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This policy 
brief examines 
private sector 
engagement in 
the Colombian 
peace process, 
arguing that it is a 
positive example 
of mobilising 
private actions 
for public good.

In 2016 the Colombian government signed a peace agreement with the left-
wing Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) rebel movement, 
thus ending a 50-year conflict which had led to over 220,000 deaths, 

thousands more casualties,  and over five million people uprooted from their 
homes.2 A prominent aspect of the process initiated by this accord—the Havana 
agreement—was that private companies were invited to become partners in 
implementing the peace process and participate in delivering social goods and 
construction programmes to underpin the post-conflict transition. 

This policy brief examines private sector engagement in the Colombian 
peace process, arguing that it is a positive example of mobilising private actions 
for public good. In light of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, how governments 
provide incentives and openings for the private sector to collaborate in 
responding to topical policy challenges has become a more salient question. 
The aim of this brief is to understand the roles that companies can play as 
social and crisis-response actors, and draw the implications for both public 
policy and business practice within a changing ethics of corporate responsibility, 
as proposed by normative frameworks including the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the discourse on business and human rights (BHR).

The brief is based on research carried out in 2018-19 with Colombian and 
international companies operating in Colombia. It concludes that business 
is capable of merging social impact activities with the traditional corporate 
philanthropy to meet an enhanced need for public goods, including peace itself. 
In doing so, it formulates hitherto unforeseen roles and types of interaction 
with the government. The peace agreement represented an opening for private 
sector implementation of proactive strategies towards local populations.  
Clear policy messages and efficient governance structures on the part of 
policymakers are needed, however, to capture this readiness and leverage the 
full range of contributions that companies can offer.
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noticed a shift from traditional philanthropy to a more 
instrumental attitude of social investment in which 
companies see value in targeting social goals. 

A proliferation of development and community 
projects across productive and service sectors is 
further evidence of companies directly contributing 
to peace and rural development. While many 
commitments predate the 2016 accord, and the 
rhetoric of national reconstruction has allowed the 
private sector to label what many business actors 
had been doing for some time as ‘peace initiatives’, 
two novel features stand out in this period. The type 
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Issues such as health and education, which are 
seen as less politically contentious, have seen a high 
level of engagement, but foundations in particular 
are also prepared to pursue goals and methods 
which are seen as unpopular or difficult, such as 
mental health. One foundation champions the use 
of yoga to improve mental well-being, a priority on 
which it believes government actors could not focus. 
Capacity building, whether directly linked to the 
peace process or not, is also seen as a long-term 
contribution that affects the overall quality of life 
rather than a defined peacebuilding target. A typical 
comment was: ‘If you look back at how charity was 
done in Colombia, we have had a transition from 
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Business leaders also found it difficult to 
obtain clear and straightforward information 
about how to respond to government incentives. 
A survey by the Bogota Chamber of Commerce 
in 2017 showed that 87 percent of the over 1600 
companies questioned thought the private sector 
should engage with the peace process, yet an even 
higher percentage—94 percent—confessed that 
they did not know anything of the government’s 
plan to involve them.12 Companies are frustrated 
by the complexity, messiness, and changeability of 
government programmes and structures related to 
the peace process. As a result, many are reluctant 
to associate with the peace process and prefer 
to talk instead in terms of responsible investing, 
community engagement, and contributing to local 
development. ANDI’s peacebuilding strategy referred 
to above, for example, avoids any reference to peace 
as such. Their foundation deems the expression too 
political, so it uses the label of “strategy of inclusive 
competitivity” (“estrategia de competitividad 
inclusivia”), which resonates more comfortably with 
private companies. 

