, 2021). Projections of increased 
service-sector employment for the region’s youth justify such invest-
ment – thereby reducing dependence on illicit crop cultivation – but 
doubts remain over the quality and robustness of these livelihood 
prospects. Crucially, discontent with this approach to infrastructure-led 
development that privileges freight transport cuts across needs in towns 
and rural areas, galvanising a new round of roadblocks. This time, res-
idents explicitly demanded improvements to road paving conditions to 
make the region’s main highways more suitable for passenger vehicles 
travelling between urban and rural areas (Estévez, 2020). 

Finally, it is noteworthy that growing concerns with environmental 
deterioration have underscored innovative socio-territorial dialogues 
(Marin et al., 2022). These efforts to achieve a more ecologically sus-
tainable form of peace supersede competing territorial claims; demand 
greater regional autonomy concerning environmental governance; and 
collate a programme that brings together communities along the urban- 
rural spectrum. Now with a functioning port and serviced by paved road 
and electric grids, La Angalia has become an important node linking 
more remote riverine communities to the region’s core towns and 
beyond. Leveraging this position, community representatives have 
played a pivotal role in the creation of a regional environmental com-
mittee, which brings together 90 communities from across the river 
basin. The committee’s achievements include the development of 
norms, protocols and sanctions for handling solid waste and restricting 
deforestation, though preventing oil spills has proved more challenging 
due to the role of organised crime in sabotaging pipelines, while the 
degree of indigenous representation remains unclear. Nevertheless, 
Community Action Boards throughout the region have instituted similar 
committees to tackle ecological challenges, alongside other activities 
focused on well-being and peaceful coexistence (CNMH / Centro 
Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2020, p.595). In collaboration with 
multiple external organisations including the National Centre for His-
torical Memory (CNMH) and international universities, environmental 
activists coordinate regional efforts to engage both licit and illicit eco-
nomic actors driving environmental deterioration and appropriate 
governmental agencies. These emergent practices demonstrate the 
broader potential of socio-territorial dialogue to pursue ecological 

peace. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper has proposed a space-relational framework for analysing 
the opportunities, tensions, challenges, and strategic re-orientations 
underlying local engagement with peace. We departed from the recog-
nition that, far from operating one-dimensionally, peacebuilding pro-
cesses involve multiple modalities of participation across a complex and 
ever-shifting state-society interface. Our specific goal was to demon-
strate that space-relationality can explain seeming paradoxes and dis-
continuities in outcomes across invited and invented spaces, and thus 
inform transformative peace imaginaries beyond the liberal discourse. 
We operationalised this by examining the roles played by (mis)aligned 
territorial claims, the restrictive (yet evadable) state scales governing 
peace processes, and the (dis)continuities of material conditions and 
place identities associated with extensive urbanisation. This extension to 
the local turn belies romantic or reductive assumptions about partici-
pation to refine and deliver community-centred understandings of 
peace. Rather, it calls for more geographically explicit consideration of 
how and why participation may fail to synergise or produce optimal 
outcomes. By way of conclusion, we outline the key lessons of our study. 

Firstly, our findings underscore the need for peace research to 
properly grapple with how (mis)aligned territorial claims may condition 
the dynamics of peace participation. This must include careful exami-
nation of how social actors called upon - or claiming to - represent the 
local interest may be excluding others. In grappling with long-term land 
challenges, the campesinos of Catatumbo, a majority and well-organised 
constituency, faced a dilemma between forceful actions that risked 
alienating potential allies, and horizontalist yet ineffective consensus- 
building. Nevertheless, in the face of an unresponsive state and a re-
turn to hardline security policies, the campesinos and the Bari people 
articulated a joint autonomous platform to monitor the peace agree-
ment’s implementation. 

Secondly, we showed that charting out the scalar organisation of 
electoral and administrative processes helps to identify elements 
hampering the realisation of peacebuilding aspirations. At the 2016 
referendum, efforts to build a regional consensus for peace clashed with 
a deeply embedded network of local allegiances associated with national 
party politics. The post-agreement promise of a consensus-based 
regional peace and development plan failed to materialise against the 
backdrop of a governance structure that remained centralised and 
disjointed. Nevertheless, our study shows the importance of extra-local 
and international peacebuilding networks in enabling local actors to 
realise their ambitions. 

Thirdly, our analysis suggests that although polarisation may occur 
due to differing sensibilities and understandings of peace, fractious re-
lations across an assumed urban-rural divide are not the only possible 
outcome in a context of extended urbanisation. The 2013 roadblock and 
its aftermath evinced that focused contention at connective nodes within 
unevenly-developed landscapes can negatively affect urban livelihoods, 
thereby diminishing support for transformative agendas. Still, the 
emergence of post-agreement urban-rural coalitions shows the potential 
for innovative joint proposals to recognise interdependencies and foster 
solidarity around shared infrastructural, land use and livelihood 
concerns. 

Despite unwavering peace activism, Catatumbo remains a troubled 
and contested borderland where everyday life is punctuated by crossfire 
between armed groups and a militaristic state. Our field research also 
uncovered growing grassroots concerns regarding environmental 
degradation and emerging agendas for a more ecologically sustainable 
peace. The socio-territorial dialogues that frame these efforts require 
further research, including thorough socio-ecological analysis. 
Furthermore, space-relational analysis in and beyond Catatumbo can be 
refined by engaging with non-western cosmologies of place, tracing the 
deep histories and traditions of grassroots peacebuilding, and 
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considering how emergent digital technologies create opportunities and 
challenges for situated and inclusive peace. These entry points would 
complement – rather than substitute – our three-part focus on territo-
riality, scales and urbanisation. The ‘space-relational turn’ could also be 
advanced by examining other cases of multi-modal peacebuilding efforts 
in diverse, fractured and volatile sub-national spaces. Such analysis, we 
contend, would inform and empower grassroots peacebuilding, thus 
providing a logical extension to the critical and inclusive spirit of the 
local turn. 
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González, F. (2018). “¿Llevar el Estado a las regiones o las regiones al Estado?”. En. 
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