Other limitations on corporate willingness to 
engage include a dearth of reliable data and analysis 
of economic and social conditions at the grassroots, 
as well as a lack of tools to measure social impact. 
Some companies are reluctant to work with the 
government because they doubt the competence 
of public bodies, particularly that of the local 
government. They also worry about the changeability 
and limited duration of public programmes, as 
well as the associated risk that public funding 
may be switched to favour new, more fashionable 
issues. The most significant inhibition on business, 
however, is the lack of clear frameworks, rules, and 
systems for managing the public-private interface. 
Companies complained of confusion within the 
state institutions meant to implement the peace 
process, grey areas of law, the absence of contact 
points, and the lack of a strategy for handling private 

sector inputs. Division of roles, the definition of 
goals, and a sense among officials and politicians 
of where companies can bring added value are 
particularly unclear.  The relatively low involvement 
of companies with programmes on truth, justice, 
and reconciliation and reintegration of former FARC 
combatants is attributed to the lack of overarching 
legislation that could give structure and legal 
certainty to the private sector’s role in these areas. In 
taking on a high-profile social role, the private sector 
is wary of absolving the government of the pressure 
to act and fulfilling the state’s duty to guarantee 
services and rights. 

The OPI scheme demonstrates many of the 
problems in this awkward dynamic between the 
public and private sector. Companies complain of a 
heavy bureaucratic process and lack of coordination 
between planning mechanisms and instruments. 
Both sides—the government and the private 
sector—face difficulties in making the relationship 
between them function adequately, thus inhibiting 
enthusiasm for the scheme. Criticisms of the 
programme claim it does not do enough to bring the 
private sector into ‘the dynamics of war and peace’ 
and make ‘coordination of the business sector with 
stabilisation more robust’.13

On the other hand, the scheme offers a glimpse 
of how policy can encourage different roles for the 
private sector, make it more open to conversations 
about peace, blur traditional lines between public 
and private, and help shift business attitudes away 
from corporate philanthropy to an idea of co-
constructing peace with government. The scheme 
provides companies with improved visibility for their 
social investment strategies and the potential for 
positive reputational impact, also persuading them 
to think not in terms of marginal efforts through 
voluntary investment and capacity-building, but 
through mainstream initiatives that go to the heart of 
the country’s development challenges.
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CONCLUSION 

The Colombian peace process has created 
opportunities for corporate programmes that 
contribute to public goods and welfare, thus 
constructing an idea of shared responsibility 
between the private sector, government, and civil 
society. This emergent new model of business 
engagement links corporate welfare with the 
wellbeing of people at local level and modifies 
traditional approaches of corporate philanthropy.

Although this trend is confined to a relatively 
small number of large companies, initiatives such 
as capacity-building, supplementing state provision 
in areas like health and education and active 
engagement with local people, are increasingly 
seen as part of building a new profile of corporate 
responsibility. The spatial limits of corporate 
engagement are also being questioned. Business 
no longer necessarily sees itself as limited to 
undertaking social investments in the vicinity of its 
own operations. 

The peace process clearly demonstrates the 
importance of positive government signalling in 
shaping corporate attitudes to peacebuilding and 
leveraging contributions to public goods. Schemes 
such as OPI, and frameworks which give effect 
to the territorial and rural emphasis of the peace 
process, helped encourage a novel geography of 
corporate engagements and provide a focal point 
for companies to align social programmes with 
public policy.  

Negative signalling consisted of a confused and 
changing public narrative and political polarisation 
of the peace process. The government’s failure to 
provide adequate institutional support for private 
sector efforts has undermined private sector 
enthusiasm for adopting pro-peace strategies and 
increased a tendency towards indirect contributions, 
with a potential loss in terms of business visibility as 
a peace actor. 

POLICY AND PRACTICE 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 

For policy-makers:  

1.	 Develop and maintain clear and non-
partisan policy messages and institutional 
focal points to ensure long-term business 
commitments to public goods provision;

2.	 Develop systems to make use of privately-
collected data, particularly on needs and 
challenges at the community level where 
companies are often more knowledgeable 
than national government, so that it can 
be available (with appropriate safeguards) 
to help generate context-specific 
development plans;

3.	 Increase efforts to align national policy 
priorities with global normative fh v
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